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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is to create a detailed profile of Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities (HBCUs) African American male presidents with Chief Student Affairs 

Officer (CSAO) experience. HBCUs are currently in the midst of a leadership crisis and 

the attrition rate of presidential leadership at HBCUs is direr than that of Predominantly 

White Institutions (PWIs). While facing the tumultuous leadership climate, HBCUs are 

considering hiring presidents who possess a non-traditional career pathway, meaning 

those who have never served as Chief Academic Officer (CAO). As the role of the 

HBCU leader has evolved over time into the complex, multifaceted job functionality of 

the modern-day president, it is vital to have an individual who is well versed in a 

multitude of areas including fundraising and crisis management. Currently, an individual 

with CSAO experience leads less than five percent of HBCUs. Most of the research 

conducted on American college presidents’ focuses primarily on Predominantly White 

Institutions and the traditional career pathway of rising through the ranks of the faculty 

until being promoted into the academic administration. This study will use a qualitative 

approach to provide a thorough analysis of the path to the HBCU presidency by 

individuals with CSAO experience. A normative career ladder for the HBCU presidents 

with CSAO experience will also be described as a result of this study.  To execute this 

study, HBCU presidents with CSAO experience were interviewed to gain their 

perspectives on their preparation, search process, and ultimate acceptance. This study will 

serve as a guide for current student affairs practitioners who have a desire to lead a 

HBCU, board members who are held responsible for hiring HBCU leaders, and 

researchers who study the career pathways of university presidents. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 

Over the past four decades there have been a plethora of studies that have 

analyzed the career pathways of collegiate presidents.  As a result of those studies, 

several researchers have concluded that the most common career pathway to obtaining a 

college presidency is the Chief Academic Officer (CAO) position (Bullard, 2008; Cohen 

& March, 1974; Covert, 2004; Moore, Salimbene, Marlier, & Bragg, 1983; Noyes, 1994; 

Risacher, 2001; Wessel & Keim, 1994).  Cohen and March (1974) provided the 

groundbreaking and seminal study, which remains relevant considering that the majority 

of collegiate presidents continue to rise through the academic affairs division of the 

university.  In the past two decades, there has been an increase in the amount of research 

that has analyzed the career paths of the university president.  Moore, Salimbene, 

Marlier, and Bragg (1983) supported the Cohen and March study in which a normative 

presidential career ladder was constructed via thorough research.   

In addition to creating a presidential career ladder, Moore et al. (1983) also 

assembled a career ladder that outlines the normative career trajectory of the academic 

dean, considering this was an essential step to an eventual presidency.  Wessel and Keim 

(1994) would contribute to the presidential career pathway studies via a rigorous report of 

four-year private institutional leaders and the career routes they experienced.  More 

recently, King (2006) conducted a study by the American Council on Education that shed 

additional light on presidential pathways.  In this study it was found that the Chief 

Academic Officer continued to be the most frequently cited immediate position prior to 
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obtaining a college presidency; however, there was an increase in the amount of 

presidents who had experienced a non-traditional career pathway (King, 2006).   

Non-traditional career pathways involved presidential leadership that came from 

outside the academy, such as non-profits and various business sectors (King, 2006).  The 

non-traditional career pathways within higher education were individuals with 

fundraising and extensive financial experience, as well as significant student affairs 

experience.  Ultimately, any pathway to the presidency that does not involve becoming 

an academic dean or vice president for academic affairs/provost is considered to be a 

non-traditional pathway within the higher education academy.   

Of importance to this study is the career pathway of university presidents that 

once served as a Chief Student Affairs Officers.  Four studies thoroughly created a 

detailed profile of presidents with Chief Student Affairs Officer (CSAO) experience 

(Bullard, 2008; Covert, 2004; Noyes, 1994; Risacher, 2001).   During the aforementioned 

studies, it was reported that one of the fastest rising non-traditional career pathways to 

presidency within higher education is the Chief Student Affairs Officer position (Bullard, 

2008; Covert, 2004).   

The CSAO is an individual who is charged with leading the student affairs 

division, which is responsible for the holistic development of the student collegiate 

experience.  This position typically carries the title of Vice President for Student Affairs, 

Associate Vice President for Student Services, or Dean of Students and reports directly to 

the university president or senior vice president.  Sandeen (1991) reports that the CSAO 

has broad responsibilities that typically include oversight of admissions, registration, 
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financial aid, residence life, judicial affairs, campus security, student union and activities, 

Greek life, mental health, and various academic support services. 

Covert (2004) argues that the management of the aforementioned areas suggests 

that the CSAO would obtain skill sets that are conducive to the presidential position.  

College presidents whose career pathway involved being a Chief Student Affairs Officer 

made up just 4.5% of presidents of four-year universities in a 2011 survey conducted by 

the American Council on Education.  The percentage of CSAOs who make up the 

presidency at Historically Black Colleges and Universities are fairly similar at 4.7%.  

Gardner (2015) suggests that student affairs administrators spend the majority of their 

careers in highly politicized situations that have transformed the modern-day presidency.  

These situations include diversity and inclusion matters, sexual assault incidents, 

admission policies, and numerous federal mandates.  With this transformation in duties, 

the Chief Student Affairs Officer is increasingly being prepared to transition into the 

Chief Executive Officer role of a university.  The literature indicates that the job of a 

HBCU president is fairly similar in nature to that of a Chief Student Affairs Officer 

(Chandler, 2006).  HBCU presidents are tasked with dealing with lower-level student and 

family issues in addition to fundraising and politics (Chandler, 2006).  Considering the 

similar nature of the HBCU president’s role to that of a CSAO, more so than the role of a 

non-HBCU president, it is unexpected that the CSAO career pathway of HBCU 

presidents would occur at a more significant rate than that of non-HBCU institutions.  

There has been little research on the career pathway of HBCU presidents.  Most 

of the statistical data comes as a byproduct of research that was conducted on the general 

state of HBCUs and the presidential position at HBCUs.  Jackson and Nunn (2003) argue 
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that little empirical evidence regarding the career pathway of HBCU presidents exists 

within any academic literature and more studies are needed to shed light on this important 

educational figure.  HBCU presidents have been mired in controversy over the past 25 

years.   Wilford (2006) explained why it is important to take a closer look at the HBCU 

executive administration, specifically the presidential position.  Wilfred (2006) reports, 

“One of the major problems with HBCUs is the academic refugee phenomenon in which 

presidents play musical chairs. Many presidents who have been let go, received votes of 

no confidence, or have been accused of wrongdoings are rehired at other HBCUs, 

nonetheless.” (p. 24).   

The difference between the expected leadership of a Historically Black College 

and University president compared to that of a Predominantly White Institution president 

is as different as the two types of institutions.  Presidents of HBCUs are forced to contend 

with a student population that has been historically underprepared for collegiate studies, a 

cash-strapped alumni base, less government financial support, and institutions that are 

more likely to face permanent closure.  Chandler reports (2006) that although the job 

expectations of the HBCU president differ vastly from that of the PWI president, the 

personality characteristic, experiences, and perspectives of both are indistinct. 

The president of a higher education institution has always been the central figure 

within the campus community.  The success or failure of the institution is not the sole 

responsibility of the president; however, the president is typically the first individual held 

accountable to university stakeholders when things are not going well.  HBCU presidents 

are expected to have the necessary competencies to execute the unique task of leading an 

institution that historically educates an underserved and underrepresented demographic.  



Texas Tech University, Dakota Doman, December 2016 

5 

The challenges and tribulations of a HBCU differ from that of a state flagship institution 

or private research institution; however, the process in identifying the HBCU leader has 

longed resembled that of the search process that has established the leader of a PWI.  

HBCUs purpose and mission is vastly different than that of any other type of institutions, 

yet the process in identifying the institutional leader remains congruent with that of non-

HBCU schools. 

Statement of the Problem 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities are in the midst of a leadership crisis 

that could impact the entire HBCU landscape.  The leadership crisis is a result of an 

abundance of presidents nearing retirement age and more so an increase in the attrition 

amongst the HBCU leaders.  Kimbrough (2014) reports that 38 of the 78 (49%) four-year 

HBCUs appointed a new president since January of 2011.  Of those 38 recently appointed 

presidents, nine (24%) are no longer in office (Kimbrough, 2014).  Of the 105 total 

HBCUs, 20% are experiencing presidential vacancies (Stewart, 2013).  With the 

burgeoning leadership crisis and grim state of HBCUs as it relates to finances, student 

enrollment, and retention, it is imperative for HBCUs to identify qualified leaders to 

usher these institutions into a more prolific future. 

HBCU Digest (2015) lauds ten HBCUs for their recent presidential changes.  Of 

those ten institutions, four boast presidents with prior experience as a CSAO.  The ten 

presidents are noted for being significantly younger than the individual they replaced and 

have each made remarkable strides in improving their respective institutional enrollment, 

financial, and student services departments (HBCU Digest, 2015).  Research indicates 

that HBCU governing boards are actively looking for non-traditional presidents to lead 
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their organization (Basinger, 2002).  These governing boards are realizing that presidents 

who matriculate via the traditional career pathway are not necessarily the best fit to 

navigate through the unique challenges that HBCUs face in terms of enrollment, finances, 

fundraising, accreditation, and student services.  Although the literature review reports 

that governing boards are actively seeking nontraditional presidents to lead, there has not 

been a significant increase in the amount of CSAOs who are leading HBCUs.  The 

literature in this study makes a compelling case that governing boards should strongly 

consider individuals with Chief Student Affairs Officer experience.  These individuals 

have adequate experience in various aspects of leadership, budget management, student 

interaction, fundraising, alumni relations, and crisis management.  The modern-day 

CSAOs have become traditional academicians in addition to being student affairs 

practitioners.   

The literature explains that a president whose career pathway involved being 

Chief Student Affairs Officer is leading 4.5% of Predominantly White Institutions.  

While this number is similar to the percentage of HBCU presidents that were once 

CSAOs, Carnegie classifies a significant amount of the PWI institutions as Doctoral-

granting universities with moderate to high research activity and small to larger Master’s-

granting institutions in addition to the Baccalaureate Colleges.  Toldson and Cooper 

(2014) report that 95% of HBCUs are considered to be Baccalaureate Colleges that do 

not engage in a high level of research and most do not grant doctoral degrees.  The 

number of presidents of PWIs who were once a CSAO is a number that is aggregated of 

various Carnegie-classifications.  Upon further examination, PWIs that are classified as a 
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Baccalaureate College employ presidents that were once CSAOs over 10% of the time, 

twice as much as HBCUs.   

This study will address the problem of HBCUs neglecting Chief Student Affairs 

Officers as institutional leaders by anthologizing the lived experiences, academic 

qualifications, professional background, and search processes in an effort to produce 

more qualified HBCU presidents and alleviate the current HBCU Leadership Crisis. 

A deficiency of this study is that, currently, all HBCU presidents who once served 

as a Chief Student Affairs Officer are male.  While documenting the lived experiences 

and professional background of these individuals are a necessary step in understanding 

how they eventually became a HBCU president, it is important to understand that the 

journey from student practitioner to president would most likely differ by gender.  

Mentoring and networking are two components that are considered an important aspect of 

eventually gaining the presidency position and historically women have a unique outlook 

on those topics.  Ultimately, this study will be relevant for any student affairs practitioner 

who would like to pursue the presidency at a HBCU. 

Theoretical Perspective 

Higher education is an industry that is built on “best practices”.  Regional 

universities typically look to state flagship schools for guidance.  Small private 

institutions will routinely adhere to the best practices of larger private schools and 

attempt to benchmark their success based on the procedures, policies, and results of the 

larger school.  Even Ivy League institutions will look to other Ivy League schools to 

solidify their decision-making all under the guise of “best practices”.  A review of the 
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literature documented how the role of the university president gradually changed from 

clergymen to an entrepreneurial leader.  The parity that existed amongst the nine original 

Colonial colleges was miniscule.  With the exception of the primary religious influence, 

universities during the Colonial period were congruent in mission, academic programs, 

and institutional leader background.  As higher education became more relevant and 

institutions began to sprout up over the nation, some tailored the academic programs and 

even the type of students that were admitted; however, the institutional lead continued to 

be a replication of the more established Colonial colleges.  Four hundred years later and 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities can be found guilty of utilizing inapplicable 

best practices as it relates to filling the presidential position.  Although HBCUs were 

founded for a specific purpose, which was very different from that of other institutions, 

and the missions of these HBCUs still hold true in the modern-day era of higher 

education, it would appear that selecting a leader who is capable of embodying the 

mission and purpose of HBCUs is not of monumental importance.   

When ousting a president, the board of governors at HBCUs often cites the need 

to make the change as being related to the lack of HBCU spirit that the outgoing 

president possessed or their inability to execute the needed responsibilities to move the 

university in a positive direction.  HBCU Digest (2015) reports typically the dismissed 

institution leader was able to further the academic mission of the university, but other 

intangibles were the primary reason for the president’s demise.  Hayes (2013) reports 

HBCUs are in need of a leader with a charismatic personality, the ability to fundraise, 

and who possesses the capabilities to navigate the internal and external needs of the 

stakeholders as well as the long-standing traditions.  Chief Student Affairs Officers are 
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steadily obtaining the opportunity to gain competencies in the aforesaid areas.  NASPA 

(2014) reports that fundraising is one of the top three most added functional areas within 

student affairs within the past five years.  Development and advancement within the 

student affairs division has been on the rise since money for co-curricular programming 

efforts have declined (Mitchell, Palacios, & Leachman, 2014).  CSAOs at large 

institutions are typically responsible for managing a budget that rivals that of the average 

HBCU all while directly supervising the enrollment and retention initiatives of an 

institution.  Hayes (2013) argues the new requirement for today’s HBCU presidents 

includes a personality and gift for not only raising money, but also doing so while 

maintaining the traditional connection to faculty and students.  HBCU presidents must 

become accustomed to having their finger on the pulse of the university’s lifeline of 

recruitment, retention and graduation rates, as well as technological advances (Hayes, 

2013).  Chief Student Affairs Officers are professionally adept at strategically planning to 

improve retention and graduation rates of students and are likely to engage students on a 

positive level due to the acquired or innate emotional intelligence that goes along with 

being a Chief Student Affairs Officer. 

Minor’s (2011) study of Dr. Norman Francis, President of Xavier University in 

New Orleans, Louisiana, for 48 years, produced a major theme of emotional intelligence.  

It was shown during the course of Minor’s study that President Francis’ attribute of high 

emotional intelligence was the major contributing factor to his presidential success, an 

attribution he acquired during his time as Dean of Men and Chief Student Affairs Officer 

at Xavier University prior to becoming the nations longest standing president in history.  

Rovaris (1995) credited emotional intelligence as the primary reason for the success of 
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renowned HBCU president, Dr. Benjamin Mays, who led Morehouse College for 27 

years.  Minor (2011) reports notable HBCU presidents such as Dr. John Hope (first 

African American president of Morehouse College) and Dr. Yvonne Walker-Taylor (first 

female president of Wilberforce University) were considered to have a high emotional 

intelligence according to preceded studies.  Minor (2011) defines emotional intelligence 

as the ability and skill to inspire subordinates to work for the betterment of the institution.  

In summary, Minor (2011) argues that without emotional intelligence, a president does 

not possess the people skills necessary to lead effectively and will consequently foster an 

unstable institution, which would result in a short tenure as university president.  With the 

high attrition of traditional pathway HBCU presidents, it would seem that the description 

Minor provided could illustrate the current state of HBCU leadership.  This would align 

with Chandler’s (2006) inability to distinguish between HBCU presidents and non-

HBCU presidents. 

Chandler (2006) reports that presidents of HBCUs and non-HBCUs cannot be 

distinguished based on their educational background, achieved experiences, preparation, 

backgrounds, or crucial workplace issues.  Ultimately, Chandler (2006) is arguing that 

after a purposive sampling technique was utilized, it is virtually impossible to 

differentiate HBCU presidents and non-HBCU presidents.  In theory, according to 

Chandler (2006), the president of Howard University, the nations largest HBCU, and the 

president of a large PWI such as Ohio State University, would share educational 

experiences and professional backgrounds.  This theory is valid in the aforementioned 

example considering the presidents of Ohio State University and Howard University have 

a similar educational and career pathway. Chandler (2006) further indicates that the 
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duties and governing responsibilities of HBCU presidents differ from that of non-HBCU 

presidents.  The presidents in Chandler’s study revealed that the day-to-day challenges of 

HBCUs were far different then that of non-HBCUs; however, it was discovered that the 

lived experiences, academic credentials, and career background amongst these 

individuals were uniform.  This study builds on the foundation that was provided by 

Hoskins seminal HBCU administrator study.  Hoskins (1978) studied HBCU and PWI 

administrators to determine if there was a difference in the academic credentials between 

the two institutions.  Of the 457 participants, 18 were presidents of a HBCU.  The study 

found no significance between HBCU and PWI leaders.  It was found in this study that 

HBCU leaders were on par with PWI leaders in terms of academic background, however, 

the lived experiences and professional background did differ, unlike in the Chandler 

research. 

Myers (2016) reports, on average, 75 out of every 100 full-time faculty members 

at four-year colleges are Caucasian and five are African American.  When this data is 

disaggregated by Carnegie classification, the percentage of African American professors 

decreases at “Very High Activity Research Universities” from five percent to two percent 

(Myers, 2016).  Conversely, African American professors at Baccalaureate and Master’s 

universities are approximately 10% (Meyers, 2016).  African American academicians are 

more likely to work at universities that have a higher number of minority students.  The 

current profile of HBCU presidents does not currently reflect the trend exhibited by 

academicians.  Over 75% of current HBCU presidents held a tenured professor position 

at an institution that was classified by Carnegie as “Very High Activity Research 

University”, “High Activity Research University” or “Research University” (HBCU 
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Digest, 2015).  There is no current literature that investigates the career pathway of those 

individuals who were recently relieved from their presidential duty; however, it can be 

stated that no HBCU president with CSAO experience resigned or was terminated in at 

least the past ten years. 

Wilford (2006) offered a compelling narrative as to why HBCU presidents are not 

being retained at an acceptable level. “One of the major problems with HBCUs is the 

academic refugee phenomenon in which presidents play musical chairs. Many presidents 

who have been let go, received votes of no confidence, or have been accused of 

wrongdoings are rehired at other HBCUs, nonetheless.” (p. 24).  The musical chair 

phenomenon that Wilford alluded to may not only explain why the attrition rates of 

HBCU presidents are higher than that of PWIs, but also why CSAOs are not being 

routinely afforded the opportunity to lead these institutions.  If HBCUs are operating in 

the manner that Wilford suggested, by essentially recycling presidents, Chief Student 

Affairs Officers are somewhat locked out of the process.  Traditional pathway presidents 

are more likely to obtain a presidency at HBCUs and therefore are equally if not more 

likely to be dismissed.  Being an ousted traditional pathway president seems to be 

considered more viable than a proven Chief Student Affairs Officer.  Freeman and 

Gasman (2014) report a disproportionate number of HBCU presidents are being recycled 

and HBCUs are experiencing a leadership crisis due to the reprocessing of these college 

leaders.  Commodore and Gasman (2014) suggest some of the best HBCU presidents 

come from various aspects of higher education and not necessarily the faculty pipeline.  

With the success of numerous nontraditional presidents, it is critical that HBCUs not limit 

their presidential candidacy pool to familiar faces (Commodore & Gasman, 2014).  This 
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literature review will further illustrate the prevalence of how reusing presidents is not 

beneficial to the HBCU campus climate. 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities presidents are a close-knit group.  

There are many professional development opportunities offered for HBCU leaders and 

with those opportunities comes the ability to obtain a mentor who will provide invaluable 

direction on how to maneuver the treacherous landscape of leading an institution.  With a 

formal or informal mentor relationship with a seasoned HBCU leader, the Chief Student 

Affairs Officer is often unbeknownst locked out of this important relationship.  Freeman 

and Gasman (2014) report one HBCU leader vehemently claimed that mentorship should 

start once a HBCU president aspirant becomes a departmental chair and throughout their 

academic career trajectory.  The same president adamantly expressed “that presidents be 

groomed in traditional ways and that they follow a traditional route to the presidency” (p. 

21).  With this level of thinking, it is apparent that Chief Student Affairs Officers are not 

afforded the same mentorships as Chief Academic Officers. As a result of this systematic 

flaw, the possibility of a CSAO obtaining a HBCU presidency greatly diminishes.  

Freeman and Gasman (2014) describe the interviewing president as someone who was 

convinced that the competencies needed to be a president were only garnered through the 

traditional academic position.   

Historically Black Colleges and Universities are held in high regards in the 

African American community.  Current Black college students, even those who attend a 

Predominantly White Institution, have family members who attended a HBCU.  Whether 

it was a parent, grandparent, or great grandparent, somewhere down the genealogical 

educational history of most African Americans lays at a HBCU.  Even first generation 
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Black college students who attend a PWI may have encountered a teacher throughout 

their K-12 studies or a neighbor who calls his alma mater a HBCU.  It is important for 

Blacks to hold HBCUs in high regards, but is also of equal importance for White 

America and policymakers to do so as well.  HBCUs currently have to fight for resources 

and relevancy more in 2016 than in 1916. With this burden, some HBCUs may opt to 

limit the leadership position for those who have demonstrated academic prowess in an 

effort to validate their academic credentials.   

Purpose of Study 

The purpose of this study is to explore the lived experiences of Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities African American male presidents whose career pathway 

consists of serving as a Chief Student Affairs Officer at a four-year university.  In 

exploring these experiences the researcher will also study the career paths, presidential 

search experiences, and matriculation challenges faced by these presidents.  These 

individuals will also provide information on how their CSAO experiences have impacted 

their abilities to execute the required presidential duties at their respective home 

institution.    

By completing this study, the researcher will have created a profile of presidents 

with CSAO experiences at HBCUs.  At the time of this study, no single professional 

organization, association, or individual has completed a study that has analyzed the 

demographics of HBCU presidents with CSAO experience.  Also, there has been no 

formal study to measure the effectiveness of HBCU presidents when compared to each 

other.  Chandler (2006) conducted a study to compare HBCU presidents to non-HBCU 

presidents and cited several differences in the institutional makeup, which may impact 
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the comparisons.  Considering the deficiency, which exists in the literature, the researcher 

will attempt to address the problem statement.  

Significance of Study 

This study is most significant to those individuals who are intentionally preparing 

themselves for the presidential position at a HBCU and will use student affairs as a career 

pathway.  HBCUs are currently experiencing a leadership crisis and an era of high 

presidential instability will be intensified even further due to retirements and attrition 

(Kimbrough, 2014).  Freeman and Gasman (2014) predict a surge of openings for HBCU 

presidencies across the country from 2015-2025.  Due to the current HBCU presidential 

landscape, the need to identify potential university leaders will serve as a critical 

component in alleviating the leadership crisis (Stewart, 2013).  NASPA (2014) reports 

that twice as many African American Chief Student Affairs Officers desire to pursue a 

presidency compared to Caucasian CSAOs.  

This study is also significant as there is currently little research on the 

subpopulation of HBCU presidents that used student affairs as a career pathway.  

Understanding the academic and professional experiences and perspectives of these 

individuals is a necessary step in producing more informed student affairs practitioners 

and ushering these individuals into the role of the HBCU president if it is their desire to 

serve in such capacity. 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities continue to play a significant role in 

the educational promotion of African American students.  Although HBCUs make up 

approximately three percent of the nation’s colleges and universities, they produce 50% 
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of African American schoolteachers, 80% of African American judges, and 40% of 

baccalaureate degrees in the STEM field.  Due to the current leadership crisis and other 

institutional calamities, the future sustainability of HBCUs is in question and the Black 

success that has been accomplished as a result of these institutions is also compromised.  

Definition of Terms 

African Americans – This term is used to describe Americans who are the 

decedents of Africans. The term “African Americans” will be used interchangeably with 

“Blacks.” 

Career Pathway – Refers to a series of job positions held by an individual within 

higher education, business, or industry. 

Carnegie Classifications Definitions per University type: 

A) Doctoral/Research Institution: Following the 2000 Carnegie 

Classification, these institutions offer a wide range of 

baccalaureate programs and provide both masters and doctoral 

graduate education.  For the purposes of this study 

Doctoral/Research Extensive (fifty or more doctoral degrees per 

year in at least fifteen disciplines) and Doctoral/Research 

Intensive (ten doctoral degrees per year in three or more 

disciplines or at least twenty doctoral degrees per year overall) 

are combined into the same category unless otherwise noted 

(Carnegie, 2000). 
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B) Masters I Institution: These institutions offer a wide range of 

baccalaureate programs and provide graduate education through 

the master’s degree.  Additionally, Masters I institutions award 

forty or more master degrees per year across three or more 

disciplines (Carnegie, 2000). 

C) Masters II Institution: These institutions offer a wide range of 

baccalaureate programs and provide graduate education through 

the master’s degree.  Masters II institutions award twenty 

masters degrees per year (Carnegie, 2000). 

D) Baccalaureate College-Liberal Arts: Primarily, these institutions 

are undergraduate colleges, which place a major emphasis on 

baccalaureate programs.  These institutions award at least half 

of their baccalaureate degrees in liberal arts fields (Carnegie, 

2000). 

E) Baccalaureate College-General: Primarily, these institutions are 

undergraduate colleges, which place a major emphasis on 

baccalaureate programs.  These institutions award less than half 

of their baccalaureate degrees in liberal arts fields (Carnegie, 

2000). 

Career Pathway – A series of job positions held that involve governance and 

management of various responsibilities including academic and administrative. 
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Chief Academic Officer (CAO) – This term is used to describe those individuals 

who are responsible for overseeing the academic affairs division of an institution. 

Chief Student Affairs Officer (CSAO) – This term will be used to refer to those 

individuals who are responsible for overseeing the student development experience. The 

term “Chief Student Affairs Officer” will be used interchangeably with the term “Senior 

Student Affairs Officer”. Titles such as: Vice President for Student Affairs, Vice 

Chancellor for Student Services, or Dean of Students are examples of individuals who are 

CSAOs. 

Colonial Colleges – This term refers to the nine institutions of higher education 

chartered in the American Colonies before the United States of America became a 

sovereign nation after the American Revolution. 

Flagship Institution – The most prominent/popular public university within a 

given state. 

Full-Time Enrollment (FTE) – Full-time equivalency for the purposes of full-time 

enrolled students. If an institution has 10,000 (students) FTE it may have 8,000 full-time 

students and 4,000 half-time students. 

Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs) – This term is used to describe postsecondary 

institutions with at least a 25% total full-time enrollment of Hispanic undergraduate 

students. 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) – This term will be used to 

describe four-year colleges that were founded prior to 1964 with the specific intent to 

educate African Americans. 
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Mentor – This term is used to describe a person, usually older, with more 

experience and power, who functions as an advocate, teacher, and/or role model for a less 

experienced professional. 

Minority Serving Institutions (MSIs) – This term is used to refer to those 

institutions that have been designated by the U.S. Department of Education to serve 

minority populations.   

Non-Traditional Pathway President (NTPP) – This term refers to those 

institutional presidents who never served as a Chief Academic Officer, Academic Dean, 

or Departmental Chair of an Academic Program at a university.  

Other Career Path College Presidents (OCP) – This term will be used to describe 

any president who has not served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer or Chief Academic 

Officer in obtaining a presidency. 

President – The term “president” is used to describe the chief executive officer of 

an institution. The term “president” is used interchangeably with the terms “chancellor”, 

“chief executive officer”, and “campus leader.” 

Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) – This term is used to describe 

postsecondary institutions that have a majority White student population. 

STEM – An acronym for Science, Technology, Engineering and Math education. 

Student Affairs Presidents (SAPs) – this term will be used to distinguish between 

traditional path college presidents and those who have Chief Student Affairs Officer 

experience who now serve as the president of an institution. 
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Traditional Pathway President (TPP) – This term refers to those institutional 

presidents who once served as a Chief Academic Officer or Provost, Academic Dean, or 

Departmental Chair to an Academic Program. 
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CHAPTER II 
LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter Overview 

The purpose of this study is to analyze the lived, academic, and professional 

experiences of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) presidents who 

once served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer (CSAO) at a four-year institution.  The 

review of literature for this study helps build a case for the importance of this dissertation 

and reveals a gap that currently exists in the research of presidential pathways, 

particularly at HBCUs and especially amongst those who once served as a CSAO.  In 

existence are more than 4,000 American institutions of higher education with each 

institution possessing a sole chief officer entitled a president, chancellor, or CEO.  With 

the abundance of higher education institutions and in turn an equal amount of presidents 

to lead those institutions, it is not surprising that research surrounding the presidential 

position in higher education exists in abundance.   

Seven structural topics are explored throughout the compilation of this literature 

review: A) History of the University Presidential Position, B) Search Process for Filing 

the Presidential Position, C) Current Presidential Profile, D) HBCU Presidential Profile, 

E) Career Pathways to Presidency, F) Student Affairs as A Profession, and G) Overview 

of HBCUs.  Each structural topic has the purpose of providing reasonable background 

information about the history of the presidential position, HBCUs and their mission, and 

the Chief Student Affairs Officer position role and responsibilities.  It is important to 

have a thorough understanding of how these separate entities unify during this research 

and shape the problem statement, research questions, purpose, and significance.  
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Currently, there is sufficient data on Historically Black Colleges and Universities, Chief 

Student Affairs Officers who eventually become presidents, and presidential pathways of 

those who lead Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs); however, there is no literature 

that integrates those three segments of higher education into one study.  In an effort to 

truly understand the unchartered landscape of Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities presidents with Chief Student Affairs Officer experience, it is desired, if not 

necessary; to examine all aspects of the pipeline that produces this unique individual. 

University Presidential Position 

The position of university president can be traced back as early as the first 

documented establishing of the collegiate institution.  Harvard University was founded in 

1636 with Henry Dunster presiding as the college’s first president.  Researchers assert 

that the American higher education system today does not closely resemble that of 

generations ago (Jaschik, 2014) and this notion holds true for the position of university 

president as well.  At the inception of the presidential role, the men who occupied the 

position had astonishing versatility (Durnin, 1961; Kerr, 1963) and were highly involved 

as professors on campus (Durnin, 1961).  The present-day university president is almost 

completely removed from the classroom and, in lieu of being a professor; the president is 

required to be well versed in all matters of administration including Academic Affairs, 

Fundraising, Athletics, Student Affairs, Business and Finance, and Alumni Relations.  

The literature strongly asserts that it is necessary for successful modern-day collegiate 

presidents to be well versed in various matters of university operations. 

Cohen and Kisker (2010) recognize that six distinct eras took place in the 

American higher education system from 1636 to 2009.  Notable transformations and 
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reorganizations occurred during those six periods with the most prominent modifications 

involving the students, faculty, curriculum, finances, societal context, and institutional 

governance, namely the president.  As the unequivocal leader of an institution, the 

president is not only required to adjust and adapt to change, but also to predict and 

implement the necessitated educational adaptions.  A review of the six eras of higher 

education will further depict the evolvement of the university president. 

1636 – 1789: Presidential Leadership at Colonial Colleges 

Nine colonial colleges existed at the onset of higher education in America.  Cohen 

and Kisker (2010) report that these institutions “were modeled on educational forms that 

had been developed in Europe over the prior five hundred years” (p. 19).  While the 

colonial institutions were formed on an amalgamation of ideas from Europe, the colleges 

emerged with an identity of their own.  None of the colleges followed the continental 

pattern of students running the institutions, as seen in Europe (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).   

Thelin (2004) contends of the Colonial college president that the 

provision for ultimate control by an external board built in a mechanism for 

continual accountability.  Equally important was the board’s vesting the office of 

the president with administrative authority.  This was a radical departure from 

academic governance at the historic British universities. (pp. 11-12) 

Cohen and Kisker (2010) argue that the most glaring contrast between the European 

institution president and the American college president was the unquestioned authority 

that resided within the Colonial college leader.  During the Colonial era, college 

presidents were clergymen who also served as teachers and fundraisers.  These leaders 
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were responsible for recruiting students, providing discipline when necessary, and 

presiding over all other collegiate functions (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  

1790 – 1869: Presidential Leadership During the Emergent Nation Era 

America faced substantial growth following the Colonial Era, in great part 

because of the expansion of the West and the conclusion of the American Revolution.  

The American population doubled at the turn of the 18th century due to the Louisiana 

Purchase, and as a result of the rapid increase in the American population, there was a 

burgeoning demand for higher education.  The Morrill Act of 1862 positively influenced 

public state universities and contributed to the rise of higher education in America.  

Cohen and Kisker (2010) report that normal schools and state universities emerged in 

larger numbers, particularly schools for women and African Americans, due to The 

Morrill Act of 1862, as African Americans were amongst the population in greatest need 

of postsecondary education during this time.  Consequently, Historically Black Colleges 

and Universities were charged with providing the education for the Black population, 

which consisted mostly of former slaves.  

1870 – 1944: Role of University President as the Nation Industrializes 

With the emergence of HBCUs and other postsecondary institutions, the number 

of colleges in America quintupled (Hefner, 2014).  Cohen and Kisker (2010) credit this 

increase to the opening of specialized colleges, junior colleges, and colleges for particular 

student interest, ability, and ethnicity, most notable HBCUs.  Prominent African 

American scholar, Booker T. Washington, founded Tuskegee University in 1891 and was 

noted for advocating trade, agricultural, and mechanical education for the African 

American population (Hefner, 2014).  The college president role became increasingly 
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more difficult and prominent during this period of collegiate growth.  Universities created 

administrative hierarchies and bureaucratic management in an effort to run the institution 

more like a business and manage the increasing enrollment and budget (Cohen & Kisker, 

2010). 

Unlike during the Colonial college era, presidents were now no longer clergymen, 

but rather laymen with a pragmatic approach to managing a complex organization.  For 

example, Harvard hired Charles Eliot in 1869 as the first non-clerical president in 

university history (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Prominent institutions such as Princeton and 

Yale would also hire non-clergyman in 1899 and 1902 respectively (Cohen & Kisker, 

2010).  The presidents of this era were mainly tasked with creating graduate schools and 

professional schools within the university and positioning the college to enroll more 

students each year.  Cohen and Kisker (2010) argue that “in any list of the ten most 

prominent presidents in the history of higher education, eight would be from the 

University Transformation Era” (p. 163).  The presidents in this era were most notable for 

transforming small colleges into great universities (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  Presidents 

such as Daniel Coit Gilman (John Hopkins), James Angell (University of Michigan), 

Andrew White (Cornell), Frederick Barnard (Columbia), David Starr (Stanford 

University), and William Rainey Harper (Stanford) built a lasting reputation of academic 

excellence by implementing various academic programs. 

Of interesting note, the division of student affairs developed during this period as 

a vital department within the university infrastructure.  Cohen and Kisker (2010) report 

that most universities began adding a dean of men and dean of women as part of the 

college administration.  With practitioners in place tending to the student services aspect 
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of the college, the university president was capable of furthering the academic mission 

and thrusting the institution to greater heights.   

1945 – 1993: Higher Education Leadership Post World War II 

A combination of scientific research and veterans enrolling in college via the GI 

Bill yielded a significant increase in college enrollment following the conclusion of 

World War II (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  The total student enrollment increased from 2.7 

million in 1950 to 7.9 million by 1970 (Lucas, 2006; Thelin, 2004).  Colleges became 

more complex due to the size of enrollment and the creation of accrediting bodies that 

were responsible for governing institutional activities.  The post World War II president 

experienced more pressure than ever before due to being tasked with adjusting to new 

federal mandates, accrediting bodies, and state laws.  Thelin (2004) states:  

The norm for presidents (during the 1960s) was retirement, heart attacks, and 

disbelief that these contentious groups, numerically so small, had come to exert 

such a disproportionate influence on the image and reputation of the campus. By 

1970, changes in sponsored research and development funding patterns and 

priorities had altered ‘business as usual’ at universities, and even colleges. The 

alienation of a variety of external groups – federal agencies, state legislatures, and 

older alumni – left presidents and deans in the uncharacteristic position of having 

to scramble for funds, and to explain and even justify their institution. 

Universities in the United States after World War II were hard pressed to identify 

a central, cohesive mission. (pp. 313-314) 
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University presidents necessarily expanded the role of the administration to 

adequately address the new regulations being mandated by state and federal government.  

Cohen and Kisker (2010) suggest that the role of the president during this time 

transitioned from being the sole leader of the educational enterprise to the manager of the 

bureaucracy.  With the incorporation of faculty senate, staff council, student government, 

and other university governing entities, college presidents were required to not only 

operate effectively, but diplomatically as well.  The emergence of shared governance was 

a territory that presidents were not accustomed to operating under; however, the ability to 

navigate within the newfound internal governance would prove important to the success 

of any president in this era. 

Higher education experienced significant growth during the Era of Consolidation.  

In a 17-year stretch, the number of institutions grew from 1,898 in 1976 to 2,169 in 1993 

(Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  With the increase in the amount of postsecondary institutions 

came a need to identify individuals who could lead colleges during this period of growth.   

1994 – 2015: Leading In an Era of Privatization and Accountability 

As universities changed toward the turn of the century, governing boards 

modified their approach to selecting the institutional leader.  Cohen and Kisker (2010) 

argue “presidents were selected less because of their scholarly accomplishments, and 

more for their ability to manage large-scale enterprises” (p.517).  The traditional pathway 

of a college president is an individual who has risen through the ranks of the academic 

community.  Leading the academic initiative of an institution is not always conducive 

with the ability to serve as a college president given the complicated, all-encompassing 
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position description.  Cohen and Kisker (2010) posed an important question for higher 

education pundits following a delineation of presidential demographics:  

As of 2006, the mean tenure for current presidents was 8.5 years, up from 6.3 

years in 1986. Twenty-one percent had been presidents elsewhere. Twenty-nine 

percent of community college presidents were women and 19 percent members of 

minority groups. The most fascinating figure was that 49 percent of all presidents 

were over age 60, up from 14 percent ten years earlier. How many of their 

replacements will be scholars or academic leaders? (pp. #-# or p. #) 

With over half of sitting presidents at retirement age and the need for college leaders to 

be well versed in a multitude of areas, the traditional pathway to presidency may be in 

peril. 

Responsibilities and Roles 

Regardless of the lapse in time that brought changes in the role and 

responsibilities of the university president, some functions of the role stayed consistent 

with time.  Schmidt (1930) argued that the most important position and person at the 

institution was the college president.  This individual was the greatest educational force 

encountered by the students, serving as the head disciplinarian, teacher, confessor and 

spiritual counselor, father and role model for the young men in his care (Schmidt, 1930).  

An exact definition of a university president does not exist in regards to published 

literature.  One of the most frequently cited presidential descriptions is offered by Kerr 

(1963, 2001), which describes the presidential role as follows: 
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The university president in the United States is expected to be a friend of the 

students, a colleague of the faculty, a good fellow with the alumni, a sound 

administrator with the trustees, a good speaker with the public, an astute bargainer 

with the foundations and the federal agencies, a politician with the state 

legislature, a friend of industry, labor, and agriculture, a persuasive diplomat with 

donors, a champion of education generally, a supporter of the professions, a 

spokesperson to the press, a scholar in his own right, a public servant at the state 

and national levels, a devotee of opera and football equally, a decent human 

being, a good husband and father, and active member of church.  Above all he 

must enjoy traveling in airplanes, eating meals in public, and attending public 

ceremonies.  No one can be all of these things.  Some succeed at being none 

(p.22). 

As alluded to in Kerr’s description, the role and responsibilities of a university 

president are multifaceted and require a broad range of skills and competencies.  

Birnbaum (1988) questioned if it were possible for any president to specifically be 

equipped with meeting the demands of the position.  

Over a term of office averaging less than seven years, the president is expected to 

serve simultaneously as the chief administrator of a large and complex 

bureaucracy, as the convening colleague of a professional community, as a 

symbolic elder in a campus culture of shared values and symbols, and (in some 

institutions) as a public official accountable to a public board and responsive to 

the demands of other governmental agencies. (p. 1) 
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Birnbaum (2008) poses a legitimate argument about the challenging demands of 

fulfilling the presidential position and if any one individual can find long-term success 

while leading an institution.  The roles and responsibilities of the president have changed 

dramatically over the course of history and if an individual desires to have a successful 

tenure leading any institution, there will be the need to execute a multitude of duties. 

Evolution of the Presidency 

In many ways, the role and responsibilities of a college president are aligned with 

Darwin’s Theory of Evolution in which Sir Charles Darwin (1859) argues that complex 

creatures evolve from more simplistic ancestors naturally over time.  Darwin was not 

referencing the presidential position at a university when he explained his theory; 

however, the theory is applicable when describing the evolution of the top leadership 

position on a college campus.  In many ways the unique features of American higher 

education, which mixes political, economic, and social issues, have altered the college 

presidency.  Shapiro (1998) contends that 

the nature of the American university presidency---its particular bundle of 

authority and responsibility---grew directly out of the special history of American 

higher education.  American universities began not as student-faculty ‘communes’ 

or guilds of masters but as a community-based efforts to gather together faculty 

and students for particular civic purposes…ultimately responsibility and authority 

have always resided in an external board, and the president appointed by this 

external board became, among other roles, the campus-based representative of 

this external authority. (pp. 66-67) 
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A university president typically leads a transparent life and is required to be on 

call each hour of everyday (Mitchell, 2013). To execute the necessitated duties of a 

university president, an individual must be physically and mentally fit to tackle the 

exhausting tasks (Bowles, 2013; Mitchell, 2013).  Frank Rhodes (1998) explains that the 

academic presidency is one of the most important, influential, and powerful positions in 

any given profession. 

As the intent and structure of the colonial higher education system changed in 

America to the current structure, it was necessary for the presidential position to evolve 

to fit the need of the contemporaneous institution model (Cohen & Kisker, 2010).  One of 

the critical functions of the Colonial Era university presidents was the need and ability to 

serve as faculty and execute a significant teaching load.  As institutions grew into more 

complex structures, it was necessary for university presidents to concentrate on more 

administrative tasks and remove themselves from the classroom (Noyes, 1994).  Rile 

(2014) states the president’s duties evolved into three areas of difficulty: administration, 

supervision, and instruction.  Robert Birnbaum, whose rationale is somewhat consistent 

with Rile, also offers a three-prong approach as to why the presidential position has 

evolved into a more complex role in saying that the presidential job is a daunting task due 

to organizational factors, difficulty in assessing effectiveness, and organizational 

ambiguity (Birnbaum, 1998). 

Although the president position evolved with time and differed from the colonial 

college presidential duties, there remained certain consistencies to the position. Durnin 

(1961) describes that the colonial college presidents were often required to go out and 

fundraise on behalf of the institution.  Fundraising is an essential job function of every 
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university president and is often used to measure the effectiveness of a campus leader 

(Kaufman, 2004; Hodson, 2010).  Ferrari (1970) argues that fundraising was an essential 

responsibility of the Colonial Era president; however, the skill and responsibility became 

more indispensable at the beginning of the twentieth century when universities began to 

place more of an emphasis on building relationships with alumni.   

Search Process for Filling Presidential Position 

It is well documented within the literature that the university presidential position 

is by far the most important role on campus.  Poston (2008) states that searching for a 

new president is one of the most significant instances of shared governance in the life of a 

college or university, but is also the most challenging.  University stakeholders place a 

level of importance on the president position that rivals that of the Chief Executive 

Officer of a Fortune 500 company or even the President of the United States of America.  

With an elevated significance and prominence being placed on the leadership position, 

the selection process on how to appoint such an individual has also been well 

documented and thoroughly discussed.   

The outcomes of this study will not only impact student affairs practitioners who 

desire to become HBCU presidents, but the governing bodies that have supervision of the 

wellbeing of the institution.  It is well documented within the literature that there is no 

specific way to conduct a presidential search or to ensure the identification of a candidate 

who will be of adequate competency and institutional fit; however, it may be beneficial to 

explore nontraditional pathways.   
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Presidential Attrition  

Covert (2004) reveals between 300 and 400 presidential successions occur every 

year within higher education institutions.  The abundant turnover at the presidential 

position is prevalent in all types of institutions from community colleges to private 

research institutions.  Take into consideration the Association of American Universities 

(AAU), an international organization of leading research universities with a membership 

of 61 schools.  Kiley (2012) reports that 16 of the 61 institutions in the AAU conducted a 

presidential search within a one-year timeframe.  Due to the plurality of the research in 

the presidential selection process, similar to defining a single definition of the role of a 

president, scholars contend that there is no one certain way to execute the selection 

process (Birnbaum, 1988; Kauffman, 1980; McLaughlin & Riesman, 1990); however, 

researchers often cited the selecting of a university president as the most important task 

that an institution can undertake (Albert, 1993; Kaplowitz, 1986; McLaughlin, 1994; 

Weary, 1998).  Birnbaum (1988) did offer a brief summation on the overall agenda of a 

well-planned presidential search: 

The selection of a president should follow upon cooperative search by the 

governing board and the faculty, taking into consideration the opinions of others 

who are appropriately interested.  The president should be equally qualified to 

serve both as executive officer of the governing board and the chief academic 

officer of the institution and the faculty…He should have the confidence of the 

board and the faculty (p. 490). 

Henry (2009) argues that it is more difficult to execute a successful presidential 

search at a HBCU due to a variety of reasons, chiefly because of the high attrition rate, 
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the typical bleak financial situation of a majority of HBCUs, and the dominant presence 

of the governing board.  It is within reason to predict HBCUs would have a more difficult 

presidential selection process and the literature supports this claim. 

Presidential Search Firms 

Birnbaum’s (1988) summary obliquely alludes to the necessary academic 

experience of a university president, which will be furthermore explored within this 

study.  In an effort to obtain the shared governance that is required in a presidential 

search process as described by Poston (2008), over half of all colleges and universities 

retain search counsels to assist in executing the task of filling a presidential position 

(Perry, 2003).  Lederman (2012) reports that over 60% of institutions sought out the 

services of a search firm to assist with the hiring of an institutional president.   

Barker (2008) proclaims that as American higher education has transitioned to the 

era of the modern president, it is even more imperative than in prior generations to insure 

that the presidential search yields a candidate that fully understands and can relate to the 

institutional mission and goals, and also articulate the direction of the university.  To sum 

up the ideal candidate who can execute the aforementioned tasks, the search process 

should yield someone who is considered to be of good institutional fit.  Will (2010) 

describes “institutional fit” as a candidate who can identify with and honor the 

institutional culture along with possessing strengths and philosophies that align with the 

university.  
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Current Presidential Profile 

Researchers have established the American College President’s Survey (ACPS), 

which is administered by the American Council on Education (ACE), as the most 

prominent instrument used to survey current sitting college presidents (Corrigan, 2002; 

Ross & Green, 1998, 2000; King, 2006).  Corrigan (2002) suggests that the ACPS is the 

only source of demographic data on college presidents that embodies all sectors of 

American higher education.  The ACPS is distributed via ACE every four years to 

college and university presidents (Bullard, 2008). 

During the first year of ACE’s college president study, the results of the ACPS 

indicated that the typical campus leader was a White male in his 50s (Cook, 2012).  The 

typical president in the 1986 ACPS was also married with children, of Protestant religion, 

held a doctorate in education, and had served in his current position for six years (Cook, 

2012).  In the latest edition of the American College President’s Survey, Cook (2012) 

announces that the demographics of a college president have not varied much in the past 

25 years.   

Prior to the creation of the ACPS, the first known study of its kind that unveiled a 

substantial amount of information regarding sitting presidents was research conducted by 

Ferrari (1970).  This study analyzed 1,118 college and university presidents, excluding 

those who were presidents of private and public professional schools, private seminaries, 

four-year institutions which were accredited only for two year programs, and multi-

campus institutions with a single campus leader (Ferrari, 1970). 
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Two decades ago, the average age of a college president was 52 and in the most 

recent ACPS that number grew to 61 (Cook, 2012).  With the rising age of the typical 

university president, an argument may be made that these university leaders are more 

experienced and therefore more capable of navigating the difficult task of having a 

successful presidency.  However, researchers conclude that many institutions are 

susceptible to what is dubbed the “higher education leadership crisis”, with a vast 

majority of institutions having a leader who is at “retirement age”.  The impending 

retirement of the vast majority of college presidents is a major concern for higher 

education and may present challenges in addition to a temporary leadership shortage 

(Cook, 2012; Lederman). 

While it may be challenging for the higher education landscape to replace a 

majority of college presidents, there is an opportunity that exists to diversify the current 

ethnical and gender demographic of university leaders.  College campuses are becoming 

more diversified in terms of the racial and ethnic makeup of the student body.  

Unfortunately diversity amongst the presidential position lacks the diversification that is 

experienced within the student body.  Cook (2012) and Lederman (2012) encourage 

universities to utilize the anticipated presidential transition period to further promote 

diversity.  Women have experienced significant gains, increasing their representation at 

the presidential level from 9.5% in 1986 to 26.4% in 2012 (Cook, 2012; Lederman, 

2012).  The racial diversity at the president level has experienced marginal gains, 

increasing slightly from 8% minority leaders in 1986 to 13% in 2012 (Cook, 2012; 

Lederman, 2012).  Researchers suggest a possible reason for the lack of diversity in the 

presidential position is due to the fact that there is not a great deal of diversity amongst 
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the position that typically leads to president (Cook, 2012).  In 2008, only 16% of senior 

administrators were minorities, including 10% of Chief Academic Officers (Cook, 2012). 

HBCU Presidential Profile 

There are contrastive institutional norms that exist between HBCUs and 

Predominantly White Institutions.  Because of these differences, it is necessary to analyze 

the juxtaposition, which is apparent between PWI presidents and those institutional 

leaders of HBCUs.  Dr. Marybeth Gasman is the Director of the University of 

Pennsylvania Graduate School of Education and has materialized into one of the leading 

authorities in the United States on HBCU related topics.  Gasman (2012) vehemently 

argues that HBCU presidential leadership differs in nature than that of the chief executive 

at a PWI.  An advanced level of knowledge on the inner workings of HBCUs, coupled 

with a deep understanding of the historical context of these institutions, are a bare 

requirement for anyone interested in pursuing presidency at a HBCU (Gasman, 2012).  

Predominantly White Institutions tend to have a more decentralized approach towards 

leadership, while HBCUs are generally more centralized (Gasman, 2012).  Although the 

literature describes the ideal HBCU president as someone with an advanced knowledge 

of the historical Black college system, it is not necessarily as important for an individual 

to have attended a HBCU.  Gasman (2014) indicates that a lower percentage (58%) of 

HBCU presidents obtained their undergraduate degree at a historically Black college than 

30 years ago (75%).  This discrepancy may be accredited to the fact that HBCUs were 

less integrated 30 years ago than they are presently.  The average HBCU president serves 

six years in office, which is lower than the 8.5-year average for presidents at PWIs.  Over 
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53% of HBCU presidents are between 60 and 70 years of age, which is slightly older than 

the college presidents at PWIs (Gasman, 2014).  Gasman (2014) concluded that 

boards are beginning to realize that they need progressive, innovative, and truly 

student-oriented leaders in these very challenging times. Ten HBCU presidents 

are 50 and under.  Six of the 10 have served as chief student affairs officers as 

well, a sign of a new commitment to students. (p. 14). 

Over 24% of HBCU presidents are between the ages of 60 and 70 years old; and 23% of 

the presidents are between 40 and 49 years old.  Freeman and Gasman (2014) report the 

average HBCU president is older now than in 2012, which may pose a problem and 

contribute to the leadership crisis.  A noticeable parity exists amongst the tenure of 

HBCU presidents.  Freeman and Gasman (2014) asserts 16% of HBCU presidents held 

their positions for 10-25 years; 42% of the presidents held their positions for five to nine 

years; and another 42% of HBCU presidents held their positions for less than four years.  

The national average for presidents at Predominantly White Institutions served for an 

average of 8.5 years.  Freeman and Gasman (2014) argue that too many HBCU presidents 

serve for too long or not long enough.  Birnbaum and Umbach (2001) insist long-term 

presidents damage the institution and cause faculty, staff, and community leaders to rely 

on the long-term president in unhealthy ways. 

Freeman and Gasman (2014) reported that HBCU president salaries are often 

lower than that of their PWI counterparts.  Approximately 17% of HBCU presidents 

earned $350,000 or above, while the majority of these presidents made between $150,000 

and $249,000 (Freeman & Gasman, 2014).  The remaining HBCU presidents made 
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between $50,000 and $149,000 (Freeman & Gasman, 2014).  The average PWI president 

earned $375,442, while the median amount earned by a HBCU president was 

significantly less at $145,509. 

Career Pathways to Presidency 

The literature offers a very homogenous description of the career paths of the 

average president.  The American College President Survey concludes that the path to 

presidency has remained unchanged since the inaugural ACPS was released in 1986. The 

Chief Academic Officer (CAO) continues to be the most frequently cited immediate prior 

position for college presidents (Bullard, 2008; Cohen & March, 1974; Cook, 2012; 

Corrigan, 2002; Education Advisory Board, 2007; Hamilton, 2004; Holmes, 2004; June, 

2008; King and Gomez, 2008; Lum, 2008; Travis, 2013).  Research suggests that 

although the CAO position is the most common pathway, there are numerous career paths 

that an individual may travel to arrive at the presidential position (Twombly, 1990).  

Research by Cohen and March (1974) laid the foundation for the typical presidential path 

and many of the researchers that followed concurred and elaborated on the framework.  

However, more recent research concludes that only 3% of presidents follow the Cohen 

and March ladder (Bullard, 2008). 

Traditional Career Pathways of University Presidents  

The traditional pathway to presidency will account for those individuals whose 

career was solely in academia.  The rigorous research conducted by Ferrari (1970) did not 

focus primarily on the career pathways of the 1,118 college and university presidents that 

were surveyed; however, the study did report useful information about the career 

trajectory of those presidents.  Ferrari (1970) reported that “the career lines of academic 
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presidents clearly run through educational and professional categories; no more than 10% 

spend an appreciable number of years in business, government, or military services” (p. 

82). 

Close to 70% of the college presidents surveyed in the Ferrari (1970) report 

indicated they started their career in education and advanced from an Assistant Professor 

to an Academic Administrator, typically a department head or Academic Dean.  Ferrari 

(1970) reported that, to his surprise, at the time of his study, only three percent of 

presidents began their career in educational administration at the collegiate level or the 

student affairs sector of higher education. 

Cohen and March Career Ladder. 

Cohen and March (1974) contend that the career ladder of university presidents 

whose background is in academia will follow a similar, if not identical, path.  The career 

ladder of presidents will typically consist of a route that is: Student – Faculty Member – 

Division Chair – Academic Dean – Vice President for Academic Affairs/Provost – 

University President (Cohen and March, 1974).  The aforesaid career projection is 

usually not achieved completely at a single institution, as individuals tend to move 

vertically and horizontally on the ladder, gaining experience at one institution then 

moving to a different one to obtain additional experiences.  According to Cohen and 

March (1974), it is not uncommon for presidents at smaller institutions to skip one or 

several steps along the career ladder. 
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Salimbene’s Study of Presidential Career Pathways. 

Salimbene (1982) conducted a study of the career paths of college presidents to 

determine the extent to which current institutional leaders fit the normative career path as 

defined by Cohen and March (1974).  Ultimately, Salimbene’s study discounted the 

career ladder as described by Cohen and March (1974) and additional information was 

offered about the career pathways of the presidents that responded to the survey.  

Research conducted by Salimbene encompassed presidents who were from four-year 

colleges and universities with a Carnegie Code that consisted of an institutional being: 

doctoral granting, comprehensive, or liberal arts.  The Salimbene study yielded a 

response from 156 college presidents. Of the 156 college presidents that responded, only 

five (3.2%) matched the Cohen and March Career Ladder.  While Salimbene’s study 

disagreed with the specifics of the Cohen and March Career Ladder, the overall statistical 

data provided by both studies was closely congruent in determining the career pathways 

of university presidents.  Salimbene reports that 80% of presidents previously held 

faculty appointments at the university level, 34% served as provost of academic vice 

presidents, 27% served as academic dean, and roughly 24% served as the chair of an 

academic department (Salimbene, 1982).  However, Salimbene (1982) did not completely 

discredit the Cohen and March Career Ladder, mentioning that, 

the normative path appears to be useful in two respects.  First, it established the 

chronological order in which identified positions have been held; respondents 

who had held any combination of positions were likely to have held them in the 

order indicated.  Secondly, the normative path assists in identifying the entry 

portal, the job, which serves as the entry position for a particular career line, the 
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port of entry was a faculty post…it was the position held by most respondents 

prior to assuming their first presidency (p. 128-129). 

Salimbene’s study indicated that 17% of presidents had served in a student affairs 

position; however, less than 5% previously served as the Chief Student Affairs Officer.  

Both studies concluded that an institutional president with significant student affairs 

experience was undoubtedly the non-traditional career pathway to follow.  Carmichael 

(2012) contends that more college presidents are coming from outside the realm of 

academia.  ACE discovered that roughly 20% of all college presidents now come from 

outside the academic field compared to 13% in 2006 (Cook, 2012). 

Presidents with CSAO Experience. 

Research indicates that college presidents are being forced to tackle more student 

affairs issues than ever before (Education Advisory Board, 2007).  At the release of the 

latest American College President Survey, only 4.5% of current presidents have student 

affairs experience serving as a Chief Student Affairs Officer (Cook, 2012).  In recent 

years, numerous institutions, including private colleges, historically black colleges, and 

regional public colleges, have hired a president who has previous student affairs 

experience, specifically as a Chief Student Affairs Officer (Cook, 2012).  There are a 

limited amount of studies that thoroughly delve into the topic of Chief Student Affairs 

Officers becoming a college president.  According to a study conducted by the National 

Association of Student Personnel Administrators (NASPA), 22% of Chief Student 

Affairs Officers indicated they are interested in becoming a university president 

(NASPA, 2014).  The NASPA (2014) report also indicates that African Americans (35%) 

and Hispanics (44%) were more than twice as likely to aspire to become a college or 
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university president than their White (17%) counterparts.  Travis (2008) argues that 

leaders of color typically obtain various experiences throughout their development within 

undergraduate, graduate, and later professional journey, which leads to their desire to 

further develop future students, particular minority students. According to a new survey 

by a leading higher education group, women and minorities represent a significant share 

of the senior campus administrators whose jobs are most likely to lead to a college 

presidency (Williams, 2008).  Many efforts have helped to increase the number of 

women and ethnic minorities in college presidencies over the past two decades (Lum, 

2008). 

Recently there has been a significant increase in the amount of dissertations and 

academic papers that analyze and investigate the uptick in institutional presidents with 

student affairs experience (Humphrey, 2012).  The first major study to thoroughly 

investigate student affairs professionals moving into the presidency role was Young and 

Gambrell (1982).  This study coined the term Student Affairs Presidents (SAP) and 

served as a resource to student affairs professionals who had presidential aspirations.  The 

primary focus of the Young and Gambrell study was on community college presidents 

with a student affairs background.  Noyes (1994) conducted a study specifically on 

college presidents from four-year institutions with a student affairs background.  

Published scholarship on the topic was void for a period of time and then at the turn of 

the century two formal studies were published.  Risacher (2001) and Covert (2004) 

produced dissertations that focused on presidents of four-year universities with a student 

affairs background. More recently, Bullard (2008) has contributed to the volumes and 

elaborated on the preparation, search, and experiences of college presidents with Chief 
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Student Affairs Officer experience.  A review of the literature provided one distinct 

study, Woodard (2009), which focused on the gender and race as well as career pathways 

of university presidents.  

The Young-Gambrell Study. The Young and Gambrell (1982) study was an all-

encompassing study that provided student affairs practitioners with practical strategies on 

how to make a career move into teaching, working in a private enterprise such as 

consulting, or become college president.  The researchers delineated four steps that a 

student affairs practitioner would have to execute if becoming university president was 

their career aspiration.  The strategies were implemented with the assumption that the 

student affairs practitioner was the Chief Student Affairs Officer.  According to Young 

and Gambrell (1982), the first step was for the CSAO to strategize how to communicate 

the importance of the functional areas of student affairs in which they supervised.  Once 

the strategy was formulated, the next step was for the CSAO to relate those programs 

with the higher academic priorities to help maintain relevance (Young & Gambrell, 

1982).  The third step in the Young and Gambrell (1982) study was for the CSAO to 

create policies that would not only impact student affairs, but the entire campus 

community.  The last step was for CSAOs to effectively communicate and integrate the 

importance of their policies to other academic executives, namely the CAO and other 

academic deans (Young & Gambrell, 1982).  Overall, as there was no thorough 

investigation on university presidents who had CSAO experience, this study would be 

helpful for community college CSAOs who are attempting to leverage their student 

affairs career into a presidency.  
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The Noyes Study. The Noyes (1994) Study offered detailed accounts of sitting 

university presidents with significant student affairs experience.  The research sample 

was limited to four-year colleges and universities and the results were partitioned into 

institutional categories and demographics of the presidential respondents.  Noyes 

surveyed 38 presidents with a student affairs background and reported findings that 

highlight their career paths, demographics, and attitude toward the search process.  The 

38 respondents accounted for approximately 75% of the SAP at four-year institutions in 

the country (Noyes, 1994).   

The reported demographics of the SAP in the Noyes Study are of interesting note 

to the researcher.  Of the SAP, 90% were Caucasian male and female and the remaining 

10% were African American male.  It is to be concluded that at the time of the study, 

there were no African American female SAP of four-year institutions, unless they are 

found within the 25% of the SAP’s that did not respond to the study.  Caucasian female 

SAPs makeup 13% of the polled institutional leaders.  Of the 10% African American 

respondents, all were leaders of a HBCU; two public and two private in nature.  The 

Caucasian SAPs were evenly distributed amongst public and private institutions.  The 

typical four-year university SAP is found at a Masters-granting institution, with 16% of 

SAPs leading a doctoral-granting institution.  African American SAPs are more likely to 

be leaders of a baccalaureate or masters institution (100%), with none being at a doctoral-

granting school.  

With respect to the educational background of the SAPs who participated in the 

Noyes report, 95% held doctorate degrees.  The majority of SAPs did not attain an 

advanced degree in higher education administration (39%).  The vast majority of SAP 
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respondents were serving in their first presidential role in higher education (66%) and the 

top three most reported career pathways for those individuals were CSAO, previous SAP, 

or faculty member.  Noyes (1994) reported that 34% of respondents received a tenure 

appointment prior to becoming president; however, 75% of the African American SAPs 

received tenure.  The significant increase in the African American SAP tenure 

appointment may point to the added credentials needed by minority candidates.  The 

overwhelming majority of SAPs were an internal candidate at the institution they were 

leading with only 3% being an external candidate.  Similar to the American College 

President Survey implemented by the American Council on Education, Noyes reported 

that the average SAP was a Caucasian male who was married and of Protestant 

denomination. 

The Risacher Study. After the Noyes Study, there was a seven-year gap in 

published research that thoroughly described the SAP tenure.  Risacher (2001) researched 

the pathways, demographics, and academic experiences of SAPs in addition to measuring 

their effectiveness utilizing the Fisher, Tack, and Wheeler (1988) Effective Leadership 

Inventory instrument.  Risacher collected quantitative data on 45 SAPs and compared the 

leadership characteristics of those individuals to that of presidents with non-student 

affairs backgrounds to measure the effectiveness of their leadership identified with the 

Effective Leadership Inventory instrument.  The results of the study concluded that SAPs 

share four of the five indicators which were: Management, Social, Reference, Image and 

Confidence.  

After concluding that SAPs would be equally as effective as their counterparts, 

Risacher reported the differences between a president with a traditional pathway and one 
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with a student affairs background.  SAPs described their persona as more personable than 

the presidents whose backgrounds were not from student affairs.  Risacher (2001) 

credited the SAP personality with being greatly influenced by the skills a student affairs 

practitioner must deploy on a daily basis.  The other glaring difference between a SAP 

and a traditional pathway president is the ability to be welcoming to change on campus, 

with Risacher (2001) reporting that SAPs were more adept at embracing change and 

challenging the college culture. 

The Risacher report shared many similarities to the Noyes report that was 

conducted seven years prior. Both reported 95% of SAPs had doctorate degrees (Noyes, 

1994; Risacher, 2001).  The researchers also asserted that SAPs usually led masters or 

baccalaureate granting institutions (Noyes, 1994; Risacher, 2001). Risacher (2001) also 

reported that the type of institution the SAP would normally lead was evenly distributed 

amongst private and public institutions.  

The Covert Study. Covert did not wait long to build upon the foundation that 

was laid by Noyes and Risacher.  Unlike the previous reports that studied institutional 

leaders with a student affairs background, Covert (2004) argued that much of the 

literature surrounding SAPs focused on doctoral-granting institutions and since the 

majority of research indicated that the typical SAP would lead a bachelors or masters 

granting institution, the aforementioned group was being overlooked.  

Similar to the Noyes and Risacher report, Covert (2004) discovered that the type 

of institution SAPs lead were evenly distributed amongst private and public institutions.  

Of the 51 SAPs that were surveyed, 25 identified with leading a public institution while 
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the remaining 26 indicated that the institution they were leading was private.  Covert 

provided a mixed methods approach by not only surveying SAPs, but also conducting a 

semi-structured interview with 11 of the institutional leaders.  The results of his 

interviews contributed to a way for CSAOs to measure their institutional fit with potential 

schools they were interested in leading as president.  

The Cotnam Study. Cotnam’s (2006) The Traditional and Nontraditional 

President: A Comparison of Activities, Concerns and Goals, conducted a thorough 

analysis on the various differences between traditional and nontraditional presidents.  A 

total of 191 presidents, serving at institutions that are classified by the Carnegie 

Foundation as Doctoral Research Intensive, Doctoral Research Extensive, Masters I, 

Masters II, Baccalaureate Liberal Arts, and Baccalaureate General, participated in the 

research study.  Of the 191 presidents surveyed, it was determined that 48 presidents 

(25%) met the classification criteria of being “nontraditional”.  Cotnam utilized the 

framework provided by Birnbaum and Umbach (2001), which indicated that in order to 

be considered as a nontraditional pathway president it is necessary to analyze the 

following three criteria: immediate prior position, highest degree earned, and years of 

faculty experience.  The respondents in Cotnam’s Study whose immediate prior positions 

were outside academe, or who had not earned a PhD or EdD, or who had no faculty 

experience were placed in the nontraditional group. The results ultimately determined 

that, generally, traditional pathway presidents were more interested in the academic 

functionality of the university, such as curriculums and faculty related activities, than 

nontraditional pathway presidents.  Cotnam (2006) reported that nontraditional pathway 
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presidents were more successful at institutions that were classified by Carnegie as 

Baccalaureate or Masters than that of Research. 

The Bullard Study. The Bullard Study (2008) provided an in depth analysis of 

the SAP encompassing demographics, prior experiences, acquired education, search and 

acceptance process, and insight on how the presidential tasks were being executed by 

college presidents with student affairs experience.  Bullard’s study not only analyzed 

various aspects of the SAP, but he also coined the designation of Other Career Path 

Presidents (OCP), which is the descriptive term used for presidents that do not have a 

student affairs background.  Bullard compared and contrasted the composite profile of all 

OCPs with the profile of SAPs. 

Bullard (2008) discovered that there were eight distinct characteristics between 

OCPs and SAPs that had statistical significance at (p<0.05).  The differences were: (1) 

the difference in percentages of presidents who had tenure versus those who did not have 

tenure at their current institution, (2) the difference in the percentages of presidents 

whose previous job was at the same institution, (3) the difference in the percentages 

between those that came from outside of higher education, (4) the difference in 

percentages of presidents who are African American, and (5) the difference in the 

percentages of presidents at doctorate, associate’s, and public institutions. 

There were similarities between Bullard’s study and the studies conducted by 

Noyes (1994), Risacher (2001), and Covert (2004) in that the trend of SAPs being 

employed at doctoral-granting institutions was still uncommon and the marital status and 

religious affiliation were consistent.  Bullard (2008) reported that SAPs are more likely 
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than their OCP counterparts to have been an internal candidate, something that was also 

discovered during Noyes report.  Consistent with the Risacher study, it was also noted 

that African American SAPs are double the percent of African American OCPs.  Bullard 

(2008) also made mention that there was no difference in the percentage of men and 

women SAPs when compared to OCPs. 

Student Affairs As A Profession 

History of Student Affairs 

Along with the emergence of Historical Black Colleges and Universities, the 

student affairs profession came into existence in the mid 19th century.  The cornerstone of 

student affairs has always been providing services for the students who attend a particular 

college, and while the types of students have changed throughout the history of higher 

education, one consistency has always been for student affairs to provide an environment 

that was conducive to academic learning.  The personnel in Student Affairs have a 

tendency to be more diverse than other organizational divisions such as: Academic 

Affairs, Business and Finance, Athletics, and Advancement.  If universities were more 

willing to accept candidates with a student affairs background, the possibility of 

diversifying the presidential position would likely increase. 

Nuss (2003) provided a chronological progression of the student affairs 

profession.  By 1850, Nuss (2003) argues, student affairs primarily focused on 

establishing residence life, student activities, and Greek organizations.  With the 

establishment of the Morrill Acts, student affairs focused on diversification efforts from 

1850-1900 (Nuss, 2003).  From 1900 to 1945, student affairs developed Career Services 
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Offices, academic programs specifically for student affairs, and professional student 

organizations (Nuss, 2003).  Since 1950, student affairs work has been largely dictated by 

federal mandates such as: The Truman Commission Report, Civil Rights Act, Title V 

Housing Act, and the American Disabilities Act (Nuss, 2003).  With the emphasis placed 

on other federal laws such as Title IX and the Violence Against Women Act of 1994, 

student affairs will continue to play a large role in the safety, engagement, and 

development of all students on a college campus.  With the increase in responsibility in 

student affairs services, it is important for an institution to recruit and employ the best 

possible Chief Student Affairs Officer to lead the division.  

CSAO Demographics  

Ostroth, Efird, and Lerman (1984) provided the initial research that studied the 

pathway of Chief Student Affairs Officers.  Similar to studies of SAP, this report 

examined the career pathways, demographics, educational achievements, and overall 

competencies of individuals who attained a position as Chief Student Affairs Officer.   

Twenty-years after the release of the Ostroth et al. report, Alexis Wesaw and 

Brian Sponsler completed the first annual survey of college and university CSAOs for the 

National Association of Student Personnel Administrators in 2014.  This study is 

considered to be the first of its kind due to the thoroughness and high response rate of 

CSAOs that provided feedback.  The NASPA report on CSAOs encompassed the career 

pathway, critical issues facing higher education and the student affairs profession, a 

composition of a typical student affairs division along with reporting structures and 

budget information, and salary data for CSAOs and other student affairs staff.  Not all of 

the information in the report is applicable for this study; however, most of the data can be 
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useful when analyzing the CSAO position holistically.  The report yielded a response 

from 858 Chief Student Affairs Officers, which is nearly 33% of all CSAOs.  The 

responding CSAOs were affiliated with public two-year and four-year colleges, four-year 

private for-profit and four-year private not-for-profit institutions, and two-year private 

for-profit and four-year private not-for-profit institutions.  The largest distribution of 

respondents was from the four-year not-for-profit sector (43%) and the public four-year 

sector (28%). 

Over 75% of CSAOs in the NASPA report identified as Caucasian, while 13% 

identified as African American.  Less than 7% of CSAOs in the NASPA report 

considered themselves Hispanic.  According to Wesaw and Sponsler (2014), almost 40% 

of the CSAOs were between the age of 50 and 59.  Chief Student Affairs Officers who 

were under the age of 40 (8%) was almost as rare as those who were over the age of 66 

(5%).   

CSAO Pathway 

Similar to the president position, there is a certain career ladder an aspirant must 

climb in order to obtain a CSAO position on any given university campus.  Wesaw and 

Sponsler (2014) provided a Chief Student Affairs Officer roadmap for those who are 

interested in making the ascension within student affairs.  The data was reported in a 

thorough manner, which investigated not only the prior position, but also the position 

location.  Prior to becoming a CSAO, 27% of student affairs leaders were at the Director 

level at a different institution (Wesaw & Sponsler, 2014).  Other positional milestones of 

significance prior to obtaining a CSAO position were the Dean position (23%), 
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Associate/Assistant Vice President position (20%), and Associate/Assistant Dean 

position (19%) (Wesaw & Sponsler, 2014). 

There seems to be an irrelevancy in the number of prior institutions a CSAO has 

worked at that exists in the literature.  Wesaw and Sponsler (2014) report that 34% of 

CSAOs spent the majority of their career at a single institution while another 35% of 

CSAOs changed institutions once or twice.  The number of CSAOs that have changed 

institutions three or more times is slightly lower at 28% (Wesaw & Sponsler, 2014).  

Only 4% of CSAOs moved in and out of higher education, so it appears to be a consensus 

that one must continually work in student affairs if the CSAO position is their goal.  

Of the 858 CSAOs that responded to the NASPA survey, 22% indicated that they 

were interested in becoming a university president.  If the CSAO was African American 

(35%) or Hispanic (44%), they were more than twice as likely to desire to become a 

campus president than their Caucasian (17%) counterpart (Wesaw & Sponsler, 2014).  It 

is interesting to the researcher to couple this data with that of more historical reports, 

such as the Noyes Study or Risacher Study, due to the fact that Caucasian SAPs were 

more prevalent in nature than their minority colleagues, and although Caucasians have 

less of a desire to obtain a presidency, they do so at a higher rate than African Americans 

and Hispanics.  

Academic Preparation of CSAO 

The biggest discrepancy between Chief Student Affairs Officers and Chief 

Academic Officers is the perceived educational attainment of the two positions.  

Traditionally, the Chief Academic Officer is more likely to have a terminal degree than 



Texas Tech University, Dakota Doman, December 2016 

54 

the CSAO.  The Chief Academic Officer is also more than likely a tenured faculty 

member and ideally has the support of the faculty senate, which is mostly made up of 

other tenured faculty members.  Chief Student Affairs Officers are not as likely to be 

tenured and therefore may be considered academically deficient in the minds of 

academicians.  For Chief Student Affairs Officers to be position themselves to gain the 

credibility of the academic academy, obtaining a doctorate degree is important, along 

with publishing articles, books, conducting research, and possibly garnering tenure. 

Wesaw and Sponsler (2014) reported that over half of the CSAOs in their 

research held a doctoral degree (56%) and almost 95% of CSAOs had earned an 

advanced degree.  Of those CSAOs that held an advanced degree, 75% of them 

concentrated in higher education administration.  Freeman and Gasman (2014) also 

reported 75% of HBCU presidents earned a doctoral degree in education or higher 

education.  It would be worth noting the number of CSAOs that are actively engaged in 

publishing scholarly articles or have a tenure-tracked faculty position. 

Role of CSAO 

Not all Chief Student Affairs Officer positions are created equal.  Some CSAOs 

have supervisory responsibility for Enrollment Management, which includes Retention, 

Academic Advising, and Financial Aid.  The CSAOs who become HBCU presidents 

typically have the job functionality portfolio that demonstrates the ability to not only 

oversee and manage co-curricular programs like Greek life or student activities, or 

departments like residence life and student union, but other vital sections of the 

institutional enterprise.  Wesaw and Sponsler (2014) report, on average, public four-year 

student affairs divisions have a budget of $32 million dollars, private institutions average 
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student affairs budget is 8.6 million, and the overall average budget for four-year, two-

year, public, private, not-for-profit and for-profit is $16 million. 

The role of a Chief Student Affairs Officer is mentally and physically exhausting 

(Dungy, 2011; Schneck, 2013).  Research indicates that over 75% of CSAOs have spent 

10 years or less in their current role (Wesaw & Sponsler, 2014).  This high percentage of 

turnover could be due to the perceived high-level of stress that is incurred while 

executing the tasks of a CSAO.  Research indicates that 12% of a CSAO’s time is spent 

handling a crisis; that number is more than twice the ideal time allocation that they would 

like to spend on that particular activity, which was a reported 5% (Wesaw & Sponsler, 

2014).   

Noyes (1994) describes the Chief Student Affairs Officer position as being 

relatively new when compared to that of the Chief Academic Officer position or other 

leadership roles within a university.  This relative newness may result in a lack of 

understanding or appreciation of the role itself.  Modern day practitioners sometimes find 

it difficult to explain their profession to those who are not actively working within 

student affairs, including faculty members and community partners (NASPA, 2014).   

Overview of HBCUs 

The Civil War yielded numerous outcomes for Americans of all ethnicities and 

socioeconomic statuses. However, the African American population was tremendously 

impacted by the results of the Civil War combined with that of the newly enacted 

Emancipation Proclamation. For the first time in history, African Americans were legally 

allowed to pursue a formal education; however, due to the harsh racial laws that were 
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imposed, attending a PWI was not an option for African Americans, particularly those in 

southern states that sided with the Confederacy Army during the Civil War and were 

reluctant to abolish the enslavement of African Americans. The first HBCUs were 

private, nonprofit institutions that intended to educate newly freed slaves (Gasman, 

2014).  

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) are defined by the Higher 

Education Act as any institution that was established prior to 1964 with the intention of 

serving and educating the Black community (Fletcher, 2012).  Some researchers argue 

that the 1896 Landmark Supreme Court Case Plessy v. Ferguson decision created the 

foundation of “separate but equal”, which ultimately encouraged and supported the basis 

of the need for HBCUs (Gasman, 2014; Suitts, 2003).  By the time the 1954 Landmark 

Supreme Court Case Brown v. Board of Education decision overturned the previous 

Supreme Court Decision made in 1896, there were tens of thousands of students enrolled 

in HBCUs, which were highly segregated and underfunded (Fletcher & Webster, 2010).  

Ten years following the 1954 Supreme Court Decision, the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and 

subsequent court decisions abolished the legalization of race-based segregation in higher 

education (Fletcher & Webster, 2010). 

There are currently 105 institutions that are designated as a HBCU (Gasman, 

2014).  HBCUs are both private and public in nature, with most having graduate 

programs, and some having professional programs in dentistry, law, pharmacy, and 

medicine.  Over 70% of African American doctors graduated from a HBCU, 

accompanied by 35% of African American lawyers and 50% of African American PhD 

holders (Lewis, 2015). 



Texas Tech University, Dakota Doman, December 2016 

57 

Evolution of HBCUs 

In the 1950s, African Americans made up nearly 100% of the HBCU enrollment 

(Gasman, 2014).  In the past 30 years, HBCUs have experienced an increase of 

Caucasian, Asian American, and Hispanic students.  The HBCU student population is 

becoming so diverse, that a few HBCUs actually have a predominantly White population, 

such as Bluefield State University, Cheyney State University, Kentucky State University, 

and West Virginia State University. 

HBCUs are the selected universities for many African American students 

(Chandler, 2006).  After surveying 500 African Americans, the top five schools providing 

the best academic and social environment for Black students were Spelman College, 

Morehouse College, Florida A&M University, Clark Atlanta University, and Howard 

University (Evans, 2002). 

HBCU Financial and Leadership Crisis 

Modern day HBCUs currently face an array of issues that threaten their existence 

and impede their ability to properly educate the students who are enrolled.  Many of the 

issues that plague many PWI institutions are magnified at the HBCU level.  HBCUs are 

currently battling a leadership crisis, financial crisis, enrollment crisis, and a library 

crisis. 

Many universities, specifically HBCUs, are in the midst of an intense leadership 

crisis (Hamilton, 2004).  HBCUs experienced the highest turnover in presidents over the 

past two decades (Lum, 2008).  Research indicates that 38 of the 78 four-year HBCUs 

have appointed presidents in the past three years, and nine of those 38 individuals are no 
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longer in office (Marie, 2006).  Martin and Samels (2005) contend that American higher 

education has not developed a tradition of managing the leadership transition process.  

The crises that HBCUs currently face have lasting effects on not only the 103 

historical institutions, but also the nation as a whole.  If the various crises are not rectified 

in an efficient and effective manner, many HBCUs will succumb to the financial 

hardships and possibly lose accreditation and face possible permanent closure.  While 

HBCUs makeup only three percent of all postsecondary institutions, these colleges and 

universities enroll 11% of the total minority student population.  HBCUs are responsible 

for granting baccalaureate degrees for 20% of the minority population, and of the 

minority population with an advanced degree, 53% of those individuals attended an 

HBCU at some point during their academic matriculation.  Individuals who are 

opponents of the institution of HBCUs would argue that minorities could achieve similar 

successes at PWIs; however, the data indicates that minorities that attend majority 

institutions do not experience the same level of academic or professional success as their 

HBCU counterparts. 

CSAO at HBCUs 

Hirt, Strayhorn, Amelink, and Bennet (2006) contend that the nature of student 

affairs work at HBCUs is highly predicted on race relations and racial uplifting of 

students.  “The work environment is practical, highly professional, student-centered, and 

service oriented,” (p. 673).  The work, as described by the researchers, encompasses 

entry-level positions, faculty appointments, mid-level managers, and members of the 

executive leadership team which would include the university presidents.  



Texas Tech University, Dakota Doman, December 2016 

59 

In many ways, student affairs work at HBCUs is consistent and reflective of what 

the expected leadership is to be.  That said, amongst the most important traits of HBCU 

presidents is to display an advanced level of “student-centeredness” (Hirt et al., 2006).  

The majority of HBCU presidents have a career pathway with an academic affairs 

background, primarily in a research field.  Being student centered is not something that is 

indoctrinated within an advanced STEM degree, or other common pathways, which 

include advancement, finance, and athletics.  

HBCU Presidents With A Student Affairs Background 

Bullard (2008) reports that 3.5% of university presidents have experience as a 

Chief Student Affairs Officer.  The most common pathway to HBCU presidency is 

congruent to the average career pathway for PWI presidents, which is going the Chief 

Academic Affairs pathway (traditional pathway).  King and Gomez (2008) report the 

only less common career pathway to HBCU presidency, besides the CSAO position, are 

the Chief Diversity Officer and Chief of Staff pathways, neither of which is often 

classified as a Vice President position. 

The purpose of this literature review was to provide information on the college 

presidency.  First, the review discussed the history, roles, and responsibilities of the 

presidential position.  The review then provided information on the search process that 

takes place to fill a presidential vacancy and highlighted the current profile of college 

presidents.  The review further summarized the career pathways of college presidents and 

analyzed campus leaders who had a student affairs background.  A lot of the research on 

the aforementioned topics was applicable to PWIs, so it was necessary for this review to 
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provide information about HBCUs.  The CSAO role at HBCUs was discussed and 

Student Affairs Presidents at HBCUs were also highlighted.  

HBCU Presidential Personal and Professional Characteristics 

According to Freeman and Gasman (2014), past research characterized HBCU 

presidents as being incompetent, power hungry, and dictatorial.  This research was not 

quantified by any statistical data, but rather anecdotal in nature.  Minor (2004) argues 

criticism of HBCU leadership characteristics are most likely a result of a 

misunderstanding in shared governance at HBCUs and were derived due to the constant 

need to protect the HBCU brand from opponents who question the very existence of this 

minority serving institution.  HBCUs are typically the subject of negative publicity such 

as violation of faculty rights, financial fragility, and friction between staff and the 

president (Minor, 2004).  The conversation surrounding HBCUs is often that which 

describes these institutions as troubled and underperforming.  The HBCU leadership, 

specifically the president, will often be required to shoulder the majority of the blame and 

the decision-making of this individual will be questioned and viewed as incompetent.  If 

the relationship between the president and faculty is negative, the president will be 

depicted as dictatorial and power hungry. Predominantly White Institutions leadership is 

not immune to facing similar situations; however, the HBCU environment is more 

vulnerable for condemnation.  Minor (2004) argues HBCU characteristics that are often 

classified as negative are in fact strong qualities that allow these institutions to flourish in 

the presence of a negative educational climate.  This closely aligns with Hefner’s (2014) 

study of the perceptions of transformational and transactional leadership at Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities.  In this study it was found that the complexity of 
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HBCUs lends itself to many misinterpretations by those who are not familiar with the 

roles and responsibilities of the HBCU president (Hefner, 2014).  Hefner (2014) surveyed 

123 presidential subordinates from nine HBCUs who reported directly to the institutional 

leader, and the results described HBCU presidents as possessing transformational 

leadership characteristics.  In Hefner’s study, he used HBCUs that were in the Top 25 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities as ranked by the 2012 U.S. News & World 

Report.  There is no research that determines a correlation between university perception 

and transformation characteristics of a college president; however, it may be expected 

that leaders of highly ranked institutions will possess transformation leadership 

characteristics.  Hefner (2014) concluded that the HBCU presidents in the study were 

balanced, transformational leaders who inspire, intellectually stimulate, challenge the 

status quo, and are visionary.  This contradicts the characteristics that were perceived 

anecdotally in the Minor (2004) study. 

A positive characteristic associated with successful HBCU presidents is that of a 

high emotional intelligence.  Researchers (Chandler, 2006; Freeman & Gasman, 2014; 

Minor, 2011; Rovaris, 1995) suggest that, throughout history, HBCU presidents that have 

been capable of bringing forth significant change were those who possessed visionary 

leadership and an even higher emotional intelligence.  Notable HBCU presidents that are 

lauded in the literature include Charles S. Johnson, Frederick D. Patterson, Booker T. 

Washington, John Hope, William R. Harvey, Benjamin E. Mays, Willa B. Player, Albert 

E. Manley, Lucy Hale Tapley, Mordecai Wyatt Johnson, and Horace Mann Bond 

(Benjamin, 2004; Brown, 1998; Carter, 1998; Davis, 1998; Engs, 1999; Gilpin & 

Gasman, 2003; Goodson, 1991; Manley, 1995; Mays, 2003; McKinney, 1997; Robbins, 
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1996; Smith, 1994; Urban, 1994; Watson & Gregory, 2005).  The vast majority of the 

previously mentioned presidents took a nontraditional career pathway en route to 

institutional leadership, with a significant proportion rising through student affairs and 

serving as the first African American president at their respective HBCU. 

Perhaps Debra Buchanan provided one of the most formative dissertations on the 

topic of HBCU presidency.  Buchanan (1988) reported the top nine characteristics of a 

HBCU president are: a) articulating a vision for the institution; b) assembling an 

administrative team; c) providing leadership during a crisis; d) planning for future 

directions; e) managing resources; f) providing a sense of unity to achieve common 

goals; g) providing an environment conducive to leadership development; h) securing 

financial support; and i) shaping and reshaping institutional goals.  Buchanan obtained 

these characteristics by meeting with college presidents, academic vice presidents, and 

the presidents of faculty senate.  By triangulating the data, characteristics were identified 

by not only institutional presidents, but also those who were impacted by the decisions of 

the president. 

Presidents of Historically Black Colleges and Universities professional and 

personal characteristics have been of great interest to researchers recently (Henry, 2009; 

Mishra, 2011).  Mishra’s (2007) book, entitled Becoming President: Patterns of 

Professional Mobility of African American University Presidents, investigated the 

characteristics of HBCU presidents and discovered that personality dictated five 

experiences: a) the rate of mobility of HBCU presidents does not depend on academic 

discipline; b) additional training, such as the Harvard Institute for Educational 

Management, has a considerable impact on the administrative upward mobility of HBCU 
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presidents; c) the mobility rate is higher between ages 40 and 49 as compared to other age 

groups; d) most presidents at HBCUs start out as faculty; and e) age was found to be an 

important factor in the selection of president. 

Freeman and Gasman (2014) also conducted a study on the background 

characteristics of HBCU presidents by sending out surveys to all 105 institutional leaders 

(including two-year and four-year, public and private colleges).  This study produced a 

response rate of 23%, which is significantly higher than the average response rate for 

Internet surveys (5%).  Eleven institutions were in the midst of change at the leadership 

position and an interim president could not be identified at the time of the research.  

According to Freeman and Gasman (2014), all but two HBCU presidents identified as 

African American or Black.  The gender makeup of HBCU presidents was 70% male and 

30% female, which was on par with statistics of 25 years ago (Freeman & Gasman, 

2014).  The literature describes the female presidency of 30% as higher at HBCUs than at 

PWIs, which is 26% (Freeman & Gasman, 2014).   

The career characteristics in the Freeman and Gasman study further convey the 

lack of Chief Student Affairs Officers that become the president of HBCUs.  Freeman 

and Gasman (2014) report that 46% of the presidents in their study were institutional 

leaders prior to holding their current presidency, 33% of the presidents were either 

provost or Chief Academic Officer, 15% held administrative positions in the K-12 

educational sector, 3% had held a position in the business or private industry prior to their 

HBCU presidential role, and the remaining 3% hailed from some other background.  

More HBCU presidents have experience in the K-12 environment than in higher 

education.  A full 23% of HBCU presidents have less than five years of overall higher 
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education experience.  This percentage is significantly higher than 25 years ago, in which 

Tata (1980) reported the average HBCU president had over 12 years of higher education 

experience before assuming the role of president. In essence, HBCU boards are willing to 

hire nontraditional presidents to lead institutions, but Chief Student Affairs Officers are 

not benefitting from this hiring practice.   

The Role of Mentoring HBCU Presidents 

Freeman and Gasman (2014) contend that younger presidents have considerable 

positive traits when leading an institution.  In addition to being more susceptible to 

mentorships offered by more seasoned professional, younger presidents tend to focus on 

accountability as they were reared in this environment (Freeman & Gasman, 2014).  

HBCU presidents who are nontraditional are more likely to offer a mentorship 

relationship to other HBCU presidential aspirants who are also taking a nontraditional 

career pathway (Freeman & Gasman, 2014).  Conversely, the literature (Freeman and 

Gasman, 2014) suggests presidents who took the traditional career pathway will be more 

interested in grooming those who also took a similar traditional pathway.  This greatly 

limits the chances CSAOs have to obtain a mentorship considering the low population of 

nontraditional CSAO pathway presidents.  Nontraditional HBCU presidents express more 

of a “duty” to groom others to ensure that the skills obtained as a CSAO are in fact 

transferrable to the HBCU presidential position.  McGhee (2011) considers the mentor 

role as someone who will provide meaningful professional introductions, job shadowing, 

problem-solving sessions, fundraising shadowing, and advice on the professional and 

personal level. 
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The role of the mentor has consistently been considered as a valuable relationship 

going back to the Noyes (1994) study in which it was reported that approximately 50% of 

presidents (evenly divided amongst private and public institutions) felt a mentor was one 

of the most important factors in achieving presidency.  The role of the mentor has 

become more prevalent since the Noyes’ study and the presence of women mentors have 

increased dramatically.  Noyes (1994) stated that 100% of the female presidents who 

served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer had male mentors.  Freeman and Gasman 

(2014) provide recent survey results, which show it is typical for female Student Affairs 

Presidents (SAPs) to be mentored by other female SAPs.  The Noyes study did not report 

mentoring statistics from HBCUs, but rather integrated all Carnegie classified 

universities together.  Mentoring is considered an integral process to obtain university 

presidency from a CSAO position; however, this mentorship is different than the industry 

model of grooming individuals.  Only 3% of SAPs were considered to be an internal 

candidate (Noyes, 1994).  NASPA (2014) reports this number has remained consistent 

over the past 20 years. 
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CHAPTER III 
METHODOLOGY 

Chapter Overview 

The purpose of this chapter is to provide the structure in which the HBCU 

presidents who once served as Chief Student Affairs Officers were studied.  Research 

studies on African American male HBCU presidents have not address student affairs as a 

career pathway. This chapter will include an overview of Methods and Rationale, 

including the Conceptual Framework that was used.  This chapter will also include 

information concerning the Research Design, Population and Sample, The Role of the 

Researcher, Instrumentation, Pilot Study, Data Collection Procedures, Data Analysis 

Plan, and Delimitations.  The chapter concludes with a summary and outlines the 

remaining chapters of the study.  

Introduction 

There were four models from the literature that influenced this study on college 

presidents.  Cohen and March’s (1974) career ladder model has frequently been used as 

the standard in describing the traditional path used by most college presidents.  Birnbaum 

and Umbach (2001) also investigated the career paths of college presidents and 

concluded that there are typically four career paths that an individual may follow to attain 

a presidential position.  More recently, Covert (2004) conducted a study that investigated 

the career pathways, competencies, and leadership styles of four-year college presidents 

that once served as a CSAO.  Bullard’s (2008) research, similar to Covert’s, focused 

primarily on the career pathways, search process, and leadership styles of college 

presidents that once served as a CSAO. 
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A review of the literature, coupled with qualitative and quantitative data, indicates 

the existence of a lack of ethnic diversity at the presidential position at Predominantly 

White Institutions and a lack of diversity in the career pathway amongst presidents at 

institutions designated as a HBCU.  Considering the current leadership and financial 

crises that HBCUs are experiencing, it is necessary to identify new leaders to guide and 

direct these institutions through a tumultuous time where institutional closure is a viable 

threat due to a decrease in operating budget, endowment, and student enrollment, as well 

as retention.  According to Ebony (2001), there are few positions that are as demanding 

and difficult, yet essential as the job of the Black college president on the campus of a 

Historically Black College and University. 

Despite the need for the HBCU president to be an individual who has 

demonstrated success in a multitude of areas, the literature proves that there is a great 

disparity in the opportunities for those individuals who have previously served as a Chief 

Student Affairs Officer.  Many studies have researched the career pathways of university 

presidents and examined those that previously served as a CSAO; however, there has not 

been a formal study to investigate the career pathways of HBCU presidents with prior 

experience as a CSAO. 

Conceptual Framework 

Nine models from the literature on the career pathways and professional and 

personal leadership characteristics of the college presidency were used to influence this 

study.  Widely recognized as the groundbreaking study on university presidential 

pathways, Cohen and March (1974) provided a career ladder model that delineated the 

“traditional” career pathway and “non-traditional” career pathway taken by professionals 
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who ultimately achieve the position of president at a college or university.  This study 

determined that individuals whose pathway followed a linear upward mobility trajectory 

from faculty member to Chief Academic Officer before becoming president was 

considered “traditional” while any other pathway to the presidency was considered 

nontraditional.  Salimbene (1982) disputed the findings of the career ladder provided by 

Cohen and March and reported that only 3.5% of presidents actually followed the career 

“normative” career ladder.  Salimbene (1982) would eventually admit that the career 

ladder that was provided by Cohen and March had validity in that nearly 80% of 

presidents had served as a faculty member and the chronological order was typical of a 

faculty member who moves into administration.  Noyes (1994) followed the Salimbene 

study and established the foundation for presidents with CSAO experience by defining 

the normative nontraditional pathway.  In addition to establishing the normative 

nontraditional pathway, Noyes compiled the profile of four-year college presidents with 

CSAO experience to analyze the experiences they may contribute to their selection.  

Risacher (2001) provided the second model in which thorough research was conducted in 

an effort to show no significant difference in the leadership style between traditional 

pathway presidents and nontraditional pathway presidents, while measuring the 

effectiveness of nontraditional pathway presidents.  Covert’s (2004) study provided 

thorough data on the responses of Student Affairs Presidents (SAPs) along with a model 

that considered the compatibility of these presidents, and Bullard’s (2008) recent study 

provides in depth information about the SAPs and the individuals who are responsible for 

the hiring process. 
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There is no one literature that analyzes all of the necessary components that make 

up this study; therefore, drawing on multiple research areas served as a critical starting 

point.  To fully investigate the HBCU presidents who were once CSAOs, it is vital to 

have a thorough understanding of the separate entities that go into the Chief Student 

Affairs Officer position, presidency of a HBCU, and the presidential position in general 

as it relates to higher education. 

The literature, especially the nine centerpiece studies that were delineated earlier 

in this chapter, creates a vivid presentation for the reason Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities are facing a leadership crisis.  While there are external factors that influence 

the HBCUs ability to operate in a successful manner and experience sustainable success, 

there are internal issues that are prevalent within the scope of the institution.  However, 

with the proper modifications, HBCUs can not only experience a sustainable level of 

success, but also thrive in a manner that would rival that of fifty years ago.  HBCUs serve 

a specific purpose within the realm of higher education.  HBCUs as a group are exactly 

uniform but differ in nature, similar to that of Predominantly White Institutions; however, 

there is a common factor shared by all 105 colleges and that is the purpose of which they 

were founded.  It is not an easy feat to separate from the origin of a foundation.  Ivy 

League institutions were founded with the premise of educating elite students whose 

parents were influential members of society (Cohen & Kisker, 2010) and that mission, 

primarily, still holds true in modern times.  Large state institutions and regional colleges 

essentially serve the same purpose since their inception, and HBCUs are not immune 

from this reality.  One of the most dramatic changes from the founding of most HBCUs 

to its current state is the university president.  The typical HBCU founding president or 
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founding organization was made up of Caucasian individuals (Minor, 2004).  The 

overwhelming majority of HBCU presidents in the modern day are African American.  

Without the Caucasian figurehead, HBCUs have undoubtedly became more Black in 

administration, even though the students are more integrated as a result of Brown vs. 

Board of Education. 

As a result of HBCUs attempting to gain more academic credibility as an 

institution, many have sacrificed the leadership, which in turn has caused the very thing 

they were trying to avoid; national embarrassment and crisis that jeopardize the entire 

history of the HBCU educational sector.  Leadership within HBCUs is steadily the source 

of public scrutiny.  From individuals within the community to policymakers and even the 

president of the United States, all have been accused of overtly chiding HBCUs.  The 

literature makes a compelling case that the university president has the positional power 

to both elevate an institution to new heights and achieve lofty goals that may have been 

unforeseen or to cause a great demise and compromise the entire future of an institution.  

In the past 25 years, many HBCUs have closed, been forced to consolidate, become 

unaccredited, and misallocated federal funds.  Any higher education institution is 

subjected to the aforementioned misfortunes; however, HBCUs are unique in their 

founding, mission, and overall amount.  The number of HBCUs is diminishing over time 

and there will be no new HBCUs sprouting up, resulting in the entire HBCU landscape 

being threatened by the existing crisis. 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities are currently ostracizing Chief 

Student Affairs Officers from serving as president.  Like Predominantly White 

Institutions, HBCUs prefer to opt toward an individual with a proven academic track 
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record to serve as institutional leader.  The literature reports that PWIs and HBCUs are 

hiring a very ungenerous amount of Chief Student Affairs Officers to lead (Bullard, 2008; 

Chandler, 2006; Cover, 2004; Henry, 2009; Noyes, 1994; Risacher, 2001).  While the 

number of CSAOs who become president is similar between HBCUs and PWIs, the 

makeup of these institutions are very different.  PWIs have a substantial amount of 

Carnegie-classified Research institutions that serve a population that looks nothing like 

that of a HBCU are PWI that is classified as a General Baccalaureate institution.  The 

purpose of the Research Institution is not rooted in the same student development 

practices as other institutions.  Research explains that only three HBCUs are classified 

above the Carnegie classification of General/Liberal Arts Baccalaureate level (Minor, 

2004).  Despite the fundamental difference in HBCU versus PWI, studies show there is 

no significant or distinguishable difference between the leaders of these two types of 

institutions (Chandler, 2006; Freeman & Gasman, 2014; Henry, 2014).  Predominantly 

White Institutions are not immune from higher education tribulations; however, the 

attrition rate of those presidents and the existence of crises do not exist at the same level 

when compared to HBCUs.  Perhaps the hiring practices incorporated by the Carnegie 

classified Research Universities and Masters Universities are working at a more 

successful level than that of HBCUs.   

A review of the literature provided many distinct disadvantages Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities have and therefore it is irresponsible to place failure solely at 

the hands of hiring practices without considering the context.  However, there are some 

HBCUs that have enjoyed a continuous level of success despite the adverse conditions.  
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One common factor these leaders have in common is that of taking a Chief Student 

Affairs Officer career pathway to presidency. 

Research Design 

Research Questions 

The major research questions that were addressed in this study were: 

1. What are the lived experiences of Chief Student Affairs Officers who became 

president of a HBCU? 

2. What are the perceived professional experiences on the career journey to 

becoming a president at a HBCU that most standout as a student affairs 

professional? 

3. What are the perceptions of SAPs on the organizational factors that contribute 

to them becoming the president of HBCUs? 

4. What are the perceptions of SAPs on the societal factors that contribute to 

them becoming the president of HBCUs? 

The research questions in this study are designed to investigate the preparations, 

background, barriers, and the search process involved with successfully being selected as 

a HBCU president from the CSAO position.  The research questions are also designed to 

examine the campus perceptions felt by the HBCU presidents in regards to their 

nontraditional career pathway.  The responses to these questions may advance the overall 

mission of allowing more student affairs practitioners to enter the HBCU presidency.  

Additional questions will be asked during the course of the interview to further collect 

data and address the research questions.  These questions may be found in Appendix A. 
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Rationale 

The rationale behind answering the documented research questions is to 

thoroughly describe the experiences of student affairs practitioners who attained 

presidential positions at a HBCU.  The HBCU presidential position is highly competitive 

and sought after.  There have been a plethora of studies that focused on the career 

pathways of college presidents.  Many researchers have specifically focused on the career 

pathway of a president who once served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer.  These studies 

typically focus on four-year institutions and presidents of all ethnicities.  With an 

impending leadership crisis looming amongst HBCUs, it is imperative that these 

institutions explore every appropriate avenue possible to secure a leader that can fully 

execute the presidential tasks.   

Participants 

The population for this study consists of six current presidents of HBCUs who 

have Chief Student Affairs Officer experience at a four-year university.  It was not 

required that the individuals ascended to the presidency directly from the CSAO position, 

only that the president had prior experience as a CSAO during their professional career.  

Various administrative titles are denoted for the CSAO; however, the most commonly 

used titles are Vice President for Student Affairs, Vice President for Student Affairs and 

Enrollment Management, Vice Provost for Student Affairs, or Dean of Students. 

The presidents in this study ascended to their current position through what is 

considered to be a non-traditional pathway.  The participants in the study included the 

entire population, not just a sample of the population.  
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Selection of Participants 

This study will utilize a total population purposive sampling technique.  The 

researcher in this study will interview all subjects who satisfy the criteria of being a 

HBCU president with Chief Student Affairs Officer experience.  At the time of this study, 

five HBCU presidents would qualify for the study.  According to the White House 

Initiative on Historically Black Colleges and Universities, there are a total of 107 

institutions that are designated as a HBCU.  This number includes the Southern 

University System, which is the only historically black college system in the United 

States, and the University of the Virgin Islands, which is one of the five inhabited insular 

areas of the United States.  There are also a number of community and junior colleges 

that are considered to be a Historically Black College and University.  For the purpose of 

this study, only presidents of four-year HBCUs will be considered.   

To go along with the number of HBCUs, there is a distinct leader of each 

institution designated as a president or chancellor.  After identifying the institutions that 

qualified for the study by visiting each schools website and reading the mission and type, 

the researcher then located the designated university leader.  Excluded from the study 

were those labeled as “acting presidents” and “interim presidents”.  This exclusion was a 

result of uncertainty regarding whether or not the incumbent would in fact be named to 

the permanent presidential position.  After identifying the current president of each 

institution, the researcher investigated the presidents’ pathway by reading website 

biographies, viewing the professional social networking site, LinkedIn, and locating the 

resume and curriculum vita.  The presidents who previously served as a Chief Student 

Affairs Officer were selected from the overall presidential list and put on a separate 
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directory.  A homogeneous purposive sampling effort guided the selection of the 

presidents who would be interviewed in this study. 

Currently, there is no directory of HBCU presidents with Chief Student Affairs 

Officer experience; therefore, several methods were utilized to identify the five African-

American HBCU presidents who once served as a Chief Student Affairs Officers.  First, 

the White House Initiative on HBCUs was contacted and a list of HBCUs was retrieved.  

The list included the name of the institution, address, phone number, chief executive 

officer, and contact information for the institutional leader.  The name of each 

institutional leader and current presidential status was then verified by contacting the 

institution.  Once the necessary modifications were implemented to reflect recent 

changes, the researcher went through the curriculum vitae of each HBCU president to 

gather information concerning work experience.  Special notes were taken concerning 

their academic qualifications, institutional history, professional affiliations, and 

publications.  This information was relevant for other aspects of this study.  This 

approach yielded the names of five individuals who are currently serving as a HBCU 

president with prior experience as a CSAO.  It was also noted if an individual who fit the 

criteria but had recently retired. 

Role of the Researcher 

Creswell (2015) suggests the elements of the researchers role is to provide an 

adequate perspective and report anything that can be perceived as bias.  The researcher is 

required to explicitly identify not only their biases, but also the values and personal 

background including gender, history, culture, and socioeconomic status.  The 
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aforementioned characteristics can shape the interpretations formed during the study 

(Creswell, 2015). 

Researcher’s Perspective 

The researcher in this study is an individual with presidential aspirations to lead a 

large-sized HBCU institution.  Similar to the presidents in this study, the researcher 

would be required to take a non-traditional pathway to presidency given his student 

affairs background.  Staff and faculty members within the academy of higher education 

have encouraged the researcher that in order to obtain a presidential post, he would have 

to obtain a Doctor of Philosophy degree and seek a faculty appointment with tenure track.  

The research provided in the literature supports the claims of these staff members by 

suggesting the most common pathway to presidency is by becoming a Chief Academic 

Officer, which would in turn require an individual to become a faculty member and 

progress upward through the academic career ladder. 

Biases/Ethics/Trustworthiness 

Creswell (2014) suggests the researcher of a study should “clarify bias in an effort 

to create an open and honest narrative that will resonate well with the readers” (p.202).  

Patton (2002) also suggests in a qualitative research, the researcher is the primary 

instrument for data collection and should identify all biases and assumptions that may 

exist.  In this study, the researcher acknowledges there may be a certain bias that exists 

towards HBCU presidents with a student affairs background due to the researcher’s prior 

experiences working in higher education administration, specifically within student 

affairs at a HBCU.  Positivists generally question the trustworthiness of qualitative 
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research, perhaps because their concepts of validity and reliability cannot be addressed in 

the same way in naturalistic work (Shenton, 2004).   

The bias that exists may cause the researcher to lobby for more HBCUs to 

consider presidents outside of the academic rank, specifically within student affairs.  This 

bias exists due to the researchers desire to become the president of a HBCU.  Another 

bias that may exist in the researcher is the fact that he currently works at a HBCU and the 

president, along with the president emeritus, once served as a CSAO.  The president was 

positively reviewed amongst the board, staff, faculty, and students, and this experience 

may also positively skew the Student Affairs President (SAP) of a HBCU according to 

the researcher.  Guba (1981) established four criteria for assessing the trustworthiness of 

naturalistic inquires.  To combat the biases, the researcher will demonstrate how the 

implementation of Guba’s four criteria of credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

conformability assisted with the establishment of trustworthiness in this qualitative study. 

Credibility.  Guba (1981) suggest to address credibility, the researcher should 

attempt to demonstrate that a true picture of the phenomenon under scrutiny is being 

presented.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that ensuring credibility is one of the most 

important factors in establishing trustworthiness. 

The development of an early familiarity with the culture of participating 

individuals. The researcher in this study became acquainted with the individuals in the 

study at various professional development conferences and through casual conversations 

about the status of HBCU, student affairs, and higher education in general.  The 

relationship with the participants and researcher strengthened over the course of 12 
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months prior to the interviews taking place.  The conversation between the researcher and 

the participants at no point spoke about this particular study; however, there were 

conversation about the literature that addressed HCBU leadership and presidential 

pathways. 

Triangulation with appropriate documents.  The researcher utilized each 

president’s resume to ensure academic and professional experiences was accurately 

depicted within the study.  The researcher also utilized documents published by the 

president’s university. News releases, biographical sketches, and inauguration/investiture 

videos were utilized. 

Tactics to help ensure honesty in informants when contributing data.  Each 

participant in this study was offered the opportunity to refuse to participate in the study.  

This ensured that the data collection sessions only consisted of those who were genuinely 

willing to take part and prepared to offer data freely.  Participants were encouraged to be 

forthright and answer questions freely.  The participants in the study were also informed 

that withdrawal from the study could take place without disclosing an explanation. 

Iterative questioning. When appropriate, the researcher rephrased previously 

answered questions to ensure no falsehoods were prevalent amongst the data.  In cases 

where contradictions emerged, participants were informed of the discrepancy within the 

data to offer an explanation. 

Background, qualifications, and experience of the investigator.  Patton (2002) 

insists that the credibility of the researcher is especially important in a qualitative 

research as it is the person who is the major instrument of data collection.  The researcher 
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in this study has over 10 years of paraprofessional and professional experiences in higher 

education, specifically in student affairs.  The researcher currently works at an institution 

that is classified as an HBCU and has worked for two HBCU presidents who used student 

affairs as a career pathway. 

Member checks. Guba and Lincoln (1985) considers member checking as the 

single most important provision that can improve a study’s credibility.  The researcher 

utilized to approaches to adequately conduct a member check.  The first approach 

involved allowing the participants to view the transcription of the interviews to ensure the 

dialogue was adequately captured.  The researcher also asked the participants to offer 

reasons for particular patterns observed by the researcher.  

Transferability.  The literature recognizes the difficult nature of executing 

transferability when a study takes a qualitative phenomenological approach (Guba, 1981; 

Guba & Lincoln, 1985; Shenton, 2004).  To assist with transferability the researcher 

disclosed the following information: a) the number of individuals taking part in the study 

and how they were identified; b) any restrictions in the type of people who contributed 

data; c) the number of participants involved in the fieldwork; d) the data collection 

methods that were employed; e) the number and length of the data collection sessions; 

and f) the time period over which the data was collected. 

Dependability.  The researcher thoroughly described the processes of the study in 

an effort to produce similar results if the study was duplicated.  It may be problematic to 

produce similar results of a qualitative phenomenological study due to the changing 

nature of the phenomena (Fidel, 1993; Marshall & Rossman, 1999).  To combat barriers 
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of dependability the researcher devoted sections that described the research design, data 

gathering methods, and evaluated the effectiveness of the process. 

Confirmability. Miles and Huberman (1994) suggests a researcher should 

disclose their own biases in an effort to obtain confirmability.  The researcher in this 

study disclosed the biases that is possessed and in an effort to minimize the bias, the 

researcher included an audit trail within the course of the study. 

Instrumentation 

The six interviews were all conducted utilizing standardized and open-ended 

questions.  The participants were all asked the same pre-constructed set of questions.  The 

20 interview questions were divided up into seven subsections.  The first section of 

questions was designed to obtain academic, professional, and personal background 

information on each participant.  These questions also were meant to settle the participant 

into the interview and establish a basis of trust and comfort.  The second section of 

questions were meant to identify the motivation each participant had for entering the 

student affairs profession and motive for pursuing a presidency at an institution classified 

as a HBCU.  The third set of questions were used to gain extensive insight on the 

participants experience as a Chief Student Affairs Officer and the perceived manner in 

which this position assisted them with their presidential preparation.  The fourth section 

of questions asked about each participant experience as a HBCU president.  The fifth set 

of questions were to identify the skills each president felt was most conducive with 

becoming a HBCU president using a student affairs background.  The sixth set of 

questions allowed each candidate to thoroughly describe the search process that was used 

during their presidential interview process.  The seventh and final set of questions was 
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used to describe the personal relationships each participant had with a mentor and their 

current role in mentoring a HBCU presidential aspirant.   

The instrument used in this research study will be the one-on-one interviews that 

the researcher will conduct with the current SAPs of HBCUs.  The interviews will be 

semi-structured with the purpose of gaining insight that will lead to the answering of the 

four research questions that have been established.  The interviewer will ask about 15 

open-ended questions (Appendix A).  The researcher will utilize a digital recorder to 

track the dialogue and will transcribe the interview in its entirety.  In addition to the 

transcription from the interview, the researcher will rely on the use of field notes. 

Qualitative validity refers to the researcher thoroughly checking the accuracy of 

the findings by employing various procedures and qualitative reliability refers to the 

researcher’s approach being consistent (Creswell, 2013).  Creswell (2013) recommends 

various strategies to ensure the qualitative researcher achieves the appropriate validity 

and reliability.  

The researcher will execute the following steps as outlined by Creswell (2013) to 

confirm proper validity: A) triangulate different data sources of information by 

examining evidence from the sources and using it to build a coherent justification for 

themes, B) use member checking to determine the accuracy of the qualitative findings, C) 

use a rich, thick description to convey the findings, D) clarify the bias the researcher 

brings to the study and, 5) present negative or discrepant information that contradicts the 

themes. 
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To check for proper reliability, the researcher will once again turn to Creswell 

(2013) and follow the research procedure, which includes checking the transcriptions for 

errors and checking the definition of codes to ensure they are consistent.  Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) suggest qualitative reliability should be viewed as the “dependability” or 

“consistency” of the results obtained from the qualitative data.  Creswell (2013) asserts 

that it is important to address the concept of reliability within the procedures that have 

emerged from the qualitative writing. 

Question Data Analysis 

Background Questions (Questions 1-2) 

Question one and two were the warm up questions that were meant to obtain 

valuable information about the participant educational and professional experience and 

were meant to ease the participant into the interview.  The questions was constructed to 

obtain general information about the particular academic degrees each participant earned, 

along with the various professional experiences the individual had in route to becoming a 

HBCU president.  Each presidential participant held a terminal degree in Higher 

Education.  The terminal degree was either a Doctor of Philosophy or Doctor of 

Education.  

Identifying Motivation to Enter Student Affairs/ Become HBCU President 

(Questions 3-6) 

Questions three through six of the interview looked to discover the motivation for 

these individuals in entering the field of student affairs and aspiring to the presidential 

level.  These set of questions are instrumental in discovering why these participants were 
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interested in entering and staying in Student Affairs.  Harper (2013) reports a need in 

increasing the amount of Black males in student affairs.  The participants responded in 

uniform to reasons why they choose student affairs and ultimately decided to transition 

from CSAO to HBCU president. 

Experience as a Chief Student Affairs Officer (Questions 7-8) 

Questions seven and eight of the interview were asked so that the researcher may 

gain insight on the participant’s Chief Student Affairs Officer experience.  The CSAO 

position comes with various titles and responsibilities, so its beneficial to examine the 

role the participants held before becoming a HBCU president. 

HBCU Presidential Experience (Questions 9-11) 

Questions nine, ten, and eleven were asked so the researcher could obtain 

valuable information on how each participant currently views their role as a HBCU 

president.  The participants provided insight on how their role as a Chief Student Affairs 

Officer impacted their current presidential position. 

Skills Needed for HBCU Presidential Position (Questions 12-13) 

Questions 12 and 13 provided insight on what soft skills the presidents perceived 

as the most useful when interviewing for the presidential position at a HBCU and 

succeeding in the role.  The participants alluded to soft skills such as communication and 

leadership as the most important. 

Experience With Search Process (Questions 14-17) 

Questions 14 through 17 were asked to inform the researcher on the search 

process the participants’ experience.  Some participants felt they were at a disadvantage 
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because of their student affairs background, while others felt their experience as a CSAO 

assisted them with procuring an interview and winning over the search committee.  In 

every instance a search firm was utilized to conduct the presidential search. 

Personal and Professional Relationships (Questions 18-20) 

Questions 18 through 20 allowed the participants to divulge information about 

individuals who assisted them in successfully matriculating in student affairs as well as 

gaining a HBCU presidential position.  Every participant took this opportunity to speak 

on a mentor who provided support, guidance, and motivation. 

Research Paradigm 

The researcher elected to utilize a post-positivism constructivist paradigm due to 

the nature of the study.  A constructivist approach will allow the subjects in the study to 

develop subjective meanings of the experience they have as a SAP of a HBCU.  The 

research questions are urging the subjects to provide an account of their perspective as to 

the social and organization factors that disallow for CSAOs to systematically garner 

consideration for HBCU presidents.  A constructivist approach coupled with the broad 

interview questions (Appendix A) will allow the subjects to focus on the context of their 

personal and work lives as it relates to the study.   

Research Approach 

The research approach selected for this study was qualitative in nature.  The 

qualitative approach model was appropriate for this study for several reasons, chiefly due 

to its conduciveness to theme emergence.  According to Creswell (2013), “the initial plan 

for research cannot be tightly prescribed, and some or all phases of the process may 
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change or shift after the researcher enters the field and begins to collect data” (p. 186).  

Through the interview process, it may be necessary for the researcher to revise certain 

questions contingent on the direction of the interviews and the emergent design will offer 

the needed flexibility. 

A qualitative approach was appropriate for this study because it allows the 

researcher to explore the psyche of HBCU presidents with CSAO experience and how 

they define the barriers that existed for their presidential ascension along with what 

experiences they had prior to garnering the position of HBCU president.  Creswell (2013) 

indicates that when conducting qualitative research, it is best to do so in a natural setting 

when possible.  The qualitative paradigm approach will allow for the researcher to 

interview the participants within a professional, natural setting of their university office.   

Phenomenological Research Method 

According to Creswell (2013) the type of problem that is best suited for a 

phenomenological approach is one in which it is important to understand several 

individuals shared experiences of a phenomenon.  Creswell (2013) describes the basic 

purpose of a phenomenological study as to “reduce individual experiences with a 

phenomenon to a description of the universal essence” (p. 76).  The phenomenological 

approach inquiry tool will allow the researcher to explore and examine the lived 

experiences of the presidential population who were influenced by various challenges and 

barriers.  The phenomenological approach will also allow the presidential population to 

adequately self-reflect on their personal and professional experiences that shaped their 

desire, pursuit, and successful achievement of the position of HBCU president.  The 
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phenomenon in this instance is the Chief Student Affairs Officer experience that the 

HBCU president possesses.   

Pilot Study 

The literature claims by doing a pilot study, it permits the researcher to test the 

hypotheses that lead to more precise hypotheses in the main study, provides the 

researcher with ideas and approaches, reduces the number of unanticipated problems, and 

may save time and money (Creswell, 2003; Creswell, 2007).  A pilot study was 

considered for this research due to the various benefits that may materialize as a result of 

conducting the preliminary work.  However, due to the scarce nature of HBCU presidents 

who served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer, locating retired leaders who fit the 

description were difficult.  The researcher was able to identify one individual who had 

served as a successful nontraditional HBCU president.  This individual possessed a 

nontraditional HBCU presidency pathway not only because he served as a Chief Student 

Affairs Officer prior to obtaining the HBCU presidency, but he also served as a PWI 

president at two institutions prior to being named to the chancellor position at a HBCU. 

Procedures 

The qualitative study will use a phenomenological approach to explore and 

examine the role, experiences, challenges, and barriers of a HBCU president with 

previous experiences as a Chief Student Affairs Officer at a four-year university.  The 

researcher will contact the presidents who fit the criteria for the study and those that give 

an affirmative response to the letter of request for participation will serve as the subjects 

in the study. 
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The researcher will construct primary questions to explore the four elements (role, 

experiences, challenges, and barriers) that impact this population of college presidents.  

This section will address the questions and outline the procedures that will be used in 

communicating with the participants. 

There are currently five sitting HBCU presidents who have previous experience 

as a CSAO.  A letter requesting each president to participate in the study will be sent.  

Each letter will include a human subject consent form to be completed by the participant.  

According to Creswell (2013), there are six items of inclusion relative to the actual 

consent form.  The items consist of: a participants right to voluntarily withdraw from the 

study at any time; the central purpose of the study and the procedures to be used in data 

collection; comments about protecting the confidentiality of the respondents; a statement 

about known risks associated with participation in the study; the expected benefits of 

participating in the study; and a place for the participant to sign and date the form.  Once 

the consent letter is received from the participant, a follow-up phone call or email will be 

made to confirm the participant consent and interview site. 

If the first letter does not solicit a response within two weeks, a second letter will 

be sent out. If there is no response within one week of the second letter, the researcher 

will call the office of the presidential participant.  If contact cannot be made, the 

researcher will remove the president’s name from the list of potential participants.  If a 

president indicates an unwillingness to participate in the study, a thank you letter 

acknowledging their non-participation will be sent within one week.  A thorough 

description of the interview procedures are as followed: 
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Prior to the Interview 

1. Identify participants via the White House Initiative on HBCUs and essential 

background information about each interviewee. 

2. Send letters to the Office of the President at their respective institution 

requesting and confirming participation in the study. 

3. Arrange date and time of interview, explain the purpose of the study, and 

obtain consent. 

4. Design a set of interview questions (Appendix A). 

5. Send survey items and interview questions ahead of interview with cover 

letter asking for any documents, data and resources that may be helpful to be 

identified where possible prior to the interview (resume, CV, etc.) 

6. Request permission for taping interview. 

7. Inform participant that an interview transcript will be provided after the 

interview for review and clarification. 

During the Interview 

1. Provide background information on study to the participant. 

2. Re-confirm permission to record, confidentiality and transcript to be provided. 

3. Collect signed consent form. 

4. Collect survey responses. 

5. Check tape recorder and conduct voice test. 

6. Take notes on open-ended questions. 

7. Request permissions to follow up via telephone/emails/etc. 
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After the Interview 

1. Compile interview notes. 

2. Transcribe interview. 

3. Write letter of thanks to interviewee and ask for confirmation of materials. 

4. Check and edit transcript. 

5. Send transcript to participant and ask to confirm/amend accordingly. Request 

any additional information if needed. 

6. Arrange follow up with telephone/face to face meeting if necessary. 

7. Enter factual content information from interview into database. 

8. Sort and analyze information (coding) for emergent themes. 

Participants and Settings 

A total population purposive sampling strategy will be utilized for selecting 

participants.  Miles and Huberman (1994) indicated that purposeful sampling represented 

a key decision point in a qualitative study.  The intended population of study will be five 

African-American male HBCU presidents who used student affairs as a career pathway 

and served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer at a four-year university.  These HBCU 

presidents will serve at both four-year public and four-year private institutions.  All 

participants in this study have encountered the same phenomenon in going from a Chief 

Student Affairs Officer to a HBCU president.  

Data Collection 

The primary source of data collection will be the in-depth, recorded and 

transcribed interviews that will be performed during the study.  The scheduled interviews 
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will represent a substantial data collecting technique.  The interviews will be semi-

structured and open-ended. The Research Questions will guide the study and responses 

will be captured via an audio voice recorder.  The researcher will use two devices to 

record the interviews in an effort to minimize human error when operating the device.  

These interviews will be coded, analyzed, and interpreted in an effort to obtain and 

identify emergent themes.  The themes, meanings, and important statements that emerge 

from the analysis will be used to provide insight on the research questions. 

Each interview will be scheduled to last approximately two hours.  The researcher 

will encourage an open and relaxed environment to promote contemplation and 

introversion in each response when necessary.  

Data Analysis 

Creswell (2015) implies phenomenological research uses the analysis of 

significant statements.  Each interview will be recorded and transcribed.  The data that 

will be collected via interviews will be analyzed and interpreted to develop the themes, 

meanings, and important statements that merged from the transcribed interviews. The 

data analysis process for this qualitative study will be based on modifications of the 

Stevicl-Colaizzi-Keen method posited by Moustakas (1994).  This method is often used 

in qualitative studies that possess a phenomenological approach.  This approach will 

enhance the emergent process by allowing the researcher to modify various interview 

questions throughout the process.  According to Creswell (2013), when employing this 

model, the researcher must first give a full description of his or her own experience of the 

phenomenon.  While the researcher does not possess firsthand experience as a HBCU 
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president with a career pathway that consist of being a CSAO, the researcher has worked 

very closely with an individual who fits the criteria.  

To fully and thoroughly analyze the data collected, the researcher proposes to 

follow the steps as outlined in Creswell (2013).  Step One consists of the researcher 

organizing and preparing the data for analysis, which involves transcribing interviews, 

scanning materials, typing field notes, and cataloguing any visual facial descriptions.  In 

Step Two the researcher will read through the transcript and make notes in the margins 

and record general thoughts about the interviews that were conducted.  Step Three will 

begin the coding process of all the collected data and describe each category. 

Thematic Coding Procedures 

The researcher will utilize Tesch’s (1990) steps in the coding process. The 

Tesch’s Eight Steps in the Coding Process consist of: 

1. Getting a sense of the interviews by reading the transcripts carefully and 

jotting down ideas that come to mind. 

2. Picking the most interesting transcript and asking, “What is this about?” while 

writing thoughts in the margin. 

3. Making a list of all topics covered during the interview and clustering similar 

topics together.  

4. Taking the list that was constructed in Step Three and going back to the data 

and abbreviating the topics as codes and writing the codes next to the 

appropriate segments of the text. 
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5. Finding the most descriptive wording for the topics and turning those into 

categories. 

6. Making a final decision on the abbreviation for each category and 

alphabetizing the codes. 

7. Assembling the data material belonging to each category in one place and 

performing a preliminary analysis. 

8. If necessary, the researcher will recode the existing data.  

Delimitations of Study 

There will be considerable factors that will serve as study delimitations in the 

completion of this research.  One of the study delimitations is not trying to determine the 

effectiveness of the HBCU presidents who used student affairs as a career pathway.  

There will be mentioned of the past and current successes these individuals have 

experience, mainly as a result of the skills and competencies they gained while serving as 

a Chief Student Affairs Officer; however, this study is not meant to define how effective 

or successful these presidents are when compared to other HBCU presidents or presidents 

of Predominantly White Institutions who used student affairs as a career pathway. 

Currently, there are only five HBCU presidents with prior experience as a Chief 

Student Affairs Officer and all of these individuals are males.  The reporting of this study 

is of a particular group of people (HBCU presidents who used student affairs as a career 

pathway) and may not be the experience of others who matriculated to the HBCU 

presidency. 
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CHAPTER IV 
RESULTS AND DATA ANALYSIS 

Chapter Overview 

The purpose of the current qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the 

lived experiences of Historically Black Colleges and Universities African American male 

presidents whose career pathway consists of serving as a Chief Student Affairs Officer at 

a four-year university.  Phenomenology provides an opportunity for individuals to share 

their life experiences in order to illuminate the previously misunderstood, unknown, or 

discounted (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003).  In exploring these experiences the researcher will 

also study the career paths, presidential search experiences, and matriculation challenges 

faced by these presidents.  These individuals will also provide information on how their 

CSAO experiences have impacted their abilities to execute the required presidential 

duties at their respective home institution.  Utilizing individual interviews with active 

HBCU presidents who used Student Affairs as a career pathway, data was collected, 

analyzed, and coded using a constructivist approach, which allowed the subjects in the 

study to develop subjective meanings of the experience they have as a Student Affairs 

President of a HBCU.  The data collected through the interviews helped in answering the 

four research questions geared toward understanding the phenomenon of HBCU 

presidents who used Student Affairs as a career pathway.  The organization of the data 

was separated into categories and themes, which captured the general ideas and 

consistencies the participants’ expressed throughout the interviews. 

Chapter 4 contains an overview of the participants involved in the study and a 

detailed analysis using the information collected from the 20 standard interview questions 
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that were asked to the HBCU presidents (See Appendix A).  The chapter contains a 

summation of the answers each participant provided for the corresponding interview 

question.  Chapter 4 also contains discussions on the emerging themes as well as a 

summary of the information presented. This chapter presents the key findings obtained 

from six in-depth interviews beginning with a brief description of the interviewees.  

Participants 

The qualitative phenomenological study to explore the lived experiences of 

HBCU African American male presidents whose career pathway consists of serving as a 

Chief Student Affairs Officer at a four-year university used a total population purposive 

sampling strategy to select the participants.  A total population purposive sampling 

technique involves examining the entire population that have a particular set of 

characteristics that is used when conducting a study.  A total population purposive 

sampling technique can also be used when conducting a study on a specific phenomenon 

to gain a deeper understanding of the occurrence (Patton, 1990).  In the case of this study, 

each participant qualified for the phenomenon of being a Chief Student Affairs Officers 

prior to becoming a HBCU president.  Of the 105 presidents that lead institutions that are 

designated as a HBCU, six served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer prior to becoming 

the president of a HBCU. 

A total of six participant consent forms were sent to the African American male 

HBCU presidents who used Student Affairs as a career pathway.  These forms were sent 

to the president and the Chief of Staff or Executive Assistant position at the respective 

institution.  A total of six consent forms were returned within the requested timeframe 

from those individuals who were willing to participate in the study, yielding a 100% 
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return rate.  A requirement to be included in the study was the participant had to be an 

African American male currently serving as the Chief Executive Officer, or president, of 

a Historically Black College and University and held the position of Chief Student 

Affairs Officer prior to obtaining their presidency.  Of the six participants, five held the 

title of CSAO immediately prior to obtaining their current presidency.  One president 

held the title of HBCU president before their current presidency; however, he held the 

title of CSAO prior to his first HBCU presidency and therefore he was eligible for the 

study. 

To ensure proper anonymity, presidents along with their respective HBCU, was 

given a pseudonym.  The six HBCUs were given a Greek alphabet alias followed by the 

word “University” e.g. Alpha University, Beta University, Gamma University, Delta 

University, Epsilon University, and Zeta University.  The HBCU presidents were also 

assigned a pseudonym e.g. President Callis, President Chapman, President Jones, 

President Kelley, President Diggs, and President Taylor to go along with each fictitious 

university name (see table 1). 
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Table 1: University and Presidential Pseudonym 

Historically Black Colleges 
and University University President 

Alpha University President Callis 

Beta University President Chapman 

Gamma University President Jones 

Delta University President Kelley 

Epsilon University President Diggs 

Zeta University President Taylor 
 

Personal Experience 

Henry (2009) conducted a study on the personal and professional characteristics 

of HBCU presidents and the presidential participants in this study presented various 

similarities. Participants in this study were all African American males, per the 

population requirement.  All six of the individuals were married with at least one child.  

The age of the population interviewed was younger than what is described in the 

literature.  The two oldest participants were 50 years old and the youngest participant was 

38 years old.  The average age of the participants was 45 years old, which is 19 years 

younger than the average age of all HBCU presidents (Henry, 2009).   

Academic Experience 

Consistent with the findings of previous research on presidential profiles (Bullard, 

2008; Covert, 2004; Noyes, 1994; Risacher, 2001; Young & Gambrill, 1982), the 

participants in this study have obtained a terminal degree in the form of a Doctor of 

Philosophy (Ph.D.) or Doctor of Education (Ed.D).  Four of the participants earned a 

Ph.D., while the remaining two participants earned an Ed.D.  All six of the participants 
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earned a terminal degree in the field of Higher Education Administration.  Each 

participant attended a Predominantly White Institution to obtain their terminal degree; 

however, three of the six participants were educated at an HBCU at the undergraduate 

level. 

In addition to obtaining a terminal, earned doctorate degree in higher education 

administration and being a student affairs practitioner, each presidential participant held 

an academic position at an institution prior to becoming a president.  Prior to leading 

Gamma University, President Jones was a tenure professor in the College of Education 

while serving as CSAO.  He also published two books and authored dozens of academic 

articles.  President Callis also gained significant academic credibility by publishing 

authoring a book, which later became known as the seminal study on Black Greek 

Lettered Organizations (BGLOs).  Of the remaining four presidential participants, two 

held a tenured position at the institution he served as CSAO and the remaining two held 

the title of Adjunct Professor. 

Professional Experience 

Research indicates matriculating through the student affairs career ladder is not as 

constant as the academic affairs realm (Wesaw & Sponsler, 2014).  Despite the varying 

nature of position titles within student affairs, the participants in this study exhibit a 

certain level of uniformity amongst the titles they experienced prior to becoming a 

HBCU president.  Each participant started off at the coordinator level prior to becoming 

an Assistant Director and Director of a student affairs functional area.  Prior to obtaining 

a Chief Student Affairs Officer position, each participant held the title of either Assistant 

Vice President or Dean of Students. 
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CSAO Experience. Three of the six presidential participants gained Chief 

Student Affairs Officer experience at a Predominantly White Institution, while the 

remaining three served as CSAO at a HBCU.  The titles consisted of Vice President for 

Student Affairs, Vice President for Student Affairs and Enrollment Management, Vice 

Chancellor for Student Affairs, and Vice Provost for Student Affairs.  Five of the six 

participants, while serving as Chief Student Affairs Officer, reported directly to the 

university president.  Four of the six participants portfolio included serving as Chief 

Enrollment Officer in addition to being the CSAO.  The years of experience as a CSAO 

varied amongst individual.  The longest tenure as a CSAO was President Taylor, in which 

he resided as a CSAO for three institutions (one PWI and two HBCUs) for a total of 12 

years, while the shortest tenure was held by President Chapman, he reigned as a CSAO 

for approximately 18 months before being tapped president of Beta University.  President 

Callis, President Jones, President Kelley, and President Diggs each presided in the role of 

Chief Student Affairs Officer for about four years a piece at a single institution prior to 

becoming an HBCU president. 

HBCU Experience. All the participants in this study currently serve as the 

president of an institution designated as a HBCU.  While three of the six participants 

served as Chief Student Affairs Officer at a HBCU, only one of the participants gained 

professional experience at a HBCU prior to becoming a Chief Student Affairs Officer.  

President Taylor served as a Resident Assistant (entry-level) before leaving to take a mid-

manager position at a Predominantly White Institution.  
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HBCU Presidential Experience 

Four of the six presidents reside over HBCUs that are public and the remaining 

two participants lead private institutions.  The smallest institution is Alpha University, led 

by President Callis at 1,200 students, while the largest institution is Zeta University at 

3,086 students led by President Taylor.  The participants in this study closely matched 

that of Henry (2009) study when taking into consideration the years they have served in 

their current presidential position.  President Callis, President Kelley, President Jones, 

and President Taylor have all served in their current roles for four years, while President 

Chapman and President Diggs are finishing their second year.  President Callis is the only 

participant to serve as a HBCU president prior to his current role in which he led an 

institution classified as a HBCU for eight years, given him a total of 12 years of HBCU 

presidential experience. 

Emergent Themes 

The purpose of the current qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the 

perceptions and lived experiences of African American male HBCU presidents who once 

served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer.  Throughout the course of the data analysis five 

emerging themes were identified.  The emerging themes were a) mentorship 

relationships, b) using their faith as a guide, c) having a robust functional area as a 

CSAO, d) being committed to the academic enterprise as not only a practitioner, but a 

scholar as well, and e) gaining experience at a HBCU prior to becoming the president, 

and f) soft skills.  These six concepts were identified as emerging themes because there 

were consistently and continually discussed by the participants of the study.  The six 

participants recurrently mentioned the importance of having an organic mentorship 
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relationship, the role their faith played in entering the profession and pursuing a 

presidency at a HBCU, the Chief Student Affairs Officer job portfolio that assisted them 

in the preparation of making the presidential transition, teaching classes in addition to 

being a practitioner, and the history they had both personally and professionally with 

HBCUs prior to their presidential appointment.  The participants were able to express 

their thoughts, beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions of African American male HBCUs who 

used student affairs as a career pathway through these five emerging themes. 

Emergent Theme 1 – Mentorship 

The importance of developing a mentorship relationship was prevalently 

mentioned throughout the interviews.  All six participants mentioned that had it not been 

for close association with someone they consider a mentor the chances of them being a 

HBCU president would have been tougher if not virtually impossible.  The participants 

mentioned the advantages of having mentors throughout their student affairs career, but 

placed a heightened value on the mentorship relationship as they moved closer to the 

president position.  Commodore, Freeman, Gasman, and Carter (2016) report that 

mentoring is an important aspect of the leadership development of the HBCU president.  

Having mentors and shadowing presidents offered participants an honest and accurate 

perspective on what it is truly like to lead an institution (Commodore et al., 2016).  The 

participants alluded to the role of a mentoring being multifaceted.  Not only did these 

individuals provide emotional and professional support when applying for career 

advancement type positions, but also they were instrumental in ensuring that the proper 

skills and education were gained along the way.  Each of the participants mentioned how 

their mentor encouraged them to seek an advanced degree, apply for certain jobs, and 
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attend specific conferences and institutes. The mentors also provided additional network 

opportunities by not only recommending the participant for jobs, but also endorsing and 

advocating on their behalf. President Kelley described the relationship with his mentors 

as the most important thing in his professional and personal life, outside of his faith.  

President Kelley mentioned the role his mentor played in inspiring him to get into student 

affairs and the role a different mentor played when it came time for him to gain certain 

competencies and go through the presidential search process.  President Kelley asserts 

(personal communication, June 17, 2016):  

It just, it never dawned on me to even think about entering student affairs, and it 

wasn’t until I was working on my Master’s that one of my mentors planted a seed 

in me to think about Higher Education as a profession. At that point I was headed 

toward K-12. 

The role of my mentor while I was VP means everything in the world to me. I 

would not be a president today if it weren’t for him. When I was VP for Student 

Affairs, he helped me to get so many experiences outside of Student Affairs. I 

worked with Athletics, I chaired the NCAA recertification process for Ohio 

University. I was on the Budget Planning Council that help plan the entire budget 

from its inception. You know, so many things. He would just call me down 

sometimes to his office and say, “Okay, here’s a decision I have to make, what 

would you do?” 

President Kelley was afforded opportunities and exposed to discussions that most of his 

CSAO counterparts at other institutions were not privy to due to his mentor intentionally 

making provisions to prepare him for the next step.  President Taylor shared almost an 
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identical story as he reminiscence on the various conversations he would have with his 

mentor as he was a Vice Chancellor.  President Taylor assets (personal communication, 

June 23, 2016): 

Pretty much everything I know about being a president, I learned from one person 

and I applied that almost on a daily basis and it’s proven. And this person was a 

leader of three different institutions and so, I had trust and he was very capable, 

and he shared with me, we had conversations and we still talk to this very day.  

Formal Mentoring  

Each participant discussed at length about the various mentoring programs they 

were involved in prior to becoming a president.  The programs were described as robust 

and very formal with specific objectives and specific programs to maximize the mentor-

mentee relationship.  The programs that were discussed were the ACE Spectrum 

Executive Leadership Program, ACE Fellows Program, The Executive Leadership 

Summit offered at Hampton University, and The American Association of State Colleges 

and Universities’ (AASCU) Millennium Leadership Initiative (MLI).  President Callis 

lauded the development of programs such as the MLI (personal communication, June 10, 

2016): 

The MLI program has a mentor component that allows the mentor to spend 

significant time with a mentee over the course of a two-year period.  You get to 

sit in on cabinet meetings, board meetings, certain staff meetings, and be involved 

in the presidential decision making process. 
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President Diggs cited the involvement in The Executive Leadership Summit as an 

important presidential preparation tool.  It was also apparent during his interview that he 

was intentionally being prepared to one-day serve as a HBCU president. President Diggs 

declares (personal communication, June 21, 2016): 

I had a president while I was a VP by the name of Edison Jackson, who’s a 

veteran president but who pride himself on forming and preparing future president 

and he did everything in his power to ensure that I took advantage of every 

opportunity. He thought I should be a president and so he, you know, in some 

ways name me as a successor with the woman he was--he was leaving, he sent me 

the ACE Spectrum Executive Leadership Program, ACE Fellows Program, The 

Executive Leadership Summit, and the Millennium Leadership Initiative. So I 

went to all of the training and  Profession Development I could based on my 

president wanting me to have those experiences. 

The ACE Fellows program helps ensure that higher education’s future leaders are ready 

to take on real-world challenges (Commodore et al., 2016).  The presidents lauded the 

mentor programs of these institutes; however, it was noted that HBCUs have a unique 

culture and everything learned within the context of these programs may not be 

applicable.  President Jones alluded to this while addressing the MLI (personal 

communication, June 15, 2016): 

I really enjoyed my time and my mentor and it did better prepare me for 

presidency, but not everything specifically applied to the HBCU realm.  HBCUs 

make up a very small population and you have thousands of VPs at places like the 
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ACE Fellow Program and a couple dozen at MLI, so I understand you can’t spend 

too much time concentrating on the complexities of a HBCU. If you get a mentor 

who happens to be at an HBCU, great, if not…you have to find the nuggets where 

you can. 

Informal Mentoring 

In addition to the various mentoring programs that were discussed during the 

interview, there was also an informal mentoring component that the participants felt was 

important and maybe equally organic to form. Researchers alluded to informal mentoring 

being an effective and popular instrument.  Commodore et al. (2016) argue “sometimes 

mentoring does not have to be a formal relationship, but it means you have to be 

observant with people who are doing things that you aspire to do” (p. 8).  President Callis 

agrees with this notion of mentoring (personal communication, June 10, 2016): 

You can learn a lot by reading about what successful people do. I mean, there are 

people that I had learned a lot from that I had never met at all. So, someone like 

Freeman Hrabowski at UMBC. I mean, there are things I learn from other people 

that I’ve applied in the social media era. I, you know, I probably use more stuff 

from Benjamin Mays and…he died in the 80s. So, but, you know, just reading 

how he ran Morehouse and the constant things he did. That’s sort of more of my 

model and I met him when I was in high school but I never got a chance to talk 

about being a president because then, I didn’t know I wanted to be one. So, he’s a 

person I think I’ve learned the most from in terms of ideology, in terms of being a 

president. So, I’m using older, you know, techniques from the 40s and 50s in a 

social media age. 
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Every president explicitly mentioned the importance of informal mentoring relationships 

in addition to participating in whatever formal programs you can; however, every 

participant was skeptical about engaging in a mentoring relationship that doesn’t allow 

for close proximity.  President Callis readily admitted to learning things from those who 

he had never met and from those who died before he even begun to work in the field, but 

he and his constituents also questioned whether or not an organic mentorship relationship 

could be possible from afar.  President Callis recalls (personal communication, June 10, 

2016): 

Yeah. I mean, I’m not sure. I mean, the--lots of people just will reach out and say, 

“Hey, I need a mentor” not necessarily. I mean, I think the best mentor can be 

someone who is your direct supervisor. They see you everyday and I think that is 

an important aspect of mentoring. 

President Chapman also shared intimate details of his mentoring experience stating “ I 

have never had a mentor that I did not work either directly for or directly with, meaning 

at the same institution. I guess you can have a mentor from afar, but that would be 

difficult” (personal communication, June 13, 2016).  President Kelley also mentioned 

“All of my mentors have been individuals who I have worked for. I have been extremely 

lucky to work for some pretty great professionals” (personal communication, June 17, 

2016).  President Jones shared a similar experience of how his mentors were his 

supervisors, “I have people I can bounce ideas off of, but I would not necessarily call 

them mentors. My most influential mentors have been supervisors” (personal 

communication, June 15, 2016).  President Diggs engaged in various leadership and 

presidential training that provided formal mentors; however, he too explained how his 
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direct supervisor was the most influential mentor, “Outside of the formal mentoring 

programs that I talked about earlier, al of my mentors have been my bosses…either the 

VP or President of the institution I was working at during the time of the relationship” 

(personal communication, June 21, 2016).  President Taylor supported the notion of 

having a long-distance mentor, but he also promoted having a close relationship with an 

individual who is familiar with the work of the mentee. 

Overall, the participants championed both formal and informal mentoring. 

Commodore et al. (2016) argue through mentoring, mentees learn the knowledge 

necessary to make decisions, form relationships, commit to tasks, and make trustworthy 

judgments. 

Emergent Theme 2 – Faith  

The six presidential participants unanimously indicated that faith was important to 

making decisions regarding their careers as they ascended throughout student affairs and 

eventually accepted the presidency at a HBCU.  The participants alluded to the 

importance of God and having God as a source of inspiration, guidance, and support.  

The presidents in this study all identified with having an extremely close relationship 

with God and being very spiritual.  They declared student affairs and higher education 

was more than a job or career, but rather a calling or ministry.  Each president credited 

divine intervention with playing a substantial role in being a Chief Student Affairs 

Officer and eventually becoming a HBCU president at the particular institution they were 

serving during the time of the interviews.  Each president described the search process 

and how reluctant he was to apply, interview, and ultimately accept the presidential 

position. 
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Faith As A Guide 

President Chapman described the role God played in preparing him for his 

presidential role.  In response to how his Chief Student Affairs Officer position played a 

role in preparing him for the HBCU presidency, he said the following (personal 

communication, June 13, 2016): 

Well, right now I have to say we are at a point in time in the history where you 

know, my skill set, my knowledge base, it is needed right now. You know the 

kind of things that were just kind of natural to student affairs folks is the exact 

kind of thing that’s needed in our campus now. So, I mean it was just--I mean for 

me, I say it’s a God thing, it’s Godly timing because… it wasn’t something that I 

could engineer or put together. 

President Diggs shared similar sentiments by when describing why he chose to enter 

student affairs and eventually pursue a presidency at a HBCU (personal communication, 

June 21, 2016): 

I said very clearly about 10 years ago about where I wanted to serve, you know, 

for me this work is not work for me, it’s a ministry. You know, I’m kind of 

apologetic about my faith. And I’m not apologetic about why I do what I do. And 

so I had a clear choice of going to serve where I wanted to serve so when I take 

the Chief Student Affairs officer position at the time when I took it, I had another 

Chief Student Affairs officer position open at the exact same time making about 

25 to 30 thousand dollars more…but I was clear about wanting to serve at a 

HBCU. 
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President Diggs faith not only guided him to an HBCU, but also inspired him to remain 

committed to this type of institution when faced with an opportunity that would allow for 

him to increase him income.  President Callis also had the opportunity to leave the HBCU 

environment and gain a higher salary working for a PWI, he responds (personal 

communication, June 10, 2016): 

As a president, you definitely receive calls from search firms and search 

committees about applying for different positions. I received those calls while I 

was a VP and I received those calls while I was a president from HBCUs and 

PWIs, but I have never really considered leaving the HBCU environment. I 

believe God has placed me at the HBCUs I have served for very specific reasons 

and I don’t foresee myself ever leaving unless God spoke to me in a different 

manner. 

President Kelly shared a similar attitude (personal communication, June 17, 2016): 

Oh, man. If I didn’t have religion and a belief, you know, this is a job it’s very 

easy to get down and to lose faith in people, you know, there’s--again it’s tough. 

So for me, it’s played a huge role and, you know, when I have difficult decisions 

to make, certainly I pray. God led me to and through student affairs. 

The participants indicating how they learned to trust God’s plan and timely as it relates to 

entering the student affairs profession, being promoted from entry level positions to mid 

manager positions and eventually senior and executive positions, and how it was God 

who ultimately spoke to them in applying for and accepting an HBCU presidency.  

Participants disclosed that the ability to listen to God was not an acquire skill but 
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something that was instilled within them at a younger age via a parental figure.  President 

Taylor mentioned how God’s timing was and plan superseded that of his own intentions 

(personal communication, June 23, 2016): 

I mean I can’t even explain. I think that--I believe God has a plan and he orders 

our steps and for some reason, I was supposed to be here. So it’s not always what 

we want. Sometimes it’s what we are supposed to do. I can’t honestly say that I 

want to be a HBCU president or a college president, but I routinely ask God for 

guidance and this is where He led me to serve and I believe I am doing his work. 

Each presidential participant shared how he would not make a career decision 

without consulting God and seeking His approval.  Five of the six presidents were 

absolutely convinced that it was there life’s mission to serve at the HBCU level.  Each 

president shared how their daily routines consisted of spending time with God and 

reflecting on how to execute the presidential tasks they would have to carry out on that 

particular day.  God not only guided the presidents to and through student affairs, but also 

dictated their daily steps. 

Faith As A Source of Inspiration and Support 

The participants revealed that it was important for them to make sure they took 

time each day and reflected, read the bible, and prayed before starting the day.  This 

routine allowed the presidents to stay in tuned with God and served as another support 

system in addition to close confidants and family.  The participants alluded to being 

involved with difficult tasks on a daily basis and in order to survive and thrive in the 

HBCU environment, they needed God as their main support system.  Faith appeared to be 
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the most important personal pillar for all of the participants.  President Jones stated 

(personal communication, June 15, 2016): 

I would be utterly lost without faith. It’s easy to lose hope in people, situations, 

especially considering what we are up against on a daily basis. Resources are 

sometimes lacking, alumni are upset with you, students aren’t happy, and its just 

easy to get down on yourself, so having a source of inspiration is much needed 

and what better source than God? 

President Chapman agreed with this notion an went on to say (personal communication, 

June 13, 2016): 

As a pastor I am routinely encouraging my congregation to “trust God” and look 

to Him for help, so it’s just a matter of practicing what I am preaching on a 

weekly basis. Does it get difficult? You bet, but you know that God is unfailing in 

His commitment and things will get better. 

President Taylor went as far to say he routinely prays with his Presidential Cabinet and 

Board Members (personal communication, June 23, 2016): 

I am not sure if this is widely practiced amongst all presidents or HBCU 

presidents, but I pray for and with those I work closely with. My cabinet, bosses, I 

will pray with students if they want. I lean on my faith that much. 

Henry (2009) conducted a study on the personal and professional characteristics 

and discovered that 33.4% of HBCU presidents were Baptist, 25% were Methodist, 

11.1% identified with being Protestant, 8.3% were Episcopal, and 2.8% were Catholic.  

None of the presidents in the study identified as being agnostic or atheist.  The presidents 
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in this study were not asked their specific religion affiliation; however, all identified as 

having a very active and positive relationship with God. 

Emergent Theme 3 –Chief Student Affairs Officer Job Portfolio  

The participants were asked to describe the experience that most prepared them 

for the presidential position at a HBCU.  Unanimously, each participant credited his role 

as a Chief Student Affairs Officer as the most imperative professional experience in 

preparing for the next step as a campus leader.  Each participant shared how robust and 

broad their CSAO job portfolio was and how this experience was conducive to their 

presidential preparation. Research indicates the Chief Student Affairs Officer position is 

among the most flexible executive in terms of title, functionality, pay, and reporting 

structure (Wesaw & Sponsler, 2014).  The participants in this study exhibited a diversity 

in the type of institution they experienced as a Chief Student Affairs Officer.  Three of 

the participants served at a HBCU, while the other half of the participants served as a 

Predominantly White Institution.  Only one participant served at an institution in the 

private sector and two participants served an institution that was larger than 20,000 

students.  While the types of institution the participants experienced while serving as a 

Chief Student Affairs Officer differ in size and type, the overall CSAO job portfolio was 

very similar.  Wesaw and Sponsler (2014) reported financial aid, admissions, and 

intercollegiate athletics were among the most commonly removed functional areas from 

the student affairs division over the past three years.  Every president in this study had 

oversight of the three aforementioned functional areas a Chief Student Affairs Officer in 

addition to supervising the traditional student affairs department such as: activities, Greek 
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life, community service, judicial affairs, residence life, counseling, career services, and 

academic support services. 

The participants shared the affinity they had for being a Chief Student Affairs 

Officer. President Callis mentioned how he “could have been a Chief Student Affairs 

Officer forever” and how the role prepared him the most for his first presidency (personal 

communication, June 10, 2016): 

I think chief student affairs officers get to see a wide range of how a campus 

works and they’re used to understanding the 24/7 nature of an institution. So, for 

me, it makes a lot of sense that the CSAO role prepared me the most for a 

presidency. 

President Taylor stated he was “considered the most powerful vice chancellor at the 

institution…which was weird for a lot of people because I was a student affairs guy”.  A 

followed up question was asked about why he was considered so “powerful” in which he 

replied (personal communication, June 23, 2016): 

Well some of it had to do with the fact that my mentor was the president and he 

wanted to prepare me for the presidency, but in doing so he made sure that my job 

portfolio was very robust and all encompassing…so I had oversight of all of the 

traditional student affairs areas, but I also supervised enrollment, retention, 

recruitment, admissions, financial aid, academic support areas, and played a 

significant role in advancement and business and finance. So the transition from 

Vice Chancellor of Student Affairs to president was a natural one for me. 
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President Chapman mentioned during his interview how “many of the issues and 

concerns the search committee had were issues and concerns I dealt with in student 

affairs, so my CSAO experience definitely prepared me for the interview.” President 

Kelley credited his university president mentor as the individual who prepared him the 

most for the role of HBCU president and that was in large part because of the CSAO 

portfolio he had oversight for.  In his role as Vice President for Student Affairs, he had 

oversight of student enrollment areas as well as intercollegiate athletics. 

Research indicates that Chief Student Affairs Officer, especially those with a Vice 

President or Vice Chancellor title, typically is responsible for the largest job portfolio 

when compared to the Chief Financial Officer, Chief Academic Officer, or Chief 

Information Officer (Wesaw & Sponsler, 2014).  The participants verified that their 

professional experiences was consistent with that of the research. 

Emergent Theme 4 – Academic Commitment 

Per the requirements of this study, each presidential participant used student 

affairs as a career pathway, which ultimately led to being selected as a Chief Student 

Affairs Officer prior to becoming a HBCU president. Each participant served in student 

affairs for the duration of their higher education career, however, every president in the 

study displayed an appreciation, understanding, and commitment to the academy by 

being a researcher, scholar, or obtaining some level of professoriate.  The most common 

career pathway to the HBCU presidency is that of the Chief Academic Officer position 

(Chandler, 2006).  Gardner (2015) argues the major reason some candidates from student 

affairs are not given the opportunity to lead institutions is because of their lack of 

experience in fulfilling the academic mission.  Student Affair practitioners who aspire to 



Texas Tech University, Dakota Doman, December 2016 

114 

be successful presidents need to value academics and become viewed as not only a 

practitioner, but an academician as well (Gardner, 2015).  The presidents in this study 

have served as an administrator and a faculty member on some level.   

President Callis has authored books, book chapters, and dozens of articles 

pertaining to HBCUs and Black Greek Lettered Organizations (BGLOs).  Although his 

motivation behind authoring a book was not for the purposes of being considered an 

academician who could lead an institution, the academic clout gained from being a 

published author helped in the search process. President Callis states (personal 

communication, June 10, 2016) “I was interested in the topic I was writing about…I was 

not trying to convince anyone that I was an academician”.  President Chapman and 

President Taylor were both Adjunct Professors throughout their student affairs careers.  

President Chapman taught at the local community college in addition to being an adjunct 

professor at the institution he was serving at the time.  President Jones, similar to 

President Callis, is also a published author.  Unlike President Callis, President Jones was 

intentional about doing the necessary research and publishing that would make him an 

attractive academician in addition to being a practitioner and responded (personal 

communication, June 15, 2016): 

I was really interested in getting tenure while I was the Chief Student Affairs 

Officer. I knew I had a great portfolio as a Vice President, but if I was going to 

separate myself from other potential presidential candidates, I knew I would have 

to publish, conduct research, pretty much do all the things a traditional pathway 

president does. 
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President Jones was able to achieve his goal as he was a published author, scholarly 

researcher, and received tenure in the Department of Education.  Half of the presidential 

participants received tenure and half did not.  Receiving tenure is not something that is 

common amongst Chief Student Affairs Officers.  According to the literature, less than 

5% of student affair practitioners receive tenure (Wesaw & Sponsler, 2014).   

Emergent Theme 5 – HBCU Experience 

The participants in this study are HBCU presidents who used student affairs as a 

career pathway.  In the case of the six presidents who qualified for the study, all had prior 

experience at a HBCU either at the student or professional level.  The data in this study 

was congruent with research conducted by Henry (2009), which discovered HBCU 

presidents are typically familiar with the HBCU environment via undergraduate and 

graduate studies or as a faculty member or administrator.  Four of the six presidents were 

educated at an HBCU and three of the six presidents worked at an HBCU prior to being 

named president. 

HBCU Experience as a Student 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities have played a crucial role in 

America’s higher education system by educating prominent African Americans who 

ascend to the top of their field (Brown, 2014).  The presidents who were educated at 

HBCUs expressed how this experience prepared them for life and equipped them with the 

necessary confidence to pursue, obtain, and execute job positions that required great 

intellect and personal skills. 
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Undergraduate Student. The four presidents who attended an HBCU credited 

their time as an undergraduate student as a very positive experience.  The presidents 

shared how their undergraduate experience shaped the manner in which they were able to 

matriculate through the student affairs career ladder and how their experience helps them 

interact with students on their campus.  Each president was very active on campus during 

his time as an undergraduate student.  The participants worked on campus in a 

department under student affairs, were active in the Student Government Association, 

and pledged a fraternity that was represented in the National Pan-Hellenic Council 

(NPHC).  The presidents perceive their interactions with students as being very positive 

and they rely on their own HBCU experience to shape their current student interaction.  

President Jones stated (personal communications, June 15, 2016): 

My HBCU experience was very engaging. I was a very active student and that 

made all the difference for me. That’s why those student affair areas are so 

important. I pledged a fraternity, I was in SGA, and to me it all came very natural. 

My president was very visible and I model some of what I do based on what my 

president did when I was in school. 

President Kelley shared a similar experience of being actively involved with various co-

curricular experiences (personal communication, June 17, 2016): 

I love my alma mater. I got my bachelor’s and masters from a HBCU. And I 

would’ve gotten my doctorate from one had it been an option.  My love for 

HBCUs was really solidified during my undergrad experience. I was very 

involved as a student. I was SGA president, I was a Residence Assistant, I was in 
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a fraternity, I did it all. Those experiences not only solidified my love for HBCUs 

it also shaped me into a well-rounded individual. 

President Taylor challenged the notion if he had a similar collegiate experience; however, 

his description of his time during college would certainly paint a different picture, “while 

I was a student, I was a RA and I pledged a fraternity, but I don’t know if I was like “Mr. 

Popular” or anything. I did have a wonderful college experience that allowed me to 

prepare for the next phase of my life” (personal communication, June 23, 2016). 

Graduate Student. One president attended a HBCU as a graduate student in 

addition to attending a HBCU as an undergraduate.  He recognized that the social aspects 

were different; however, the academic portion was challenging and prepared him for a 

terminal degree.  President Kelley describes his HBCU graduate studies as (personal 

communication, June 17, 2016): 

…very engaging, very challenging, definitely worth it. I still did not know at that 

time I would go into student affairs, maybe toward the end of the program, but I 

thought I would be a superintendent, but I loved higher education and my 

master’s program really solidified that love. The social aspects changed a bit, but 

ultimately I was still in a very encouraging environment. 

HBCU Experience as a Professional 

Research indicates that HBCU have a specific culture that requires some 

familiarity with the norms (Chandler, 2009).  Gasman (2014) argues that the low HBCU 

presidential attrition may be contributed to these individuals having a bad institutional fit.  

Half of the participants in this study obtained professional experience at a HBCU prior to 

becoming a HBCU president. 
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Entry Level. President Taylor was the only participant who obtained HBCU 

experience at the entry-level position.  None of the participants obtained HBCU 

experience at the entry-level position.  The remaining participants did not obtain a 

position at a HBCU prior to becoming the CSAO.   

Chief Student Affairs Officer. Three of the presidential participants served as a 

Chief Student Affairs Officer at a HBCU prior to their first HBCU presidency.  These 

presidents identified their transition as very seamless in terms of being very familiar with 

the HBCU presidential job duties and comfortably executing the duties.  President Callis 

argues (personal communication, June 10, 2016): 

Being the CSAO of a HBCU was similar in a lot of ways with being an HBCU 

president. You are very familiar with the environment and for me, the transition 

was natural. I have a lot of colleagues who went from a Predominantly White 

Institution to a HBCU and it was a bit of a culture shock to them. 

President Diggs described his role as a CSAO and the proximity it brought him to being 

with the Chief Executive Officer (personal communication, June 21, 2016): 

I interacting with my president very closely and so I kind of knew what I was 

getting into. In some regard, nothing can really prepare you fully, but serving as 

the VP and Executive VP of a HBCU and then becoming the president of a 

HBCU, it was an easy transition. Not all HBCUs are alike, but because of my 

previous experience, I was a lot more comfortable than I would have been if I had 

not come from a HBCU. 

President Taylor mentioned how his CSAO experience was beneficial to his 

growth and that he worked for his mentor “My mentor, who was also the 
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president while I was a CSAO, really gave me a great depiction of what the 

HBCU presidency was all about, so my CSAO experience really prepared me” 

(personal communication, June 23, 2016).  

Three of the six presidential participants served as the CSAO at a PWI, but felt 

they were very comfortable with the HBCU mission and because of their large VP 

portfolio, the job requirements were not as strenuous.  President Jones asserts (personal 

communication, June 15, 2016): 

My portfolio as a CSAO was just enormous, so it was like running a small 

institution. From a staff supervision standpoint and budget aspect, there was really 

not much of a difference. I was fortunate to attend a HBCU as an undergraduate 

student and I really relied on that experience to help me understand what the 

students at Gamma University needed. 

Emergent Theme 6 – Soft Skills 

The participants in this study felt they were strong presidential candidates while 

going through the search process not just because of their professional experiences and 

academic credentials, but due to the various soft skills they possessed. There has been 

various studies that researched the characteristics of successful and unsuccessful 

presidents.  Presidents who place a high value on being a transformational leader and 

displaying a servant leadership style were viewed as more successful than their 

counterparts (Risacher, 2001).  HBCU presidents have been often categorize as dictators, 

hardnosed, or unmovable tyrants (Whiting, 1991).  However, a recent study of HBCU 

presidents indicate that the tyrannical designation that is assigned to HBCU presidents is 

not consistent with the feelings of staff, faculty, alumni, or students (Gasman, 2015).  The 
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soft skills identified in this study were that of having a particular leadership style that was 

conducive to leading a HBCU and having excellent communication skills. 

Leadership 

The presidential participants identified being a “good leader” as one of the most 

important soft skills an individual could possess when pursuing the HBCU presidency 

and executing the necessary duties.  When asked about leadership style, each president 

recognized various leadership styles; however, there were two styles that was consistent 

throughout the interviews. Servant leadership and visionary leadership were described as 

the two styles that were perceived by HBCU presidents who once served as a Chief 

Student Affairs Officer.  The president admitted that these leadership styles were 

sharpened through a host of student affair positions.  

Servant Leadership. Risacher (2001) reports that presidents who identify with 

having a servant leadership style are on average more successful than those who identify 

with having any other leadership style.  Wesaw and Sponsler (2014) conducted research 

on Chief Student Affair Officers leadership style and 64% of the participants in that study 

identified with having a servant leadership style.  In the same study, 32% of Chief 

Academic Officers identified with having a servant leadership style (Wesaw & Sponsler, 

2014).  All of the presidents in this study utilized servant leadership to serve their 

respective institution.  President Callis asserts (personal communication, June 10, 2016): 

I think it is natural for student affair practitioners to closely identify with servant 

leadership. When you are rising through the ranks in student affairs, it’s all about 

serving the students. There are no set office hours or overtime, you work until the 
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job is done. If a student needs something, you drop everything you are doing to 

serve that student. You typically do not see that on the faculty side of things. 

President Chapman argued “being a college president is not about status, salary, or any of 

the superficial things many people may think…it is all about servant leadership. If you 

are in it simply for the glory and the glamor, you will be greatly disappointed” (personal 

communication, June 13, 2016).  President Jones provided additional insight, “A lot of 

people think of the presidency as leading, but its quiet the opposite. Being the president is 

about serving…perhaps at the highest level” (personal communication, June 15, 2016).  

During the interview with President Kelley, he described how he supports and serves his 

subordinates (personal communication, June 17, 2016): 

I believe in leading by serving. I want my VPs to have the resources to do their 

jobs and I fully support them. This usually increases accountability and 

productivity and shows that you are not afraid to roll up your sleeves and get your 

hands dirty. As a president, I have moved chairs, cleaned rooms, you name it.  

Visionary Leadership. The presidential participants perceived ‘visionary 

leadership’ as an important soft skill one must possess and demonstrate to be a successful 

HBCU president.  The presidents interviewed indicated that this was a soft skill that they 

possess and how they were able to hone this skill as a student affairs practitioner.  

President Callis argues (personal communication, June 10, 2016): 

Being an HBCU president is different than being the president of any other type 

of institution…yeah there are some similarities, but ultimately you have to be 

very engaging and because of the HBCU landscape right now, you have to be 

very enterprising, very visionary. 
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President Diggs also mentioned the importance of having a vision, “…my prayers usually 

consist of asking God to provide me with discernment because being a good HBCU 

president is having a vision that students, faculty, staff, and alumni can get behind and 

support” (personal communication, June 21, 2016).  President Taylor (personal 

communication, June 23, 2016) concurred with President Callis and President Diggs by 

stating: 

I would learned very early in my career that you do not get hired to do the same 

job as your predecessor…you have to be certain that you are leading staff and 

students in a positive direction. You have to be able to conceptualize what is 

needed and then have the ability to communicate the vision and skill set to 

accomplish the vision. 

The literature supports the notion that HBCU presidents are tasked with being a 

visionary leader.  Freeman and Gasman (2014) report the best HBCU presidents are those 

who have garnered particular attention for their demonstrated visionary leadership, 

including: Charles S. Johnson (first Black president of Fisk University), Frederick D. 

Patterson (founder of the United Negro College Fund and President of Tuskegee 

University), Booker T. Washington, John Hope (first Black president of Morehouse 

College), William R. Harvey, Benjamin E. Mays, Mordecai Wyatt Johnson, and Horace 

Mann Bond.  Several of the aforementioned notable HBCU presidents were also 

nontraditional pathway presidents rising through student affairs, finance, business, and 

religion.  Scholars credit past HBCU presidents with having the necessary visionary 

leadership to transform mere secondary schools of the late 19th and early 20th century into 

the modern day HBCUs (Thomas & Green, 2001).  According to the interview response 
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of the participants, having a servant and visionary leadership style is conducive with 

evolving from the Chief Student Affairs Officer position to that of HBCU president. 

Communication 

The participants in this study indicated that being a good communicator was of 

the upmost importance and this skill was also acquired, refined, and polished during their 

time coming up the ranks in student affairs, specifically in the role of Chief Student 

Affairs Officer.  The presidential participants of this study used the word 

“communication” as an umbrella term that encompassed verbal and non-verbal 

communication.  These presidents, unlike HBCU presidents of yesteryear face a new 

communication platform called social media.   

Verbal. The verbal communication of presidents was separated into two 

categories. The first category is that of formal verbal communication, which consisted of 

making public addresses to faculty, staff, students, and other university constituents.  The 

informal verbal communication encompassed casual interactions with university 

stakeholders, such as lunch conversations, engaging individuals while walking on 

campus, and impromptu meetings. 

Formal. The presidents in this study recognized they were very comfortable with 

formally communicating with students, faculty, staff, alumni, legislators, parents, and all 

university constituents.  President Callis (personal communication, June 10, 2016) highly 

regarded communication as an important skill: 

An overlooked skill is being able to effectively communicate. Having a vision for 

the institution is pointless if you can’t effectively communicate that vision.  The 
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speaking load as president definitely increases from that of a Chief Student 

Affairs Officer, so you have to be comfortable in your own skin regardless of 

whom you are speaking to.   

President Chapman (personal communication, June 13, 2016) asserts: 

Public speaking is a skill that one should most certain have if they are interested 

in the presidential position. My experience as a pastor and Chief Student Affairs 

Officer gave me plenty of speaking opportunities. I spoke a lot more than the 

other VPs, maybe even more than the VP of Communications. 

When speaking of the importance of honing effective communication skills, President 

Jones (personal communication, June 15, 2016) included a personal tale involving 

communicating to the campus environment that a tragedy was occurring on campus, 

I can recall speaking after national and local tragedies, so it heightens the need to 

be well versed in public speaking techniques. This skill is also true of the 

president. You can’t get in front of people and not have the ability to convey a 

message. You are the spokesperson of the university. You need to be able to 

speak! I have two degrees in communications and I used the lessons I learned 

during my time in school every single day. 

Due to stories similar to that of President Jones, President Kelley (personal 

communication, June 17, 2016) regarded communication as a critical skill,  

Being an effective communicator is the most important skill…I think everything 

relates to communication. If you are beloved as a president, than you usually are a 

really good communicator. If people take issue with what you are doing, it is 
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usually because they took issue with how you communicated what you were 

doing. 

President Diggs simply stated “I would not be where I am if it were not for my ability to 

communicate well” (personal communication, June 21, 2016). 

Informal. Informal communication was considered to be just as valuable as 

formal communication. A few presidents mentioned that you are typically engaged in a 

lot more informal communication than you are formal communication.  Informal 

communication was viewed as something that builds a reputation. President Taylor 

asserts (personal communication, June 23, 2016): 

The HBCU presidency is a very intimate job, its not like the presidency at a large 

institution where you are sometimes viewed as a figurehead or students and staff 

only see you through the media outlets and newspaper clippings. No people will 

know you and I mean really know you. You can’t hide behind press secretaries 

and speechwriters or anything like that. It doesn’t take long for people to see the 

real you…you just have to be genuine and authentic because if not, it will show 

very quickly and you can lose the entire institution. 

Non-Verbal. Non-verbal communication was perceived as being a needed skill.  

Non-verbal communication included: physical appearance, body language, and eye 

contact.  One president mentioned how he tries not to wear a suit when he is engaging 

with students because it may come off as being aloft and disengaging. President Diggs 

adds (personal communication, June 21, 2016): 
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You will sometimes find me in Jordan’s and Levi jeans…not because I want to be 

unprofessional or anything like that, but students have grown to appreciate the 

fact I am sorta like them. They will say “oh my president likes Jordan’s and Levi 

jeans too?! That’s cool” in a way, it sorta shows that you can be a professional 

and not lose your personal identity. 

While no other president admitted to wearing Jordan brand shoes, there was sense of 

being more casual around student so that the communication can be more natural.  

President Taylor admits (personal communication, June 23, 2016): 

I love wearing bowties, so you can find me in a bowtie probably everyday of the 

week, but if I know I will not have to engage board members or any donors and I 

am just around my students, I will be more casual…I think they appreciate that. It 

helps with my body language as well. It is very hard to look down to earth when 

you have on a bowtie. 

President Taylor was not the only president to mention body language.  President Jones 

also mentioned that people pay attention to body language a lot more when you are the 

campus leader.  The participants also mentioned how they felt that positive body 

language was a skill that they used often while serving as Chief Student Affairs Officer.  

President Chapman asserts (personal communication, June 13, 2016): 

You have to know how to communicate with people from all walks of life and I 

just don’t mean when standing behind a podium or via email, I’m talking about 

when someone punches you in the face with some bad news and you have to not 

panic, be engaging, and give off positive body language so that they are 
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perceiving the interaction as beneficial. You know, as a Chief Student Affairs 

Officer, you deal a lot with crisis and judicial cases. You have to stay calm so that 

others stay calm and people will read your body language to see if you are staying 

calm. 

The participants also mentioned the ability to have good eye contact as they felt that was 

conducive with being actively engaging.  

Social Media. Every president interviewed for this study was active on social 

media and identified social media as a tool to increase engagement with students, staff, 

faculty, and other university stakeholders.  Social media was also utilized as a way to 

promote the university and communicate with other HBCU and higher education 

advocates.  The three main social media networking tools utilized by the presidents were 

Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram; however, the presidents realized that the best tools for 

communicating with students were Twitter and Instagram.  Presidents utilized Twitter to 

provide quick updates about university related business rather it be sport scores or crisis 

situations.  Instagram was viewed as a way to promote and market the university as well 

as provide some pictorial updates.  Martinez (2016) reports that students view Twitter as 

a platform to engage with university leaders.  East Carolina University president, Cecil P. 

Staton was heavily criticized when he blocked student on Twitter.  By blocking the 

student on social media, the student was unable to see any updates that was provided by 

the president.  The student, Anniken Williams, viewed this maneuver as “the most 

disengaging thing an administrator could do to a student” and vowed that she would 

never support the president (Martinez, 2016).  With the heighten use of social media on 

college campuses, presidents felt as this could be a positive tool of engagement.  Only 
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one president is not active on Twitter, three are inactive on Instagram, and one is not 

active on Facebook. 

The participants all claimed to be very responsive to students and encouraged 

students to follow them on Twitter as well as send them messages.  President Callis states 

(personal communication, June 10, 2016): 

Students want access to you. They want to see you around campus and talk to you 

as much as they possibly can, so it’s easier for everyone if they just send a tweet. 

Not only does it help the student that seeks you out, others will see the dialogue 

and become engaged as well, even if they don’t send a message, they still read the 

back and forth and maybe there is a question they wanted the answer to or a 

concern they had. Also helps the parents. What use to take a meeting and a big 

production just takes 140 characters. 

The presidents in this study perceived themselves as being praised for their social media 

communications.  Some went as far to say their hiring boards felt more comfortable with 

them due to their interaction on social media.  Zalaznick (2013) asserts that being active 

on Twitter may be a job requirement in the future.  

The soft skills indicated in this study are different than those indicated in other 

studies.  Chandler (2009) reports that non-HBCU presidents are typically viewed as 

utilizing a transactional leadership technique and the majority of their communication is 

limited to donors, board members, and university executives.  The soft skills in this study 

were identified as being a servant and visionary leader, while the communications varied 
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from parents, students, potential students, staff members, community leaders, as well as 

legislators and university administrators. 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities African American male presidents whose career pathway 

consisted of serving as a Chief Student Affairs Officer at a four-year university.  The 20 

open-ended, structured interview questions discussed in Chapter Four revealed the 

perceptions, thoughts, beliefs, and attitudes concerning HBCU presidents who used 

student affairs as a career pathway.  The data analysis revealed 100% of the participants 

were in support of increasing the amount of HBCU presidents who once served as a 

Chief Student Affairs Officer and the experiences gained as a CSAO was conducive to 

pursuing and executing the job responsibilities of a HBCU president. 

The six participants revealed their motivations for entering student affairs was not 

intentional from the outset and becoming a HBCU president was a matter of fulfilling a 

calling from a higher power.  The participants shared that their role as a Chief Student 

Affairs Officer prepared them for their presidential duties and argued that matriculating 

through student affairs is conducive with gaining the necessary skills a presidential 

aspirant must acquire to be an attractive presidential candidate. 

According to the participants in this study, being a Chief Student Affairs Officer 

is not widely accepted as a position that can execute the duties of the president; however, 

search firms and presidential search committees are looking for individuals with the skill 

sets that you typically gain as a Chief Student Affairs Officer.  When hiring managers are 
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privy to the work being conducted within student affairs, specifically that of the Chief 

Student Affairs Officer, the candidates are more likely to be considered for the position. 

The participants revealed that the role of a mentor has a significant positive 

impact on the ability to make the professional transition from Chief Student Affairs 

Officer to HBCU president.  Among the participants, all spoke about having a positive 

influential mentor who was familiar with the role of a HBCU president.  The presidential 

participants reflected on the sage advice that was imparted on them by their mentor to 

enter student affairs, make progressive career and educational decisions, and ultimately 

apply for the HBCU presidency.  The participants also shared how becoming a HBCU 

president was not a specific career goal when they first entered student affairs and that 

becoming a student affairs practitioner was not like applying for positions, but rather 

answering a calling.  

Six emerging themes were revealed through the course of the data analysis.  The 

emerging themes were revealed as common phrases and statements consistently 

mentioned by the participants.  The emerging themes can be used to create 

generalizations about the phenomena of a Chief Student Affairs Officer becoming the 

president of a HBCU.  The six emerging themes were (a) having a mentor who was 

familiar with HBCUs and the Chief Student Affair Officer position (b) relying on faith 

(c) having a robust Chief Student Affairs Officer job portfolio (d) displaying a strong 

academic commitment (e) having prior experience at a HBCU as either a student or 

professional (f) embodying specific soft skills. 



Texas Tech University, Dakota Doman, December 2016 

131 

Chapter Five contains the answers related to the research questions provided in 

Chapter One and Chapter Three.  The implications and the limitations faced in the 

research study is discussed as well as recommendations for further research.  Each of 

these sections in Chapter Five has discussions concerning the perceptions, thoughts, and 

attitudes of the participants in the study.   

  



Texas Tech University, Dakota Doman, December 2016 

132 

CHAPTER V 
DISCUSSION 

Study Overview 

The purpose of the current qualitative phenomenological study was to explore the 

lived experiences of Historically Black Colleges and Universities African American male 

presidents whose career pathway consist of serving as a Chief Student Affairs Officer at a 

four-year university.  The phenomenon was investigated by interviewing current HBCU 

presidents who used student affairs as a career pathway.  Research studies on college 

presidents indicate the presidential role and demographics are changing in a manner that 

is conducive with the selection of a Non-Traditional Pathway professional being named 

to the presidential position of an institution (Bullard, 2008; Covert, 2004; Davis, 2005; 

King, 2006).  While more Non-Traditional Pathway Presidents are being considered for 

the role of campus leader, there are still few presidents with Chief Student Affair Officer 

experience leading institutions, specifically those schools that identify as an HBCU.  It is 

important to identify a larger pipeline of presidential candidates due to the current 

leadership crisis HBCUs are facing.  This leadership crisis is impacting Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities at a greater rate than Predominantly White Institutions 

(Gasman, 2014; Kimbrough 2014).  This study, examined in a qualitative 

phenomenological format, attempted to illuminate the lived experience, attitudes, 

perceptions, and search processes of HBCU African American male presidents who once 

served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer. 

Chapter One offered an introduction to the topic of HBCU presidents and 

presidents who used student affairs as a career pathway.  In this chapter, the problem was 
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stated and the significance of the study was reported.  Chapter One also reported a 

detailed description of the current HBCU leadership crisis and the importance of 

identifying leaders who could successfully execute the job requirements of being an 

HBCU president.  The theoretical perspective was established in this chapter and was 

viewed as HBCUs are more inclined to recycle ousted leaders, conform to the 

presidential search processes of institutions designated at a Carnegie Classification that 

differs than the majority of HBCUs, and the work of a Chief Student Affairs Officer 

remains largely ambiguous. 

Chapter Two provided a summary of relevant literature that pertained to this 

study.  The literature review commenced with describing the presidential roles and 

responsibilities from the Colonial college period to the modern day 21st century president.  

This section summarized and synthesized major studies that investigated the transition 

from Chief Student Affairs Officer to university president.  The first study was Noyes 

(1994), which compared Student Affair Presidents to traditional pathway college 

presidents.  The next study was Risacher (2001), who utilized the Fisher, Tack, and 

Wheeler (1998) method of presidential effectiveness and compared how SAPs was 

equally effectual when compared to Traditional Pathway Presidents.  Covert (2004) 

summarized Student Affair Presidents at four-year institutions in terms of capability and 

fit.  Most recently, Bullard (2008) thoroughly delineated the preparation, search, and 

acceptance experience of college presidents with a student affairs background.  The 

literature review also described the current state of institutions classified as a HBCU and 

how the current HBCU leadership crisis has impacted the governing of Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities.   
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Chapter Three gave a detailed description of the research methods used to 

complete this study.  The total population sampling technique yielded a total of six 

HBCU presidential participants.  This chapter included data analysis techniques and 

concluded with information on timelines for the study and ethical considerations.  

Chapter Three also included the four research questions that guided the study, which 

were: a) What are the lived experiences of Chief Student Affair Officers who became 

president of a HBCU? b) What experiences on the career journey to becoming a president 

at a HBCU most standout as a student affairs professional? c) Are there organizational 

factors that contribute to Chief Student Affairs Officers from becoming the president of a 

HBCU? d) Are there societal factors that contribute to Chief Student Affairs Officers 

from becoming the president of a HBCU?  

Chapter Four gives a description on the participants in the study and the results of 

the data collected through the 20 structured interview questions.  The results were 

separated into categories and six emergent themes were developed from the context of 

the interviews. The themes were: a) mentorship relationships, b) using faith as a guide, c) 

having robust functional areas as a Chief Student Affairs Officer, d) being committed to 

the academic enterprise as not only a practitioner, but researcher and teacher as well, e) 

gaining experience at a HBCU prior to becoming the president, and f) having an 

appropriate set of soft skills. 

Chapter Five addresses the emergent themes in conjunction with the existing 

literature and research questions, discusses the limitations of the study, and provides 

recommendations on how to address the problem statement.  This chapter also provides 
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information on implications for future research studies.  Chapter Five ends with an 

introspective reflection on the thoughts of the researcher as the study concludes. 

Relationship of Results to Existing Studies 

The results of the qualitative phenomenological study yielded some data that was 

consistent with the information that was found in the literature.  Primarily the topics of 

previous experience within the Historically Black College and Universities system, soft 

skills needed, and job experiences working with various functional areas that can be 

obtained at the Chief Student Affairs Officer level.  However, the study also presented 

data that was inconsistent with the literature, primarily that of mentorship and the role it 

currently plays in shaping and developing the next generation of HBCU leadership.  The 

qualitative phenomenological study also yielded data that was previously not discussed 

within the literature, which was using faith as a guide. 

Mentorship 

The literature described mentorship as a pivotal function in preparing the next 

generation of HBCU leaders (Bullard, 2008; Covert, 2004; Freeman et al., 2016; 

Gasman, 2015).  The participants in this study concurred with the findings of that 

research; however, only half of the participants were actively engaged in a mentorship 

relationship with a potential HBCU president.  In a recent qualitative study by Freeman 

and Gasman (2014) ten presidents were asked about their current role in mentoring future 

HBCU presidents.  In this study, all ten of the participants replied in the affirmative to the 

question of currently grooming a young professional for the job of HBCU president.  It 

was not clear if the presidents in the Freeman and Gasman (2014) study were Traditional 
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Pathway Presidents or not, but the findings show inconsistencies with that of this 

particular study of HBCU presidents who used student affairs as a career pathway.   

The role of a mentor was not always considered as valuable or necessary when 

pursuing a presidency position.  Noyes (1994) reported approximately half (53%) of 

presidents with CSAO experience acknowledged that mentors had been an influential 

factor in obtaining a presidency.  The presidents in this study were not specific to 

HBCUs, but were evenly divided between public and private institutions, as well as 

between doctorate granting, comprehensive, and baccalaureate colleges and universities 

(Noyes, 1994).  Freeman and Gasman (2014) conducted a study on 22 HBCU presidents, 

in which it was reported that the majority of these presidents had at least one mentor and 

considered the role of a mentor as being a positive influence on one’s career.  During 

Freeman and Gasman research, 10 of the 22 president participated in a qualitative aspect 

of the study.  It was shared that all 10 of the presidents disclosed they are currently 

mentoring someone for the HBCU presidency (Freeman & Gasman, 2014).  The 

researchers in the study did not share the career pathways of the presidents; however, 

those findings are not consistent with the responses of HBCU presidents who used 

student affairs as a career pathway, in which the majority of the respondents were not 

actively mentoring an individual for the HBCU presidency. 

Recent literature contradicts the Noyes study in that it is reported that the majority 

of presidents have had at least one mentor and acknowledged the positive ramifications 

of a mentoring relationship (Bullard, 2008; Covert, 2004; Herring, 2010; Holmes, 2004).  

Mishra (2007) obtained a sample size of 72 HBCU presidents and it was also determined 

in this study that mentoring played a significant role in the upward career mobility of the 
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vast majority of presidential participants in the study.  Herring (2010) expressed that all 

22 presidents in her study indicated that the role of a mentor positively influenced their 

pursuit of an HBCU presidency.  With the exception of the Noyes (1994) study, there is 

no other literature that minimizes the impact of mentoring.   

The Role of Faith 

The participants in this study unanimously credited their faith for playing a 

substantial role in their introduction to student affairs, matriculation through the student 

affairs career ladder, and as the reason they ultimately decided to pursue and attain the 

presidency at an HBCU.  The presidential participants did not consider their positions as 

mere jobs or careers, but as a calling or ministry.  Freeman et al. (2016) asserts that 

ministers and members of the clergy historically led HBCUs.  Individuals such as 

Mordecai Wyatt Johnson, first Black president of Howard University and founding pastor 

of First Baptist Church in Charleston, West Virginia exemplify how the role of faith may 

integrate well with leading an HBCU.  Institutions such as: Paul Quinn College, Virginia 

Union University, Morehouse College, Shaw University, Oakwood University, and 

Xavier University are not only classified as HBCUs, but were also founded by various 

religious domination including the African Methodist Episcopal (A.M.E.) church, Baptist 

church, Seventh-day Adventist Church, and Catholic-oriented churches (Hawkins, 2012).  

In Henry’s (2009) seminal study on the demographics of HBCU presidents, it was 

reported that the overwhelming majority of HBCU leaders (95%) considered themselves 

to be religious and dedicated to the Christian faith, whether Catholic, Protestant, Baptist, 

Episcopal, or Methodist. Chandler (2006) argues the Black church is considered the 

strongest supporter of HBCUs.  African American churches ran their own elementary and 
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secondary educations for southern Blacks, preparing them for vocations or advanced 

studies (Chandler, 2006).  The interconnected relationship of religion and HBCUs is 

defined in the literature as inseparable.  The relationship of HBCU presidents and religion 

is similar to the intimacy shared at the institutional level. 

It was reported in the data that each participants considered their role as HBCU 

president as an ordainment and not simply a career choice or profession.  President 

Chapman, who is an ordained minister, state, “I could not be the president of an 

institution anywhere.  I feel as though my calling and skill set is specific to not just 

HBCUs, but specifically Beta University”.  President Chapman cited the religious 

affiliation that Beta University has as one of the reasons why he felt it was the place he 

belongs.  Alpha University has a religious affiliation that is different than the 

denomination President Callis identifies with, and even with that difference, he considers 

his role as his divine purpose.  President Diggs shares a similar sentiment as President 

Callis and explains how he considers his position as president of Epsilon University as a 

calling. 

This attitude did not blossom because of their presidential appointments.  These 

feelings manifested once the presidents entered the student affairs professions.  

CSAO Portfolio 

One of the emergent themes, as supported by the data, was each participant 

described their Chief Student Affairs Portfolio as robust and extensive.  This led to each 

participant considering their CSAO as the single position that readied them the most for 

presidential responsibilities at an HBCU.  The participants in this study explained how 
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they had supervisory responsibilities for traditional student affair functional areas such 

as: student activities, student organizations, residence life, student center, intramural 

sports, Greek life, civic engagement, veteran student services, and community standards.  

In addition to the aforementioned student affairs areas, the participants also oversaw: 

financial aid, admissions and enrollment, intercollegiate athletics, financial aid, 

counseling, crisis management, registrars office, academic advising, recruitment, 

retention, and in some cases fundraising and business services.  Alex and Wesaw (2014) 

reported Chief Student Affairs Officers are typically not responsible for admissions, 

retention, financial aid, intercollegiate athletics, fundraising, and alumni programs.  The 

participants in this study identified their CSAO portfolio consisted of at least three of the 

aforementioned functional areas.  The participants credited these experiences with 

serving as the necessary training ground in preparation for the HBCU presidency.  

Gardener (2015) argues the role and responsibilities of a contemporary president 

may not be attractive for a provost.  Being the face of a university, making administrative 

decisions on sexual assault, drugs and alcohol, and managing various crises does not 

appeal to the average provost (Gardener, 2015).  Taking into consideration the 

aforementioned hot topics, Chief Student Affair Officers are now being considered for 

the role of president.  Gardener (2015) reports in the past four years a number of 

institutions have tapped Chief Student Affairs Officers to become campus president.  

Institutions including private colleges, regional public institutions, and HBCUs are 

amongst the most likely to consider a CSAO to serve as president (Gardener, 2015).  The 

executive search firm Witt/Kiefer stated universities have expressed to their recruiters the 
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importance of identifying a candidate who is skilled in crisis management (Murphy, 

2015). 

The role of a Chief Student Affairs Officer was often depicted as ambiguous 

(Bullard, 2008; Covert, 2004; McGoey, 2015).  The participants in the study conferred 

with the literature when describing their role.  President Jones stated “being the Chief 

Student Affairs Officer was sometimes like a catch all…which was great for gaining 

experience, but sometimes it would cause confusion to what the job specifically entailed. 

Many faculty members just did not have a clue”.  Ultimately, researchers accuse this 

ambiguity with being a reason why some governing boards or not comfortable naming a 

Chief Student Affairs officer to the role of campus leader (Gasman, 2015).  The 

participants in the study credit their robust portfolio with properly preparing them for the 

presidential position and the literature supports this to a certain degree. However, 

ultimately, the vast portfolio may perplex governing boards and search firms and make 

the CSAO role obscure, discouraging presidential hiring authorities from selecting these 

student affair practitioners as campus leaders. 

The participants in this study not only credited the Chief Student Affairs Officer 

functional areas with preparing them to execute presidential duties, but also described the 

typical day as a CSAO at an institution as training ground for an HBCU president.  As a 

former CSAO, the participants described their work schedules as fast-paced.  President 

Jones stated “being a president is very time consuming, but the Vice President for 

Student Affairs and Enrollment Management position really prepared me to deal with the 

heavy work schedule.” President Diggs supported those sentiments, “when I was a Chief 

Student Affairs Officer, my president was preparing me to one day lead an HBCU, so in 
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addition to being a VP, I was also being brought in on other meetings and decisions that 

the typical VP would not be privy to. Sometimes I felt like I was doing three or four jobs, 

which isn’t too different than how I feel now as a president (laughs)”.  Covert (2004) 

interviewed 22 presidents who used student affairs as a career pathway and in his study 

many presidents alleged that in some ways serving as president was easier than serving as 

the Chief Student Affairs Officer at a major research institution.   

Academic Commitment 

The presidential participants in this study were all established student affair 

practitioners, but they were also committed to the academic enterprise of an institution 

prior to becoming an HBCU president.  This commitment manifested in the form of 

tenure status, research publications, including books and scholarly journal articles, and 

other academic rank.  The literature is supportive of HBCU presidents who distinguished 

themselves in the academy.  The traditional pathway to presidency at the HBCU level 

was through the Chief Academic Officer position.  The literature also described Chief 

Student Affair Officers who became the president of a university as individuals who were 

attuned with the academic affairs portion of an institution.  Gardener (2015) highlighted 

three presidents who used student affairs as a career pathway and in each instance, the 

president held a Ph.D. and a professoriate rank within an academic department while 

serving as the CSAO.  In the Gardener (2015) research, one of the three presidents served 

as the leader of an HBCU. 

Several researchers have reported even non-traditional pathway presidents 

(NTPP) are usually acclimated to the academy through some form of research, teaching, 

or publication (Gasman, 2015; Freeman et al., 2015; Herring, 2010). NTPP are increasing 
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over time and those who come from outside of higher education are typically found in the 

non-profit organization sector or as entrepreneurial who have business ownership 

experience (Chandler, 2009).  Even in the instance of the NTPP who served as leader of a 

non-profit or as an entrepreneur, most had experience teaching as an adjunct professor or 

serving on governing boards. 

Recent studies have explored the career pathways of presidents (Bullard, 2008; 

Covert, 2004; Freeman et al., 2015; Herring, 2010).  While exploring the pathways of 

presidents have proven to be beneficial and informative, it is interesting to note that 

individuals who did not serve as a Chief Academic Officer may still have valuable 

experience within the academy.  Using student affairs or another sector in or out of higher 

education is not mutually exclusive of being involved with academic affairs.  To dispel 

this commonly held belief is to assist with institutions, specifically HBCUs, identifying a 

more robust pipeline of potential candidates who could serve as a president. 

HBCU Experience 

Freeman et al. (2016) reveals via a qualitative study that having respect for the 

traditions of HBCUs is an important factor when seeking and successfully filling the 

HBCU presidential position.  Only 3% of postsecondary institutions are classified as an 

HBCU and therefore these institutions makeup a niche educational market.  HBCUs are 

challenged with being innovative and entrepreneurial in their educational approach, but it 

is also necessary to promote and fulfill their scholastic mission of educating a specific 

demographic.  Researchers express concern that recently, HBCU presidents have strayed 

away from the purpose of their existence in an attempt to further validate the current 

existence of HBCUs (Freeman et al., 2016).  While becoming attractive to a larger 
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audience of potential students may seem like the correct approach to take, in many 

instances it has caused current students, staff, faculty, and alumni to lose confidence in 

the executive administration that made the decision to not focus on the HBCU traditions.  

Currently, there is not a disaggregation of data to indicate if previous ousted HBCU 

leaders were familiar with the HBCU environment as a student or administrator prior to 

becoming a president.   

It is widely known that HBCUs were founded for the intent purpose of providing 

an educational platform for African Americans.  This education was not limited to the 

higher education realm, but also included elementary and secondary level education.  

Henry (2009) reports most HBCUs began their existence by providing instruction at the 

elementary and secondary level to meet the educational needs of African Americans.  

This historical perspective make HBCUs different that their Predominantly White 

Institution counterpart.  Humphries (1992) assert HBCUs are unlike PWIs because of the 

level of resources they must spend on sub-collegiate instruction.  While this may no 

longer be true, HBCUs are faced with the task of educating an underserved population.  

To execute this duty, an already resource strapped institution, must invest even further in 

providing education to its students.  The most notable HBCUs leaders embraced this 

reality and discovered creative, effective ways to educate the specific demographic of 

students.  Some HBCU leaders are not educated to the historical backdrop and therefore 

make decisions that are not reflective of the original mission.  Herring (2010) conducted 

a study that examined the personal and professional challenges and leadership 

characteristics of HBCU presidents and in this research it was determined that the 22 
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presidential participants were sensitive to the assumptions, values, and cultures that 

reflect their institutions. 

It was not surprising that each of the six presidential participants had experience 

with HBCUs prior to becoming the university president of a Black college and half of the 

participants attended an institution classified as an HBCU.  Research explains that while 

HBCUs only account for 3% of the total number of postsecondary institutions, these 

colleges produce 20% of all bachelor’s degrees earned by African Americans (Gasman, 

2014).  This number increases when you consider the number of African American 

graduate who possess a degree in education (50%) an increases even more when you 

consider advanced degrees (80%), similar to the degrees held by the participants in this 

study (Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 2014).  The participants who did not attend 

an HBCU credited much of their academic tutelage to teachers and professors who are 

products of HBCUs.  For example President Callis is considered an authority on all 

things HCBU related and he attended a large, public, state Predominantly White 

Institution in the Southeastern Region of the United States.  While advancing through his 

K-12 curriculum, he was introduced to an abundance of teachers who were educated in 

the south at HBCUs.  He even attended a high school named after one of the most 

prominent HBCU leaders of the 20th century. 

Soft Skills 

The presidential participants in the study all identified with possessing specific 

soft skills that were developed throughout their matriculation in student affairs.  The 

skills were honed at the Chief Student Affair Officer level and served them well in their 

pursuit of a presidency at an HBCU.  The literature depicts a successful HBCU president 
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as someone who has a set of soft skills that traditionally is conducive to a Chief Student 

Affairs Officer.  The literature describes the skills needed to lead an HBCU are different 

than those at a Predominantly White Institution (Henry, 2009; Mbajakwe, 2006; Willie et 

al., 2006).  Henry (2009) describes HBCU presidents as possessing the valuable 

characteristics that empowered them to navigate the various trials and tribulations that are 

most prevalent at HBCUs, such as board governance, alumni interaction, student 

engagement, and local legislatures.  The aforementioned factions are notable for bringing 

forth unique situations that may be difficult to navigate if an individual does not possess 

adequate soft skills.  

Whiting (1991) provided one of the first research studies on HBCU president 

leadership characteristics and skills.  During this study, it was reported that the typical 

HBCU president was autocratic, rigid, and did not incorporate a servant leadership style 

(Whiting, 1991).  Since there was little research on HBCU presidents in any capacities 

during that time, the perception that HBCU presidents held tyrannical leadership 

characteristics were widely accepted.  This perception was further perpetuated within the 

next decade when other studies suggested HBCUs were being ran by individuals who 

were combative to their governing boards, oppressive to students and faculty, and 

repressive to students (Hamilton, 2002; Wagener & Smith, 1993; Whiting, 1991).  Recent 

studies suggest HBCU leaders are actually very collaborative, savvy negotiators, servant 

and visionary leaders, and are multifaceted and compromising in their approach 

(Freeman, 2015; Gasman, 2014).  Alex and Wesaw (2014) reports the typical Chief 

Student Affairs Officer is an expert in conflict resolution and negotiating with third party 

vendors that are patronized by the university.  President Kelley, President Jones, 
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President Diggs, and President Taylor all specifically recalled being responsible for 

negotiating contracts for food services, student union furniture, residence hall and union 

construction, and handling mediation between student leaders, staff, and some times 

faculty.   

In addition to being a sharp negotiator, the presidents in this study also credited 

their ability to interact positively with students as an important soft skill.  These 

interactions consisted of one-on-one meetings, presentations, informal interactions, and 

programmatic activities.  The ability to comfortably interact with the student population 

at all levels within the university was considered a positive attribute by the presidents in 

this study.  President Callis recalls his successes in his first presidential as a direct result 

of being student-centered and doing things most presidents would not consider.  One of 

those things were taking first-year students to lunch, President Callis recalls, “I would 

take as many first year students to lunch as I possibly could in one academic year.  

During these lunch meetings I would gain student insight that would have been 

impossible to do so in any other manner.”  President Callis would use this insight when 

considering changes that impacted students.  This method resulted in a highly successful 

first HBCU presidency and propelled him to a second opportunity as president of Alpha 

University. 

A couple of the presidents mentioned a recent controversy in which the chancellor 

of a Predominantly White Institution blocked a student on Twitter.  Martinez (2016) 

argues that interacting with students on mediums such as Twitter and Instagram shows a 

willingness to connect and stay engaged with the student population.  President Callis, 

who is very active on Twitter, mentioned that he would never fathom blocking a student 
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on Twitter and how that is symbolic to kicking a student out of an administrative office.  

It is worth noting that the chancellor was a Traditional Pathway President (TPP).   

Discussion of Major Results Related to Research Questions 

The current study of Historically Black Colleges and Universities presidents who 

used the position of Chief Student Affairs Officer as a career pathway was guided by four 

research questions.  The four research questions were the foundation of this study and 

what the findings aimed to answer.  The data and findings from the research study were 

able to provide responses to the four research questions.  In pursuit of answers to the four 

research questions, six themes emerged from the data-collecting phase.  After taking a 

copious amount of field notes, transcribing the interviews, open coding, and member 

checking, the six emergent themes were identified as: a) mentorship relationships, b) 

using faith as a guide, c) having robust functional areas as a Chief Student Affairs 

Officer, d) being committed to the academic enterprise as not only a practitioner, but 

researcher and teacher as well, e) gaining experience at a HBCU prior to becoming the 

president, and f) having an appropriate set of soft skills.  The themes were developed by 

engaging in Creswell (2015) six phase process of coding, which is to become familiar 

with the data, generate initial codes, search for themes amongst the codes, review themes, 

define themes, and produce the final report.  As a result of performing a thematic analysis 

on the data collected, the phenomenon of HBCU presidents who used student affairs as a 

career pathway were separated into six themes and applied to the four research questions 

that guided the study. 
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Research Question 1 

The first research question for this study was: What are the lived experiences of 

Chief Student Affairs Officers who became the president of an HBCU? This question is 

essential in order to fully encapsulate the academic background, personal experiences, 

motivations, and interpretations of those experiences, which eventually lead the 

participants to enter the field of student affairs and ultimately pursuing and obtaining a 

presidency at a HBCU.  The active role of a mentor was an emergent theme in 

conjunction with Research Question 1.  The common thread amongst participants when 

asked about their academic background, personal experiences, and motivations for 

entering the field, specifically pursuing a presidency at a HBCU, was the prevalent role 

of a mentor.  Each participant in this study could pinpoint several conversations or 

interactions with a mentor who encouraged them to pursue an advanced degree, a job 

promotion, or navigate a difficult personal experience.  President Diggs shares “my 

mentors are the biggest reason why I attended college, graduated, entered student affairs, 

pursued a presidency, and ultimately accepted a presidency at a HBCU”.  Commodore, 

Freeman, Gasman, and Carter (2016) report mentoring is an important aspect of the 

leadership development of individuals who are aspiring to lead a college. Developing the 

skills and characteristics to be an effective HBCU president is contingent on the level of 

mentoring an incumbent has received (Commodore et al., 2016).  The participants in this 

study unanimously acknowledged that mentoring was critical to their successes and 

support the assertions made by Commodore et al. 

The participants in this study recognized the importance of formal and informal 

mentoring. Commodore et al. (2016) reports informal mentoring is a very popular form 
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of mentoring amongst presidential aspirants and those who serve as a campus leader.  

President Callis describes his relationship with his mentor as “casual and easygoing”. 

President Callis states, “some of my most influential mentors were individuals who 

probably did not know they were my mentors. It was not like I completed a form and had 

a ceremony or anything. These were individuals who I paid very close attention to and 

could ask them for professional guidance.”  Thomas and Kram (1988) suggest five 

critical points for identifying and engaging with a mentor; those points are: a) do not 

expect one mentor-protégé relationship to carry you throughout the course of your career, 

b) recognize opportunities to establish mentor relationships and reach out to those 

individuals, c) be realistic about developmental relationships, d) evaluate the mentoring 

relationship for appropriateness as the circumstances change, and e) evaluate mentor 

opportunities when deciding on position changes.  The participants in the study alluded to 

the aforementioned critical points during various segments of the interview.  President 

Chapman claims he had at least one mentor at every institution he worked at until he 

reached the presidency level.  President Taylor mentioned how he heavily considered his 

third and final Chief Student Affairs Officer position due to the possibility of being 

mentored by a president whom he had a great deal of respect for.  President Taylor 

ultimately decided to accept his third and final Chief Student Affairs Officer position due 

in large part because of the mentoring opportunity that could manifest between he and the 

president of the institution.  President Taylor credits this mentoring relationship as the 

most beneficial of his career and the cornerstone for seeking and accepting a presidency 

at an HBCU. 
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The presidential participants in this study provided great uniformity when 

describing their lived experiences.  The role of a mentor was the emergent theme that was 

derived from the data; however, there were other experiences that should garner notable 

mention.  Family dynamics was an important component.  Every president in this study 

was married with at least one child.  The spouse of the presidential participant in the 

study was considered as a great supporter and motivator.  The individuals in the study 

described the presidential position as very time consuming and spoke very fondly of their 

spouse and the role she played in ensuring the household was in order and the children 

were attended to.  These dynamics are not uncommon according to the literature.  Henry 

(2009) reports over 90% of HBCU male presidents are married with at least one child.  In 

addition to the presidential participants current family dynamics, these men also credited 

their upbringing as a positive, influential experience.  Each respondent considered his 

parents as very involved, academic focused, and sacrificial.  Henry (2009) describes the 

typical HBCU president as growing up in a household that promoted high scholastic 

achievements and the pursuit of higher education.  The participants in this study 

unanimously describe the desire to attend college as compulsory as dictated by their 

parents. 

In addition to the emergent theme of having a mentor, the presidential participants 

were typically born and raised within a region where HBCUs were located.  With the 

exception of President Diggs, each of the participants resided in close proximity (60 

miles) of a HBCU and credited the location with being introduced to the customs and 

traditions at an early age. 
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Research Question 2 

The second research question for this study was: What are the perceived 

professional experiences on the career journey to becoming a president at a HBCU most 

standout as a student affairs professional? This question will illuminate the ambiguous 

nature of student affairs and allow the participant to share specific job titles and position 

functionalities that were performed prior to obtaining the Chief Student Affairs Officer 

position and an HBCU presidency.  By uncovering the professional exposures the 

participant experienced during their matriculation in student affairs, the researcher will 

become privy to the relevant knowledge the participants accumulated prior to becoming a 

HBCU president.  Having prior HBCU experience and a role as an academician were 

emergent themes that developed as a result of Research Question 2. 

The individuals in this study unanimously alluded to their affiliation with the 

HBCU sector as the foundation of their desire to pursue an HBCU presidency.  Each of 

the six individuals either attended an HBCU as an undergraduate student or worked at an 

HBCU prior to becoming an HBCU president.  Understanding the customs, traditions, 

and overarching mission of HBCUs are critical to the success of a HBCU president.  

Researchers assert that much of the HBCU presidential attrition can be traced back to the 

hiring of leaders who are not completely acquainted with the unique nature of HBCUs 

(Commodore et al., 2016).  The presidents in this study have surpassed the average 

presidential length of a HBCU leader and all consider themselves to be very in touch with 

the value proposition of HBCUs.  Henry (2009) describes the typical HBCU president as 

someone who either attended an HBCU or was introduced to the HBCU environment by 

a parent, teacher/professor, or mentor.   
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Each participant in this study served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer prior to 

becoming the president of an HBCU.  While participants considered themselves a full-

time student affairs practitioner prior to becoming a president, each obtained significant 

experience as a faculty member.  The presidents in this study did not limit themselves to 

solely focusing on being an administrator, but rather they expanded their institutional 

commitment by taking an academic role. President Callis and President Jones actually 

authored books and dozens of scholarly articles for various academic publications.  Not 

only did they serve as a Chief Student Affairs Officer, but also as a Professor of 

Education with full tenure.  The remaining presidents in the study also held a position 

within the faculty ranks.  President Diggs and President Kelley were Assistant Professors, 

while President Taylor and President Chapman were Adjunct Professors.  Wesaw and 

Sponsler (2014) report that less than 15% of Chief Student Affairs Officers are actively 

engaged with academic research, scholarly writing, and the professoriate.  Considering 

that the Chief Academic Officer position is still considered the traditional pathway to 

obtain a presidency it appears to be important for student practitioners to also gain a 

certain level of academic clout by displaying their commitment to serve as faculty in 

addition to administrators. The participants in this study described their academic 

positions as advantageous when engaging in conversations with faculty senate and other 

faculty representatives.  President Jones states “when I was interviewing for the president 

position at Gamma University, my academic resume was comparable to some of the most 

distinguish faculty at the institution. I had written two books, co-authored a book, written 

book chapters, publish articles in scholarly journals, the whole nine”.  President Callis 

shared a similar experience; “I was a best selling author in my own right and had 
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conducted more expert witness work than anyone in the country on my areas of expertise. 

Faculty definitely did not consider me as a hindrance to the academic enterprise.” While 

the participants in this study were decorated student affair practitioners, each felt that 

gaining faculty experience was a positive experience that assisted them in becoming a 

HBCU president.  Chandler (2006) notes that faculty at HBCUs and Predominantly 

White Institutions are more comfortable hiring a campus leader who not only has an 

earned doctorate, but also past experience as a faculty member.   

Research Question 3 

The third research question that guided this study was: What are the perceptions 

of SAPs on the organizational factors that contribute to becoming the president of a 

HBCU? This question was vital in understanding the perceived advantages or 

disadvantages a student affairs practitioner experienced on the journey to becoming a 

HBCU president.  Having a robust Chief Student Affairs Officer portfolio was an 

emergent themed that develop as a result of Research Question 3. 

Each of the participants stated the Chief Student Affairs Officer position readied 

them for the HBCU presidential post.  The participants in this study reported a CSAO 

portfolio that surpassed the typical CSAO portfolio as reported by Alex and Wesaw 

(2014).  The participants in this study affirmed the supervisory role of traditional student 

affair functional areas such as: campus activities, student conduct, counseling services, 

new student orientation, career services, Greek life, residence life, community service 

and the student union.  In addition to the traditional student affairs functional areas, each 

participant also gained significant managerial experience in areas such as: financial aid, 
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admissions, fundraising, registrar, crisis management, precollege programs, alumni 

programs, and intercollegiate athletics.  

Most of the participants in this study felt as though they had a competitive 

advantage while engaged in the presidential search process.  Only President Taylor felt 

that his position as a Chief Student Affairs Officer would negatively impact him due to 

the perception of the hiring board. When asked if he thought he would have a tougher 

time proving himself worthy of the position he replied “Absolutely not! I was up against 

two Chief Academic Officers and I knew they would not be able to outshine me when it 

came to talking about HBCU concerns.”  The concerns President Taylor was alluding to 

were that of: enrollment, financial aid, crisis management, student services, and alumni 

engagement, all things he had direct or indirect supervisory responsibility for as a Chief 

Student Affairs Officer.  President Jones explained how his first four years as a Chief 

Student Affairs Officer was very different than his last four years, “when I accepted the 

Vice President for Student Affairs role, I knew I wanted to prove I could do more. My 

portfolio during my first four years was the typical functional areas like Greek life, 

activities, etc.; however, by year five, I was over enrollment, fundraising, and financial 

aid.”  Promotions, such as the one experienced by President Jones, was not uncommon to 

the group of participants.  President Diggs explained how he too had an increase in 

responsibilities after initially only overseeing typical student affair areas.  “In my first 

year as Vice President for Student Affairs, I had things like new student orientation, 

intramural sports, Greek life, SGA, the traditional functional areas, but my mentor and 

president mentioned that if I wanted to really preparing myself for the role of a HBCU, I 

would need more experiences. So the next thing I know, I’m overseeing enrollment, 
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facilities, alumni affairs, athletics, pretty much everything except academics.”  The 

position of Chief Student Affairs Officer can vary by title and job function.  The 

participants in this study all shared how their robust CSAO portfolio uniquely prepared 

them for the interview process for HBCU president. 

Research Question 4 

The final research question for this study was: What are the perceptions of SAPs 

on the societal factors that contribute to them becoming the president of HBCUs?  

Societal factors for the purpose of this study include: religion, ethnicity, family, physical 

status, economic status, education, location, life partner, children, and political system.  

This research question is crucial due to the holistic development of the individual that is 

being interviewed.  It is important to define how the perceived societal factors they 

experienced assisted with shaping and molding of their current status as an HBCU 

president.  Participants attributed the emergent themes of faith and soft skills as critical 

responses to Research Question 4. 

The participants in this study voluntarily disclosed that they are Christian and are 

devoted to their faith by having an active role in church, engaging in daily devotion, and 

one participant even teaches a course on religion and is an ordained minister.  At various 

points of the interviews, each candidate explained how divine intervention played a 

substantial role in their career plans.  President Diggs mentioned that divine intervention 

not only played a role in the maturation of his student affairs career, but also in getting 

him to pursue college post high school.  Each participant disclosed that when face with 

tough professional decisions or when engaged in the everyday trials and tribulations of 

being a HBCU president, prayer was the first thing they would do in order to gather 
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strength and discernment.  Private HBCUs are typically a denominational college; 

however, the presidents’ denomination did not match the institution.  This reality is not 

uncommon according to the literature.  Cohen and March (1974) noted that in institutions 

that are denominational colleges typically has a leader who is not from that specific 

denomination. 

Each of the presidential participants in this study mentioned how serving as a 

Chief Student Affairs Officer equipped them with various soft skills that are conducive to 

obtaining and executing the role of a HBCU president.  The soft skills as defined by the 

participants included: being student-centered, having effective communication, being a 

visionary leader, and being competent in negotiating with all university stakeholders.  

The participants in this study self-identified as being a “people’s person” when describing 

their interaction style amongst students, staff, faculty, and university constituents.  

Presidents in the study described their leadership style as “collaborative”, “visionary”, 

and “servant, which is inconsistent with Whiting (1991) findings of HBCU presidents 

being dictators, hard-nosed, and unmovable tyrants.    

Implications for Future Research 

This qualitative phenomenological study raises a number of opportunities for 

future research, both qualitative and quantitative.  More research on the topic would 

further the findings of this study.  One of the most critical implications would be to 

thoroughly investigate the effectiveness of HBCU presidents who used student affairs as 

a career pathway.  The data on whether the HBCU SAP is positively impacting their 

environment has been more antidotal in nature.  Although the literature depicts Chief 

Student Affair Officers with having the necessary skill set, education, and experience to 
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lead an HBCU, it would be wise to measure the amount of effectiveness these individuals 

have once they actually take office. 

The literature revealed that presidential searches are heavily, if not completely, 

influenced by governing boards of the institution with a presidential vacancy (Bullard, 

2008; Covert, 2004; Gasman, 2015; Freeman, 2015).  It would be beneficial to analyze 

the attitude of these hiring officials to determined if the governing boards that hired a 

Chief Student Affairs Officer as president more student-focused than other institutional 

governing boards.  This study did not attempt to analyze the governing boards or search 

firms with the hiring authority to name an HBCU president; however, it was shared with 

the researcher that at least 50% of the participants was being interviewed by someone 

with student affair experience and who valued the role of a Chief Student Affairs Officer.  

President Callis shared that during his first HBCU presidency, the chairperson of the 

committee was a former Chief Student Affairs Officer.  President Jones divulged that the 

search firm who “placed” him at his HBCU presidency was ran by an individual who was 

a retired Chief Student Affairs Officer.  President Jones shared a quote from the CEO of 

the search, which stated, “the best presidents come from student affairs”.   President 

Kelley had a similar experience when interacting with the hiring committee at Delta 

University, “we are excited that we had a finalist who came from student affairs”.  

Freeman (2015) states that the HBCU presidency is not the sort of position that lends 

itself to self-selection.  With that in mind, it would advantageous to explore the mindset 

of those individuals who are in the HBCU presidential hiring position. 

The average age of the presidents in this study was significantly younger than that 

of the typical HBCU president.  Stuart (2013) reports that the average HBCU president is 
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61.  The oldest president in this study was 49 at the time of the interview.  The youngest 

president was 37.  The average age of an HBCU president has dropped in recent years 

(Gasman, 2015); however, the participants in this study are well below the national 

average.  A study on HBCU presidents who are from Generation X (1965-1984) 

compared to that of previous generations could prove to be beneficial.  Perhaps the 

characteristics of these individuals are not too much different than HBCU presidents who 

used student affairs as a career pathway.  In the past four years, nine HBCUs have tapped 

11 individuals from Generation X to be president.  Those individuals were highly touted 

as individuals who could take their respective institution to the further heights and 

advanced the academic mission while being student-centered.  Currently, all of those 

individuals are still president at that same HBCU, and six of the eleven individuals used 

student affairs as a career pathway.  Only two of those individuals would be considered 

Traditional Pathway Presidents. 

One common thread of all participants in this study was their affiliation with a 

Black Greek Lettered Organization.  All six of the participants were members of a 

National Pan-Hellenic Council (NPHC) fraternity.  Exploring the connection between 

Black Greek Lettered Organizations and HBCU leadership may prove to be beneficial 

and yield findings that are significant. 

Studies that ask participants about their role in mentoring should seek to actively 

define the term mentoring.  It is easy to assume that mentoring is taking place if there is a 

casual relationship with an individual, and this study explored the role of informal 

mentoring; however, it would be inaccurate to accept mentoring as a practice if the term 

means different things to different individuals.  Perhaps developing a checklist of 
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mentoring activities and if a certain number of activities are satisfied then a mentoring 

relationship can be established.   Bringing forth this type of objectivity to an otherwise 

subjective term may assist individuals with truly establishing a mentoring relationship 

and it would be easier to determine if the relationship truly exist.  In this study, the 

researcher had to ask several follow questions to seek an understanding of what the 

participant considered mentoring.  One participant indicated that he served as a mentor to 

an individual and could not recite the surname of that individual.  Once he realized that 

he could not recall the surname, the participant retracted the claim of being a mentor for 

an individual who is interested in becoming an HBCU president.  A future study could 

also reach out to the mentees that have been identified by the presidents in a study to 

assess their perception of the mentor-mentee interaction. 

Lastly, participants claimed that it was their calling to become the president of an 

HBCU.  Some presidents hinted at having a desire to stay in the HBCU sector and some 

did not.  A future study on if these presidents experienced a calling to depart the HBCU 

environment and seek and accept presidential positions at Predominantly White 

Institutions could add value to the literature surrounding HBCU presidencies.  

Recommendations 

Mentoring 

This study uncovered that most HBCU presidents who used student affairs as a 

career pathway are not actively mentoring individuals who could potential become a 

HBCU president.  Of the six presidents interviewed in the study, three were not actively 

mentoring individuals who expressed an interest in becoming an HBCU president. Two 
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participants admitted to mentoring individuals, but unsure if they would enter the HBCU 

sector of education.  Participants in the study shared how a mentor played a significant 

role in their personal and professional development, which eventually culminated in 

being selected to lead an HBCU.  Commodore et al. (2016) argue mentoring is the 

fundamental interaction that allows for an individual at the presidential level to impart 

wisdom on another individual who is aspiring to become a campus leader.  Various 

literature and research describes how individuals with student affairs experience are 

amongst the more uniquely qualified people to lead HBCUs.  However, the frequency at 

which this phenomenon happens is marginal when compared to other pathways.  The 

research indicates that professionals typically mentor their own; meaning former and 

current provost mentor current and aspiring provost, and Chief Financial Officers mentor 

individuals who aspire to become or are currently a CFO.  In order to substantially 

increase the number of Chief Student Affairs Officers who are successfully named 

president at a HBCU, there must be a concerted effort of mentorship taking place.   

In addition to actively serving as a mentor, it is recommended that HBCU 

presidents who used student affairs as a career pathway should seek to establish a 

sponsorship style relationship with individuals who are current Chief Student Affair 

Officers with a desire to become the president of an HBCU.  Commodore et al. (2016) 

distinguishes mentorship from sponsorship in that sponsors take the extra step of actually 

advocating on behalf of the mentee.  It is established in the literature that potential 

presidential mentors in higher education have a cache of social capitalism that could 

positively influence the preparing of the next generation of HBCU presidents 

(Commodore et al., 2016).  In order to fortify the HBCU presidential pipeline, HCBU 
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presidents should take an active interest in ensuring they are disseminating information to 

a future generation of HBCU leaders.  A sponsorship approach would ensure they the 

presidential mentor is spending the necessary time grooming his mentee.  If the mentor is 

required to endorse the mentee for various positions, the president would take a greater 

interest in ensuring the mentee has the required skills and experiences. 

It is not expected that every individual will easily formulate a relationship with an 

individual who can serve as a mentor.  Wesaw and Sponsler (2015) indicate that a small 

portion of Chief Student Affair Officers actually have a desire to become a college 

president and that number would decrease when considering the desire to lead an HBCU.  

It was established in the literature that very few HBCU presidents use student affairs as a 

career pathway and due to this diminutive population, developing mentor relationships 

should be intentional.  Individuals interested in contriving a mentorship relationship 

should consider attending the American Association of State Colleges and Universities’ 

(AASCU) Millennium Leadership Initiative (MLI).  The MLI is considered to be a 

premier leadership development program that provides individuals who are traditionally 

underrepresented in the highest rank of higher education with the opportunity to develop 

appropriate skills needed to advance to the presidency.  The MLI has a robust mentor 

component that ensures attendees are interacting closely with individuals who will 

engage in a formal and informal mentoring relationship.  The attendees are considered 

protégés and each protégé is assigned to a current or a former president or chancellor to 

serve as a mentor.  The mentorship component is considered the centerpiece of the MLI 

program.  For the first year of the mentorship program, there will be scheduled face-to-

face meetings, consultations, evaluation of career options, and development of strategies 
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for achieving the protégés career objectives.  According to the AASCU MLI website, the 

mentors will: a) invite protégés for a campus visit to “shadow the president or 

chancellor,” including meetings with senior staff and key external community leaders; b) 

provide protégés counsel and assistance to identify career development and leadership 

opportunities in higher education; c) serve as a liaison to connect protégés to other 

pertinent individuals and resources as needed; assist protégés to advance their leadership 

role in higher education; d) assist protégés to refine and implement a professional 

development plan for their career; e) provide an evaluation of the yearlong experience; 

and f) notify the Director of MLI, in a timely manner, of any problem or difficulties.  The 

majority of presidents in this study participated in the AASCU Millennium Leadership 

Initiative. 

Faith as a Guide 

The presidential participants in this study identified with a specific religious faith 

and denomination.  It is not legal, nor couth, to ask an individual to disclose his religious 

beliefs, specifically in the course of an interview.  It is equally unacceptable to expect 

someone to change his religious beliefs for a presidential position.  The recommendations 

in this study will not attempt to advocate for any religious belief or promote the 

suggestion that a religious belief is needed when having a desire to pursue the presidency 

at an HBCU.  However, this study will call for a specific deliberation when considering 

the presidential position at an HBCU.  Hiring trends will exhibit that serving as a Chief 

Student Affairs Officer at a large, research Predominantly White Institution is attractive 

for presidential hiring boards (Gardner, 2015).  It may be tempting for some individuals 

who serve as a CSAO at a previously described institution to pursue the presidency of an 
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HBCU for positional (wanting to be a president), financial (increase salary), or political 

(desire to run for office) reasons.  This study will make the recommendation to potential 

HBCU presidential applicants to not seek the HBCU presidency and to the hiring boards 

of HBCUs to not extend an offer if it is obvious that a candidate can be classified in the 

preceding description.  The HBCU presidency should not be a political statement, 

stepping stone, or financial plan.  Individuals who are interested in pursuing the 

presidential position at an HBCU should strongly consider the university demographics 

and service population, skills needed to execute the position, and institutional fit and 

make a sound decision based of the findings of a self-inventory assessment. 

Chief Student Affair Officer Experience 

Chief Student Affair Officers who desire to become presidents at HBCUs should 

greatly consider the needs of HBCUs and gain professional experience involving the 

supervision of those areas.  Wesaw and Sponsler (2014) report the traditional functional 

area of a CSAO, which consist of: student activities, student organizations, Greek life, 

residential life and services, student union, judicial affairs, civic engagement, counseling, 

and career services.  Some of the aforementioned functional areas are points of interest 

amongst HBCUs; however, Gasman (2015) report that HBCUs are currently focusing on 

improving enrollment, retention, and financial aid, and increasing the university 

endowment.  With this in mine, CSAO should focus on not only the traditional areas of 

supervision, but also attempt to gain experience in enrollment, admissions, financial aid, 

retention, academic advising, and fundraising.  Wesaw and Sponsler (2014) describe 

admissions, financial aid, and academic advising as three of the top five most added 

functional areas to a CSAO portfolio.  This will allow individuals a greater chance of 
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being directly involved with those areas as they ascend to the Chief Student Affair 

Officer position.  

Academic Commitment 

Student affair practitioners who are interested in becoming a president should not 

only master various student service functional areas, but also take a role as a faculty 

member or researcher.  In order to achieve a faculty position, individuals should consider 

advanced degrees, particularly doctorate degrees in higher education administration.  The 

number of African American males who use student affairs as a career pathway in 

obtaining a HBCU president is a limited pipeline.  This pipeline is limited mainly due to 

the lack of academic commitment by African American males in general. Currently, 

African American males have the lowest persistence rates of any ethnicity (U.S 

Department of Education, 2015).  Since Black males are completing baccalaureate 

degrees at a low rate, obtaining an advanced degree is virtually impossible.  

For those individuals who have completed a baccalaureate degree, it is necessary 

that they are encouraged to continue their studies at the master’s and doctorate level.  

Jackson State University and Lincoln University (Missouri) are amongst two institutions 

that have a pipeline for Blacks to obtain an advanced degree in Urban Higher Education 

and HBCU Leadership with the intended purpose of increasing qualified individuals who 

are interested in leading HBCUs.  To adequate compete for HCBU leadership positions, 

specifically at the presidential level, against Chief Academic Officers; obtaining a track 

record of scholastic achievement is a prerequisite.  The scholastic achievements should 

start with pursuing and obtaining an earned doctorate/terminal degree such as a Doctor of 

Philosophy (Ph.D.) or Doctor of Education (Ed.D.)  In some cases a professional terminal 
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degree such as the Doctor of Jurisprudence (J.D.), Doctor of Pharmacy (Pharm. D.), or 

Doctor of Medicine (M.D.) is sufficient, although Wesaw and Sponsler (2014) indicate 

that besides the Ph.D. and Ed.D. the J.D. is the only other reported doctorate degree at the 

Chief Student Affair Officer level.  A CSAO possessing a Pharm.D. or M.D. would be 

highly irregular.  Once the proper credentials are received, individuals should pursue 

teaching appointments and publication credits.  It is not necessary to wait until ascending 

to the Chief Student Affair Officer to gain the teaching experience and writing for 

publication.  If CSAO who desire to become HBCU president do these things with the 

possibility at becoming tenure-tracked or tenured in the professoriate, their chances at 

becoming a HBCU presidential seems to increase than if they just focus on their Chief 

Student Affair Officer functional areas. 

HBCU Experience  

Search firms and hiring committees for presidential positions should consider the 

HBCU mission and strongly consider individuals who have displayed an interest in 

HBCUs via formal education at the baccalaureate or graduate level.  Individuals who 

possess HBCU experience as a student affairs practitioner also have demonstrated the 

practical knowledge of HBCUs that would prove valuable.  Individuals who search firms 

and hiring boards deem as qualified should not be ostracized if they have no HBCU 

experience; however, there should be a very intentional and thorough process to ensure 

the individual in question has a very thorough understanding of the mission and 

idiosyncrasies surrounding that particular HBCU.   

Recently, Tennessee State University hired its first female president in the 

university’s 101-year history.  The search for this position is compelling due to the 
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dichotomy, which existed amongst the two finalist.  Dr. Glenda Glover, the individual 

who was eventually named the incumbent, was up against an African American male 

candidate who currently served as the Chief Student Affair Officer at a large, 

Predominantly White Institution.  His demographics, education, and experiences were 

identical to the individuals in this research study, with one notable exception.  He had 

never worked or attended an HBCU, nor was he a member of a Black Greek Lettered 

Organization.  It is undetermined whether those facts were an indicator that he was 

unqualified to lead the institution; however, it was disclosed by the hiring board that they 

felt Dr. Glover was a better “institutional fit” and unanimously voted Dr. Glover as 

president.  Dr. Glover, a Tennessee State University alumna, is the graduate of two 

HBCUs (Master’s from Clark Atlanta University) and had previous professional 

experiences at two HBCUs prior to becoming president (Jackson State University and 

Howard University.  Dr. Glover is also a member of a Black Greek Lettered 

Organization.  Both finalist possessed a stellar record of demonstrated success within 

higher education; however, Dr. Glover had a demonstrated record of excellence 

specifically within the HBCU environment.   

Soft Skills 

Being qualified for the presidency at an HBCU is about obtaining the necessary 

soft skills as much as it is about obtaining proper education or experience.  There will be 

qualifications delineated within the job description that will most likely consist of 

possessing a terminal degree and a specific amount of professional experience. Those 

credentials will be easier to demonstrate than that of possessing the necessary soft skills; 

however, according to the literature and presidential participants in this study, it is 
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incumbent for any HBCU presidential aspirant to gain the skills necessary that are 

conducive with serving as the campus leader of an HBCU.  The participants in this study 

described their soft skills as being mostly innate, but also as a function of their time 

served matriculating through various student affair positions, specifically the Chief 

Student Affairs Officer position. 

Freeman and Gasman (2014) argue HBCUs necessitate a specific skill set for a 

leader to be successful.  Freeman et al. (2016) report the presidential participants in their 

study cited seven skills as most important when executing the position of HBCU 

president.  The presidents in the study mentioned vision, communication, fundraising, 

entrepreneurial disposition, the ability to understand and negotiation with faculty, board 

management, and collaboration as the necessary skills (Freeman et al., 2016).  Wesaw 

and Sponsler (2014) give an account that the skills needed to be a successful Chief 

Student Affairs Officer include vision, communication, entrepreneurial spirit, the ability 

to negotiation with all university stakeholders, including academic affairs, and 

collaboration.  While some skills may be innate in nature, it should be noted that 

successfully gaining the skills needed to be successful as a Chief Student Affairs Officer 

can be learned through a variety of professional development experiences.   

The presidential participants in this study referenced several professional 

development organizations and conference participation, namely NASPA – Student 

Affairs Professionals in Higher Education, American College Personnel Association 

(ACPA), AASCU, and the American Council on Education (ACE) Fellows Program.  

These organizations have a track record of providing additional professional 

competencies for individuals who chose to take advantage of their services.  NASPA – 
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Student Affairs Professionals in Higher Education started an African American 

Knowledge Community (AAKC) and the intent purpose is to increase members’ 

awareness of, knowledge about, and appreciation for issues unique to African American 

professionals working in higher education and student affairs.  This community of 

individuals routinely address issues specific to HBCUs. Individuals who are interested in 

serving as an HBCU president via a student affairs pathway would learn various soft 

skills from interacting with members of the aforesaid organizations. 

Limitations of the Study 

Critical findings from this study were derived from the experiences of HBCU 

presidents who once served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer.  There were limitations of 

the study, mainly due to the fact that the population consisted of six African American 

males.  Individuals who do not fit this particular demographic might not find the study as 

applicable as those who match the gender and ethnicity of the participants.  Also, in an 

effort to maintain complete confidentiality, some details from the presidents’ careers and 

their life were omitted from the study and some of the thick, rich description was not 

shared in its entirety.  Lastly, with any phenomenological approach it is important to 

address the possibility of data that is subjective in nature.  Subjectivity will impact data 

and make it difficult to establish the needed reliability and validity.   

Conclusion 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities are unlike any other higher 

educational institutions.  These schools were founded on the premise and promise to 

provide education to those African American men and women who were once enslaved 

and to their descendants.  The prevalence in which HBCUs provide educational 
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opportunities for African American citizens has drastically decreased since the Supreme 

Court Landmark Case Brown v. Board of Education Topeka.  A smaller portion of the 

Black postsecondary population is attending HBCUs when compared to the 1970s, yet 

these institutions still produce the top Black graduates (Gasman, 2014).  The United 

Negro College Fund (2015) reports 50% of Black engineers graduated from a HBCU, 

70% of all Black doctors and dentists graduated from an HBCU, and 35% of Black 

lawyers are products of an HBCU.  These institutions have solidified their place in 

history and their educational outreach permeates throughout the African American 

community at every level in every industry, most prevalently in medicine, law, 

engineering, and education.  With the current HBCU leadership crisis, the future of these 

institutions is not as promising as their illustrious past.  It is crucial for HBCU 

stakeholders to identify a critical mass of potential leaders that will increase enrollment, 

retention, and the institutional endowment.  Their respective institutions have lauded all 

the African American male HBCU presidents in this study, particularly governing boards, 

as providing visionary and transformative leadership.  These individuals have 

unanimously credited their preparation as a Chief Student Affairs Officer as the 

cornerstone of their successes.  While the sample size is miniscule, the proven successes 

speak volume.  The HCBU presidents with Chief Student Affair Officer experience in 

this study have been considered amongst the best HBCU presidents of the current day 

(HBCU Digest, 2015).  

The last HBCU president who used student affairs as a career pathway to receive 

a vote of no confidence from his institution came five years ago when in 2011 the faculty 

senate at West Virginia State University recommended the ousting of their campus 
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leader, Hazo Carter.  It is worth noting that Dr. Carter served as campus president for 25 

years and is widely considered to be one of the most successful presidents in campus 

history.  His accomplishments include leading the transformation from being West 

Virginia State College to West Virginia State University.  West Virginia State University 

is in an unique situation due to its status as both being an Historically Black College and 

University while simultaneously being a Predominantly White Institution.  West Virginia 

State University is also compelling because four of the last five presidents have used 

student affairs as a career pathway, including the last three campus leaders.  A study of 

the last four West Virginia State (College) University presidents will demonstrate that 

this institution has named three individuals who served as a Chief Student Affairs Officer 

to the presidential position, and each were under the age of 43 at the time of their 

appointment with a tenure appointment while they served as CSAO.  While West 

Virginia State no longer has the student demographics of current HBCUs, it takes a 

unique leader to navigate the challenges that consist of budgetary cuts, shifting campus 

dynamics, and visionary thinking.  West Virginia State has suggested a Chief Student 

Affair Officer can be the individual who encompasses the necessary skills to manage the 

previously mentioned topics of concern. 

A recent study on the attrition of HBCU presidents reported that from July 1, 

2015 to June 30, 2016 over 33% of HBCUs have experienced turnover at the presidential 

level (Broussard, 2016).  Unfortunately, this sort of presidential debilitation is not an 

aberration but rather a pattern of the current HBCU environment.  The HBCU leadership 

crisis that was alluded to in the literature (Gasman, 2014; Kimbrough, 2014) has fully 

manifested into a present-day calamity for the HBCU environment.  Due to presidential 
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retirements, resignations, and firing, the HBCU landscape is in desperate need of 

identifying an adequate pipeline of potential leaders that can promote and further the 

mission of Historically Black Colleges and Universities.   

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities African American male presidents whose career pathway 

consists of serving as a Chief Student Affairs Officer at a four-year university.  In 

completing this study, a gap in the literature would be filled and a profile of presidents 

with CSAO experiences at HBCUs would be established.  Six emergent themes surfaced 

through the qualitative phenomenological study.  It was determined that each of the 

participants experiences as a student affairs practitioner positively prepared them for the 

role of HBCU president.  To combat the current leadership crisis that exist at the HBCU 

level, the presidential participants in this study should take a more active role in 

mentoring and sponsoring current Chief Student Affair Officers whom they feel are 

capable of pursuing, accepting, and executing the responsibilities of an HBCU president.  

These CSAO should assess their desire to lead HBCUs and prepare appropriately by 

participating in professional development opportunities, gaining necessary soft skills, 

education, experiences, and utilize the prospect of a mentor.  The decision to hire a 

president ultimately rests with the presidential hiring committees.  Individuals in a 

position of hiring authority should strongly consider the institutions mission, 

demographic, needs and priorities, and select and individual who would best lead the 

institution. 

Jacobs (2015) reports a possible grim future for Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities with a possible financial collapse, declining enrollment, and poor leadership.  
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The negative ramifications of a failed HBCU system would yield cataclysmic results for 

the African American community.  HBCUs are relied on to produce a fair share of an 

educated African American citizenry and professionals that range from doctors, lawyers, 

pharmacist, engineers, teachers, and professors.  The success of HBCUs are influenced 

by external factors such as economic climate and legislative policy and ultimately 

supported by dedicated alumni, but primarily the power of leadership rest solely with that 

of the university president.  
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APPENDICES 

Appendix A 
Interview Questions for Participants 

1. Describe your role as the president of a HBCU? 

2. Describe the process you experienced when you were actively involved in the 

search for your presidential position? 

3. What professional experience inspired you the most to pursue the presidential 

position at a HBCU? 

4. What professional experience prepared you the most for your current position as a 

HBCU president? 

5. What personal experiences do you contribute your professional success to? 

6. What kind of institutions have you worked at during your career?  

7. Describe your past full-time positions and university type? 

8. How long did you serve in each position? 

9. Have you ever held a faculty appointment? If so, did you have tenure? 

10. What advice would you offer current CSAOs who desire to become a HBCU 

president? 

11. Does a HBCU lose prestige by hiring an academic to lead it? 

12. What are the trade-offs when an HBCU hires a nonacademic to lead their 

institution?  

13. What happens to the shared governance and academic freedom on campus when a 

HBCU hires a nontraditional president?  

14. Does participation in presidential leadership preparation programs positively 

enhance a nontraditional pathway president to thrive at a HBCU?  

15. Does the role of a mentor play a significant role in the success of a nontraditional 

pathway president at a HBCU? 

16. How did your job portfolio as a Chief Student Affairs Officer impact your ability 

to acquire a HBCU presidency and execute the necessary task as president?  
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Re: IRB2016-422 Historically Black Colleges and Universities African American Male 
President's Using Student Affairs As A Career Pathway  
 
Findings:  Approved.  
 
Dear Dr. Dave Louis:  
 
A Texas Tech University IRB reviewer has approved the proposal referenced above. The 
approval is effective from  Jun 6, 2016 within the exempt category of:   
Category 2. Research involving the use of educational tests (cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, 
achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures or observation of public behavior, unless: 
(i) information obtained is recorded in such a manner that human subjects can be identified, 
directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects; and (ii) any disclosure of the human subjects' 
responses outside the research could reasonably place the subjects at risk of criminal or civil 
liability or be damaging to the subjects' financial standing, employability, or reputation.  
 
Exempt research is not subject to annual review by the IRB.  Any change to your protocol 
requires a Modification Submission for review and approval prior to implementation.  
 
Your study may be selected for a Post-Approval Review (PAR). A PAR investigator may contact 
you to observe your data collection procedures, including the consent process. You will be 
notified if your study has been chosen for a PAR.  
 
Should a subject be harmed or a deviation occur from either the approved protocol or federal 
regulations (45 CFR 46), please complete an Incident Submission form.  
 
Once your research is completed, please use a Closure Submission to terminate this protocol.  
 
Sincerely,  
 
Kelly C. Cukrowicz, Ph.D.  
Chair, Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board  
Associate Professor, Department of Psychological Sciences  
357 Administration Building, Box 41075  
Lubbock, Texas 79409-1075  
T 806.742.2064 F 806.742.3947  
www.hrpp.ttu.edu  
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APPENDIX C 
Email Script to Conduct the Study and Identification of Potential Participants 
 
Dear President ___________________: 
 
My name is Dakota J. Doman, and I am currently a doctoral candidate at Texas Tech 
University in the Higher Education Administration program.  My dissertation research 
study seeks to explore the lived experiences of HBCU presidents who used student affairs 
as a career pathway. I am requesting your participation in offering your expertise in this 
study. The participants will be asked to participate in one 60 to 90 minute interview, in 
which I will ask 16 open-ended questions that will be recorded and transcribed. 
 
My interest in this area stems from nearly ten years of work experience in higher 
education. My area of expertise has been primarily Student Affairs administration and I 
am currently the Assistant Vice President of Student Life and Engagement at an 
institution classified as a HBCU. I have routinely participated in the various African 
American Male Higher Education Summits within my professional organizations, and 
typically the attendees of these conferences aspire to be the president of an HBCU. This 
research will assist with bridging the gap of presidential pathways and HBCU leadership. 
 
Please respond with your willingness to participate by ________ 2016. In your response, 
please include your preferred method of contact. Also, if there is a staff member who 
manages your schedule, please include their information as well. Interviews will be 
scheduled, if possible, within a week of receiving your response. In keeping with the 
timeline for this project, all interviews should be completed by May 20, 2016. Before 
making a decision to participate in this study, if you would feel more comfortable having 
a conversation about my research, your role in the process, and/or how your comments 
will be reported in the final draft, please use the following as mediums of contact: 
dakota.doman@ttu.edu or 832-202-7281. I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Dakota J. Doman 
Doctoral Candidate 
Texas Tech University 
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APPENDIX D 
Email Script to Approved Study Participants 

 
Dear President ___________________: 
 
Thank you for your interest and willingness to participate in my dissertation research 
study which seeks to explore the lived experiences and perceptions of HBCU presidents 
who used Student Affairs as a career pathway.   
 
I would like to meet with you on a convenient day and time during the week of XXX for 
a face-to-face interview on your institution’s campus or via Skype. Below are a few 
proposed dates and times, please respond to this email informing me of your availability 
and location you desire to meet.   
 
Proposed Date & 
Time 

Proposed Date & 
Time 

Proposed Date & 
Time 

Proposed Date & 
Time 

    
 
The interview will take approximately 60-90 minutes and will be audio recorded with 
your permission.  
 
If you have any questions about this research study, you can contact Dakota J. Doman at 
(832) 202-7281 or e-mail me at dakota.doman@ttu.edu   
 
Thank you in advance for your participation in this most important study. I look forward 
to speaking with you soon.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
Dakota J. Doman 
Doctoral Candidate 
Texas Tech University 
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APPENDIX E 
Interview Questions 

1. Describe your role as the president of a HBCU? 

2. Describe the process you experienced when you were actively involved in the 

search for your presidential position? 

3. What professional experience inspired you the most to pursue the presidential 

position at a HBCU? 

4. What professional experience prepared you the most for your current position as a 

HBCU president? 

5. What personal experiences do you contribute your professional success to? 

6. What kind of institutions have you worked at during your career?  

7. Describe your past full-time positions and university type? 

8. How long did you serve in each position? 

9. Have you ever held a faculty appointment? If so, did you have tenure? 

10. What advice would you offer current CSAOs who desire to become a HBCU 

president? 

11. Does a HBCU lose prestige by hiring an academic to lead it? 

12. What are the trade-offs when an HBCU hires a nonacademic to lead their 

institution?  

13. What happens to the shared governance and academic freedom on campus when a 

HBCU hires a nontraditional president?  

14. Does participation in presidential leadership preparation programs positively 

enhance a nontraditional pathway president to thrive at a HBCU?  

15. Does the role of a mentor play a significant role in the success of a nontraditional 

pathway president at a HBCU? 

16. How did your job portfolio as a Chief Student Affairs Officer impact your ability 

to acquire a HBCU presidency and execute the necessary task as president? 

 


