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This article explores the issues of African American participation in the administrative 
ranks of the academy. The authors find that African Americans tend to hold positions 
that are marginal in academic organizations, lacking power and influence, and that 
not much has changed over recent decades. Forces influencing this condition are 
explored, and examples are given of innovative institutional strategies for increasing 
leadership opportunities for African American administrators. 

It is interesting to be writing this article some twenty-five years after it was proposed 
as a dissertation topic by more than one of us-to no avail. That was during the mid-
1970s when topics of this nature were constantly being called into question from a 
scholarly perspective. Since that time, entire volumes have been written on the topic of 
African American participation in academic administration. What is more interesting, 
however, is that today not much has changed. Just a little over a decade ago, Wilson 
( 1994) was still describing African American participation, in any substantial numbers, 
in America's majority institutions as a relatively recent and scarce phenomenon. 

From the mid-nineteenth century onward, Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities-collectively known as HBCUs-were the primary educational institutions 
that afforded African Americans higher education opportunities, both as students and 
as professionals. As such, HBCU s played a unique role in the education of African 
Americans that had not been experienced by any other ethnic group. This history is 
deserving of separate elaboration to augment the evolution of African Americans in 
higher education (see article in this volume by Harper and Harper). 

Prior to World War II, African American faculty and administrators were deliberately 
excluded by law, custom, or tradition from predominantly White universities (Myers 
2002). Court decisions such as Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) laid a foundation for legal 
segregation of educational opportunity. Changing this discriminatory tradition required 
a series of world events, policy changes and lawsuits that unfolded during the 
twentieth century. 



The Impact of Legislation and the Courts 
The G.I. Bill of 1945 enabled hundreds of thousands of veterans, including thousands 
of African American veterans, many of whom were the first in their families, to attend 
college independent of scholarship or previous educational achievement. African 
American professionals' awareness of administrative opportunities at predominantly 
White colleges and universities increased as a result of greater access to higher 
education. 

In 1954, in Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas, the U.S. Supreme Court 
held that there was a compelling social need for racial interaction in public schools 
(McDowell 1999). Consequently, the United States Supreme Court launched a social 
revolution that profoundly affected higher education (The Carnegie Foundation for the 
Advancement of Teaching, 1982), when this landmark court decision struck down the 
"separate but equal" doctrine. 

Yet another evolution in minority access to higher education began in 1964 with Title 
VI of the Civil Right Act which outlawed discrimination on the basis of color, race, or 
national origin. Title VI of the Civil Rights Act thus served to prohibit several types of 
discrimination in colleges and universities (i.e., in student recruitment, admissions, and 
financial aid). Title VII, under the same act, barred discrimination in employment. 

In 1965, President Lyndon B. Johnson issued Executive Order 11246, and later 
Executive Order 11375, requiring all federal contractors to take affirmative action to 
end discrimination. Affirmative action policy had a set of specific and result-oriented 
procedures to which organizations receiving federal funding were required to apply in 
good-faith effort. Both of these executive orders were designed to guarantee that 
organizations provide equal opportunity in employment for minority group members 
and women. For the first time, an Executive Order outlawed discrimination in all 
federally-financed employment (Chamberlain 1989). 

Despite these efforts, many higher education institutions were reluctant to admit Black 
students and to recruit Black administrators and staff. Consequently, the Adams v. 
Richardson case was filed in 1970 against the U.S. Department of Health, Education, 
and Welfare (HEW) by the National Association for Advancement of the Colored 
People (NAACP). This case alleged that HEW had failed to implement and enforce the 
Civil Rights Act of 1964 which was designed to eliminate racial discrimination in 
higher education (Moore and Wagstaff 1974; McDowell 1999; Wilson 1994). In fact, 
in 1969, prompted by Adams v. Richardson, the Office for Civil Rights (OCR) ruled 
that twelve states-called 'Adams states' (Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Maryland, Mississippi, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Tennessee, Texas, 
and Virginia)-were operating illegal, segregated, dual systems of higher education 
(McDowell 1999). Between the late 70s and early 80s the number of African 
Americans in higher education administrative positions increased in eleven of the then 
nineteen Adams State-Arkansas, Delaware, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, North 
Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Pennsylvania, Texas, and West Virginia. African American 
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participation, however, was more tenuous than permanent during this period of 
expansion (Moore and Wagstaff 1974). 

Despite its good intentions, affirmative action faced challenges. These challenges 
resulted in two competing ideologies: affirmative action and meritocracy. Generally, 
those who support meritocratic principles of hiring believe that positions should be 
awarded to individuals on the basis of merit and justified by such qualifications as 
ability and experience (Brown 1994). In Brown's (1994) report, meritocrates argue 
that, regardless of race or sex, the opportunity to compete for administrative positions 
should be the same for all applicants. The view also contended that access was already 
available to all groups under the merit system and that giving preferential treatment to 
African Americans and women, among others, amounted to "reverse discrimination" 
directed toward White males. 

Proponents of affirmative action agreed, in part, with those who espouse meritocracy. 
However, they defined the problem and the solution quite differently. Because of historical 
inequality in administrative employment, advocates of affirmative action believed that 
"inequality of opportunity overrode equally of opportunities" (Brown 1994 ). 

Many African American administrators were appointed as directors of special services 
or TRIO programs or directors of affirmative action. And, a large majority of these 
positions were funded through external sources or soft money. Further, as late as the 
mid-1980s, half of the African American professionals, including administrators and 
staff were in HBCUs. The latter served to make their presence in main-stream 
academe somewhat less impressive (Wilson 1994 ). Worse yet, by 1981 the number of 
African American administrators had peaked and began to decline. 

Still worse, the situation today is much like what Moore and Wagstaff documented in 
their 197 4 study findings on Black educators in White colleges; that is "the greatest 
number of Black administrators continue to be coordinators and directors of special 
programs and projects ~ith unusual and prestigious-sounding titles, but which mean 
very little in terms of job authority and decision-making power." Then as now, few 
Black administrators are to be found at the helm of predominantly White public two­
year and four-year colleges. Some notable exceptions include Adam Herbert at Indiana 
University and Dennis Gallon at Florida's Palm Beach Community College in Florida. 
Also, despite changes initiated by the laws, Blacks continue to face resistance in 
colleges and universities as far as salaries and promotions are concerned. 
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A study conducted by Brown (1997) supports the findings of Moore and Wagstaff's 
197 4 study. Brown states that "since the late 1960s, there has been a substantial 
increase in the number of senior-level African American administrators at traditionally 
White institutions." However, he contends that this increase conveys false perceptions 
of opportunities availed to African Americans. Additionally, this increased visibility 
may lead one to believe that the goal of racial parity in higher education has been 
achieved. But, as we all know, this is clearly not the case. 



Gender: the Double Curse 
Lindsay ( 1994) stated that, "women of color are at double jeopardy in the workplace. 
Discrimination based on either" racism or sexism or both "inhibits career options for 
women of color." There is a significant amount of literature on the historical and 
occupational experiences of African American women that warrants a separate 
discussion on African American women administrators in addition to a general 
discussion of African American administrators. 

Prior to the late 1960s, African American women held teaching and administration 
positions only at Historically Black Colleges and Universities (Moore and Wagstaff 
1974). History credits Lucy Diggs Slow as the first formally trained African American 
woman dean. Slow was appointed Dean of Women at Howard University in 1922. Under 
Slow's leadership, several tasks were undertaken by the National Association of Women 
to develop standards of practice and promote leadership opportunities for African 
American women administrators. In the 1930s, Slow was a visible and vocal participant 
at the National Association of Deans meeting, addressing issues of racism and sexism at 
both historically Black and predominantly White colleges and universities. 

Lucy Diggs Slow, the National Association of Colored Women, and the National 
Association of Deans and Advisors of Women in Colored Schools, also played an 
important role in the development and support of African American women 
administrators during this era that experienced sexist practices, similar to their male 
counterparts, at predominantly White colleges and universities (Perkins 1996). The 
Adams v. Richardson court decision of 1970 as well as the 1972 Amendments to the 
Higher Education Act opened up more administrative opportunities in higher education 
for African American women. 

In 1985, there were 43,698 (thirty-five percent) women who were full-time executives, 
managers or administrators in higher education (Allan-Brown 1998). Of these women 
administrators, eighty-six percent were White, non-Hispanic, and ten percent were 
African American. Presently, the total number of full-time women executives, 
managers, or administrators in higher education is 391,487. African American women 
hold five percent of all executive, administrative, and managerial positions held by 
women in higher education and five percent of other types of professional positions 
held by women in higher education (Holmes 2004, 84; Corrigan 2002, 86). Again, 
however, most often these women are serving as directors of Affirmative Action/Equal 
Employment Opportunity, minority affairs, special services, financial aid or student 
counseling. In this regard, Allan-Brown (1998), describes African American women 
administrators as an endangered species, while Ortiz (1998) describes them as victims 
of double jeopardy. They are endangered species and victims of double jeopardy in the 
sense that their access to administrative and staff positions is impeded by both racial 
and gender discrimination. Thus, in spite of the civil rights movement, Affirmative 
Action and Equal Opportunity legislation, and the feminist movement, sexism and 
racism in higher education continue to impact African American women's professional 
development and achievement. 
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Contemporary Perspectives 
Since the late 1960s, there has been some increase in the number of senior level 
African American administrators at traditionally White institutions (Brown 1997). 
However, even with the small measure of progress made since the 1970s, 
discrimination continues to hinder the achievement of African American administrators 
in higher education. The latter has occurred in spite of the civil right movement and 
affirmative action. Further, these small increases are thought by some to convey a false 
perception-a perception that leads one to believe that racial equalization as a goal of 
higher education has been achieved. 

The application of affirmative action and its role in higher education continues to 
plague colleges and universities in the United States. Individuals committed to using 
such methods for obtaining fairer treatment for African Americans are forced to defend 
themselves against charges that they are enemies of merit and other historical 
standards of qualification (Bridges 1996). However, many of these historical standards 
of qualification have been applied discriminately, especially when directed toward 
African Americans. Many "qualified" African Americans are denied access and 
opportunities to prove the merit of their work in higher education. 

Also, African American administrators continue to be primarily in student services 
roles or as "assistant to" instead of in academic positions with titles of department 
chair, dean, provost, assistant or associate. And, while there are more African 
American administrators in traditionally White institutions than ever before, they still 
tend to be in positions that lack power and authority. 

In a recent study conducted at George Washington University in Washington, D.C. 
titled "Roles and Activities of Senior African American Administrators at Majority 
Institutions," it was found that eighty percent of the senior-level administrative 
positions held by African Americans, in the more than two hundred traditionally White 
institutions contacted, were in student or multicultural and minority affairs (Adams 
2001). The remaining twenty percent include vice presidents for academic affairs, 
human resources, research and technology, and graduate studies, and deans of schools 
of liberal arts and education. In the four decades since affirmative action was 
introduced into higher education, out of 3,800 degree-granting organizations, only a 
little over fifty African Americans have become visible as presidents of historically 
White institutions. In 2003, African Americans comprised 6.3 percent of all college 
presidents (Holmes 2004, 84; Corrigan 2002, 86). 

Further, once White institutions fill their quotas of African Americans, they may cease 
to look further and are more inclined to say that African American administrators 
cannot be found rather than provide them with additional opportunities for 
administrative or staff employment. 

Some argue that the small number of African American administrators and staff in 
colleges and universities is attributed to the decline in graduate enrollment, which is 



the pool from which any higher education administrators and professional staff are 
drawn. Business and private industry also claim some of the best African American 
graduates by offering them more money and better working conditions than colleges 
and universities are willing to pay. The longevity of many African Americans at 
predominantly White institutions is oftentimes shorter than that of African American 
administrators employed at HBCU s. The former is viewed to be the result of a lack of 
advancement opportunities or "because of the tenuous nature of their positions" 
(Hoskins 1978). 

To address these issues, the University of Central Florida (a member of the Coalition 
of Metropolitan Universities), Daytona Beach Community College, and Brevard 
Community College, developed a consortium project known as the Leadership 
Enhancement Program (LEP) with funding from the Florida State Department of 
Education. This initiative is designed for women and ethnic minority men who are 
currently employed by an institution in the consortium, and its intent is to provide 
opportunities for participants to gain skills and experiences that will enhance their 
career progression. Administered through the University of Central Florida's Office of 
Diversity Initiatives, the overall goal of LEP is to develop a cadre of higher education 
professionals who can be tapped for leadership positions when opportunities become 
available (King, Barnes, and Hitt 1999). 

Similarly, the University of North Carolina at Charlotte has recently developed a 
"Minority Presence Plan" which states that "UNC Charlotte embraces the notion of 
diversity and its importance to the educational experience." The UNC plan further 
states that, "To achieve the highest goals of the Minority Presence Plan to provide 
education in an environment that respects and represents a diversity of backgrounds 
and ideas, the University will ... recruit and retain a faculty and administration that 
represents and respects a diversity of backgrounds and ideas." Although the outcomes 
of this plan are under study, many such institutional efforts underway provide insights 
into how many metropolitan institutions such as the ones highlighted here are 
attempting to achieve equity in a post affirmative action era. 

According to Christiansen (et al. 1989), "success in academia depends on not only 
what you know but also who you know for support, guidance, and advocacy." The 
informal network, however, can also be a double-edged sword. To its benefit, it has 
subtlety propelled several African Americans into key administrative positions. 
However, it is still a process where merit for African Americans is often secondary to 
luck and sponsorship. Secondly, this system does not address equity issues associated 
with African American employment at predominantly White colleges and universities. 
In fact, it can actually assist predominantly White colleges and universities with 
maintaining practices that continue to create barriers for people of color. Further, 
gaining access to these positions through informal networks is no easy task. Several 
studies indicate that African American women, in particular, experience greater 
feelings of exclusion from peer collaborations and mentoring opportunities (Singh, 
Robinson, and Williams-Green 1995; Bridges 1996; Benjamin 1997.). Other 
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observations regarding networking and African Americans make linkages between the 
low percentage of African Americans and the lack of "entry" into or comfort in the 
informal networks. 

Conclusions 
In summary, four conclusions about the current status of African American 
administrators in higher education can be drawn. First, American higher education still 
has a long way to go in terms of achieving parity in providing professional 
administrative opportunities for African Americans. Secondly, the real gains in 
employment opportunities for these professionals are due to minority affairs "types" of 
positions. Additionally, little has changed historically concerning the African 
American's struggle for respect and legitimacy in higher education, and lastly, the 
examination of the effects of gender as well as race is important to address in hiring 
and promotion practices in higher education. 
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