Dear Higher Education

LETTERS FROM THE SOCIAL JUSTICE MOUNTAIN

In Spite of It All: A Dear “Ed” Letter

DR. CHENELLE S. BOATSWAIN

Dear (Higher) Ed,

(Higher) Ed, in spite of your selective awareness of my presence, |, a Black woman higher education profes-
sional, am writing to you with some thoughts that will not let me rest.

(Higher) Ed, when will you position yourself to empower Black women to thrive in your institu-
tions because of your institutional support, rather than forcing us to succeed in spite of your
selective support and systemic inequities?

Black women professionals in higher education have sounded off in spite of an ensemble that sings its refrain
in reaction to our not-so-warm welcome into your mainstream — historically White — institutions. The only cri-
terion for joining this chorus is being a Black woman who has accomplished professional advancements and
achievementsin higher education in spite of the persistent opposition imposed by the systemic racism and sex-
ism embedded in your institutions. The Black women staff, faculty, and administrators in the ensemble can be
heard generation over generation echoing such statements as:

| achieved tenure in spite of biased tenure and promotion processes that question, undermine,
and devalue the expertise of Black women scholars (e.g. Ward & Hall, 2022).

| accepted the promotion in spite of the pay disparities that leave Black women paid as dispar-
ately as 88¢ per $1 paid to White men (CUPA-HR, n.d.).

| persevere as an equity advocate in spite of the lack of institutional protection for me against
discrimination and harassment (Carroll, 2017).

| continue to be a mentor to students in spite of the invisibility of this labor and the ways in which
it leaves me overtaxed and limits my capacity to complete my compensated responsibilities (Grif-
fin, Bennet, Harris, 2011).

(Higher) Ed, your stance in the face of the political tidal wave that is actively dismantling diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) initiatives in American education will determine whether Black women press on as higher edu-
cation professionals, abandon ship, or are tossed aside. You have given little reason for Black women to “press
on.” Your wavering, hesitant, unreliable stances related to the protection of us, individuals who are members of

the so-called “protected’ class,”" offers little incentive for Black women to stay the course.

"“Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 (or simply Title VII) is the most comprehensive law, protecting five of these
classes: race, color, religion, sex, and national origin.” (Gutman, 2000, p. 1)
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In the most recent five years, from 2020-2025, we have experienced whiplash watching universities perform a
swift about-face — initially refortifying commitments to strengthening DEI efforts, then making structural (legis-
lative, policy, financial) retreats from these same commitments.

(Higher) Ed, here is what | have seen:

In 2020, following the ongoing publicity of anti-Black murders, piqued by the murder of George
Floyd, many colleges and universities communicated renewed commitment to curating inclusive
communities that persistently work to correct systemic inequities within their institutions.

By 2021, as bills emerged limiting the teaching of Critical Race Theory and educators’ opportuni-
ties to address racism and sexism, leading institutions chose neutrality or appeasement of do-
nors over firm protection of academics’ rights to academic freedom (Binkley, 2024).

Since 2022, colleges and universities have been divesting from their DEI programs, rolling back
DEIl funds, and releasing staff in DEl-specific roles (Gretzinger & Hicks, 2024).

In 2023, instead of pursuing counter legal action, you acquiesced to the reversal of affirmative
action policy in student admissions, resulting in limited opportunities for campuses to ensure eq-
uitable access to higher education (Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. v President and Fellows of
Harvard College, 2023; Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. v. University of North Carolina).

In 2023-2024, |, and so many Black women, were horrified and remained unsteady after witness-
ing four of our leading ensemble members — senior leaders in your institutions — shaping back-
to-back headlines for the premature and tragic conclusions of their leadership tenures.

Dr. Joanne A. Epps, who was actively performing her duties as president of Temple Uni-
versity when she died prematurely;

Dr. Orinthia T. Montague, who was serving as president of Volunteer Community College
when she died prematurely;

Dr. Antoinette Candia-Bailey, who documented months of workplace harassment before
taking her own life immediately following her term as Vice President for Student Affairs at
Lincoln University; and

Dr. Claudine Gay, who resigned less than 200 days following her historic appointment as
the first Black president of the country’s first college, Harvard University.

Now, (Higher) Ed, in the eighth week of 2025, | write to you as you curate your response to the
United States’ 47th administration’s “dear colleague” letter, which launches a direct assault at
your institutions’ policies and practices to protect people like me.

On February 14, 2025, as part of the current administration’s dismantle DEI campaign, the Department of Edu-
cation Office for Civil Rights issued an edict directly at you. Citing Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the edict
threatens the withdrawal of federal funds, in as soon as 14 days, from any education institution that uses race-
aware (contradictory to “race-blind”) initiatives, including hiring, financial aid, scholarships, and other institu-
tional practices. This effort directly targets DEI initiatives and threatens to rapidly dismantle decades of infra-
structure, built to advance your stated commitments to inclusion — much of which was designed, erected,
maintained, and advanced by the ensemble-Black women in your institutions.

Perhaps, (Higher) Ed, a quick reminder of your history with Black women may be helpful here.
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The installation of the same legislation currently being weaponized against protected classes, including Black
women, Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, was the catalyst for dismantling the racial and gender barriers
that, for the first 328 years of your existence, prohibited Black women from professional employment at your
mainstream (historically White) institutions. Yes, in 396-year history, you have made room for Black women to
be professionally employed for only the most recent 61 years — barely 15% of that history (Rai & Critzer, 2000).

In that time, Black women have made recurring, boundary-breaking strides chipping away at the centuries of
exclusionary policies, practices, and cultures that shaped your mainstream institutions. They have managed to
achieve the highest ranks across faculty, staff, and administration, including 282 college presidencies across all
institution types (Jack, 2023). Black women’s stories have proven critical resources in strengthening campus
climates (Moorosi et al., 2018). At every turn, Black women have championed the charge to shift campus cul-
tures by building inclusive leadership infrastructure, designing culturally affirming programming, advocating pol-
icy changes and accountability measurements, and embodying countless DEI leadership titles.

What have Black women received in return, (Higher) Ed?

In return for their investments, transforming the design of college campuses since the late 20th century, Black
women have encountered barriers and shouldered burdens. Even with the underrepresentation of Black women
staff, (7%, NCES, 2022), Black women faculty (6%, NCES, 2022), and Black women administrators (6%, CUPA-
HR, n.d.), the in spite of chorus resounds over decades of research (e.g., Beaubeouf-Lafontant, 2009; Collins,
1986; Crenshaw, 1991; Croom & Patton, 2011; Evans, 2007; Harris et al., 2011; hooks, 1989; Lorde, 1984; West,
2017“b”; Wolfman, 1997). Among the barriers reported by Black women by across rank, title, and field are:

e “Racially toxic” environments (Husband, 2016)

e Racial battle fatigue (Corbin, Smith & Garcia, 2018)

e Hypervisibility/invisibility (Hughes & Howard-Hamilton, 2003; Showunmi, 2023)
e Black tax (Griffin, Bennet, Harris, 2011)

e Glass cliff (Ryan & Haslam, 2005)

e Glass ceiling (Harris et al., 2011)

e Institutional betrayal (Carroll, 2017)

The progress that has been made in colleges and universities has most certainly occurred on the backs of Black
women and other minoritized individuals who, in spite of continued discrimination, harassment, exclusion, dis-
respect, and dismissal, have persisted toward the diverse, equitable, and inclusive possibilities of our day.

Imagine my surprise when | found myself, without invitation, introduction, or orientation, inducted into the in
spite of chorus. It was August 2017 when | joined. | became an “in spite of” woman when | stepped away from
more than a decade of K-12 school leadership to level up my career by pursuing a doctoral degree. | entered the
game confident, self-assured, motivated, and excited about the possibilities. Butin less than a semester, | found
myself effortlessly, and with increasing frequency, repeating the refrain “in spite of.” As a doctoral student:

| established my voice in spite of a curriculum in which the identities of the scholars | studied
were most representative of the oppressors than of the people whose identities | share.

| formed supportive community in spite of the cultural and economic markers that separated me
from many of my peers.

I made it to my candidacy in spite of the absence of mentors whose experiences mirrored my
own.

https://pubs.lib.umn.edu/index.php/dhe Dear Higher Education



Special Issue in Response to the 2024 U.S. Presidential Election (2025)

| graduated with double-distinction in spite of being required to use language that is incongruent
with the language of my communities and being negatively evaluated on a benchmark exam.

| became an academic writer in spite of a system where Black women’s expertise is invisibilized.

After graduation, | re-entered the job market focused on a career in higher education leadership. | naively ex-
pected that | could abandon the “in spite of” chorus. Instead, the chorus reached a crescendo.

97% of my job applications were rejected in spite of me being overqualified for the majority of
positions to which | applied.

| filed for 12 months of unemployment in spite of elite credentials and decades of experience.
I incurred enormous debt to self-sustain in spite of entering my degree program debt-free.

(Higher) Ed, how do you explain these experiences — a successful professional achieving every qualification you
offer to be iced out professionally by the same enterprise?

I describe these experiences as quintessential encounters with the gendered racism thatis so deeply baked into
the policies, practices, and culture in your mainstream institutions. My story as the poster child for the overqual-
ified and underpaid Black woman is extraordinary, but clearly not exceptional. You believe yourself to have left
to the history books your entanglements with the oppressive systems that extend from White supremacy, patri-
archy, and capitalism. You promote yourself as the “great equalizer,” espousing democratic ideals of merit-
driven advancement. However, (Higher) Ed, | offer my story as one of the many stories of Black women continu-
ing to be bruised and battered by your hierarchical, exclusionary traditions.

(Higher) Ed, the in spite of chorus will retreat. Just as you saw during the “Great Resignation,” when Black and
brown women exited the labor force, your institutions being no exception, at higher rates than other de-
mographics (BET, 2021), we are observing your cues to determine our next actions. Our self-protection is our
primary priority — a priority which we were acutely reminded of as we memorialized our lead ensemble mem-
bersin 2023-2024.

(Higher) Ed, you face a pivotal choice: resist external mandates and uphold your democratic commitments to
diverse and inclusive communities, or capitulate and compromise the investments you’ve made in constructing
inclusive campuses. The choice has been yours for almost 400 years. What will you do with this moment? Will
you stand firm in your reckoning against exclusion and oppression, or will you cower to the pressure to comply?
Will you finally uproot, eradicate, and reconstruct your structures outside of the racist, sexist, classist, hierar-
chical, exclusionary constructs upon which you were founded?

(Higher) Ed, from where | stand, you have not only a moral obligation and responsibility, but a strategic need to
aggressively pursue the ideals that you promote and to protect the unprotected classes that fuel your campuses.
The historical record has yet to be set straight. And to be clear, this work requires not just that you level repre-
sentation across racial demographics in multiple categories (including staff, students, faculty, and administra-
tion), but also that you demonstrate that balanced representation can be maintained over generations.

In spite of the absence of affirmative action, will you actively recruit, support, and retain faculty,
staff, and students from minoritized groups?

In spite of threats to defund institutions that champion diversity, will you be uncompromising on
your values of representation, belonging, and justice?
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In spite of legislative attacks aimed at disrupting scientific research that promotes the needs of
the most vulnerable people, will you uphold your commitment to advancing scientific thought
communities?

In spite of ideological attacks on inclusive curriculum, will you ensure that the histories, contri-
butions, and lived experiences of all communities are preserved and captured in the academic
canon?

In spite of the threats to institutional viability, will you ensure that Black women, the clearest
markers of your vulnerabilities, are guarded and protected with every resource?

In site of the pressure to comply, will you choose bold leadership who will ensure that that inclu-
sion and equity are your practice, not just your rhetoric?

(Higher) Ed, what will you do next?

In grief and expectation,
Chenelle S. Boatswain

This letter is written
In honor of:
Dr. Claudine Gay, Harvard University
And in memoriam to:
Dr. JoAnne A. Epps, Temple University
Dr. Orinthia T. Montague, Volunteer State Community College.

Dr. Antoinette Candia-Bailey, Lincoln University

Works Cited

Beauboeuf-Lafontant, T. (2009). Behind the mask of the strong Black woman: Voice and the embodiment of a
costly performance. Temple University Press.

BET. (2021, December 14). Black women are leaving the workforce at the highest rates of any U.S. demo-
graphic, report says. BET. https://www.bet.com/article/6dla6g/black-women-are-leaving-the-workforce-
at-the-highest-rates-of-any-us-demographic-report-says

Binkley, C. (2024, January 13). Tension between free speech and inclusivity on college campuses simmers
amid Israel-Hamas war, AP News. https://apnews.com/article/campus-free-speech-young-generation-
tension-b931b0dd41aacaac5c50710de9549b09

Carroll, D. (2017). A faculty woman of color and micro-invalidations at a White research institution: A case of
intersectionality and institutional betrayal. Administrative Issues Journal, 7(1), 4.

https://pubs.lib.umn.edu/index.php/dhe Dear Higher Education



Special Issue in Response to the 2024 U.S. Presidential Election (2025)

Collins, P. H. (1986). Learning from the outsider within: The sociological significance of Black feminist
thought. Social Problems, 33(6), S14-S32. https://doi.org/10.2307/800672

Corbin, N. A, Smith, W. A., & Garcia, J. R. (2018). Trapped between justified anger and being the strong Black
woman: Black college women coping with racial battle fatigue at historically and predominantly White in-
stitutions. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in Education, 31(7), 626—

643. https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2018.1468045

Crenshaw, K. (1991). Mapping the margins: Intersectionality, identity politics, and violence against women of
color. Stanford Law Review, 43(6), 1241. https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039

Croom, N., & Patton, L. (2011). The miner’s canary: A critical race perspective on the representation of Black
women full professors. Negro Educational Review, 62(1-4), 13.

CUPA-HR. Administrators Composition and pay equity by Gender and Race/Ethnicity. (n.d.).
https://www.cupahr.org/surveys/workforce-data/administrators-composition-and-pay-equity/

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

Gretzinger, E., & Hicks, M. (2024, March 22). The Chaos of Compliance: How public colleges in two states are
actually responding to DEI bans. Chronicle of Higher Education. Retrieved January 3, 2024, from
https://www.chronicle.com/article/the-chaos-of-compliance

Griffin, K.A., Bennett, J.C., & Harris, J. Analyzing gender differences in Black faculty marginalization through a
sequential mixed-methods design. New Directions for Institutional Research (151), 45-
61. https://doi.org/10.1002/ir.398

Gutman, A. (2000). Introduction to EEO law. In EEO Law and Personnel Practices (2nd ed., pp. 1-16). Sage Pub-
lications.

Harris, S. L., Jackson Wright, S., & Msengi, C. (2011). Chapter 4 African American Females’ Career Paths to the
Presidency: Navigating the Glass Ceiling Challenge. In Women of color in higher education: Turbulent past,
promising future (pp. 79-98). Emerald Group Publishing Limited.

hooks, b. (1989). Talking back: Thinking feminist, thinking black. South End Press.

Howard-Hamilton, M. F. (2003). Theoretical frameworks for African American women. New Directions for Stu-
dent Services, 2003(104), 19-27.

Hughes, R. L., & Howard-Hamilton, M. F. (2003). Insights: Emphasizing issues that affect African American
women. New Directions for Student Services, 2003(104), 95-104.

Husband, T. (Ed.). (2016). But I don’t see color: The perils, practices, and possibilities of antiracist education.
Springer.

Jack, L. H. (2023). Profile of Black women presidents at four-year colleges and universities. Journal of Research
on the College President, 7(1), 6.

Lorde, A. (1988). A burst of light: and other essays. Firebrand Books.

Moorosi, P., Fuller, K., & Reilly, E. (2018). Leadership and intersectionality: Constructions of successful leader-
ship among Black women school principals in three different contexts. Management in Education, 32(4),
152-159.

https://pubs.lib.umn.edu/index.php/dhe Dear Higher Education


https://doi.org/10.2307/800672
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2018.1468045
https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039
https://doi.org/10.1002/ir.398
https://doi.org/10.2307/800672
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2018.1468045
https://doi.org/10.2307/1229039
https://doi.org/10.1002/ir.398

Special Issue in Response to the 2024 U.S. Presidential Election (2025)

Rai, K. B., & Critzer, J. W. (2000). Affirmative action and the university: Race, ethnicity, and gender in higher edu-
cation employment. U of Nebraska Press.

Ryan, M. K., & Haslam, S. A. (2005). The glass cliff: Evidence that women are over-represented in precarious
leadership positions. British Journal of Management, 16(2), 81-90.

Showunmi, V. (2023). Visible, invisible: Black women in higher education. Frontiers in Sociol-
ogy, 8. https://doi.org/10.3389/fs0c.2023.974617

Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. v President and Fellows of Harvard College, Volume 600 U.S. Pages 181-411.
(2023). https://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/22pdf/600us1r53_4g15.pdf

Students for Fair Admissions, Inc. v. University of North Carolina, et. al. Volume 580 U.S. Page 580 (2023).

U.S. Department of Education. (2022). Employees in degree-granting postsecondary institutions, by race/eth-
nicity, sex, employment status, control and level of institution, and primary occupation: Fall 2022. National
Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS).
https://nces.ed.gov/programs/digest/d23/tables/dt23_314.40.asp

Ward, L.W.M. Hall, C.N. (2022): Seeking tenure while Black: Lawsuit composite counterstories of Black profes-
sors at historically White institutions, The Journal of Higher Educa-
tion. https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2022.2082760

West, N. M. (2017b). Withstanding our status as outsiders-within: Professional counterspaces for African
American Women Student Affairs Administrators. NASPA Journal About Women in Higher Education, 10(3),
281-300. https://doi.org/10.1080/19407882.2017.1363785

Wolfman, B. R. (1997). Light as from a beacon: African American women administrators in the academy. In L.
Benjamin (Ed.), Black women in the academy: Promises and perils(pp. 158-167). Gainesville, FL: University
Press of Florida.

About the author

Dr. Chenelle S. Boatswain is recognized as an educator, scholar, and consultant whose work focuses on lead-
ership, equity, and the experiences of Black women in higher education. She is the Associate Director of the
University of Pennsylvania’s Mid-Career Educational Leadership Program and an adjunct faculty member in the
School of Social Policy and Practice at the University of Pennsylvania. With over 20 years of experience in K-12
and higher education, she has held leadership roles in schools, teacher development, academic coaching,
community engagement, and student success initiatives. Her research and writing examine issues of race, gen-
der, and leadership, with a particular emphasis on disrupting isolation and fostering community among Black
women in academia. She has previously worked with West Chester University of Pennsylvania, Delaware State
University, and Missouri State University. She holds a Master’s in Education from Harvard University and a Doc-
torate in Education from the University of Pennsylvania.

https://pubs.lib.umn.edu/index.php/dhe Dear Higher Education


https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2023.974617
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2022.2082760
https://doi.org/10.1080/19407882.2017.1363785
https://doi.org/10.3389/fsoc.2023.974617
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2022.2082760
https://doi.org/10.1080/19407882.2017.1363785

