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climate and experiences on campus. Key themes revealed in this sub-category highlight 

the presence of racial micro/macroaggressions, attitudes and statements on campus, and 

distinct racial and class social segregation among the students on campus. The 

participants believed these microaggressions of surprise were directly related to faulty 

stereotypes and race-laden doubts White student leaders had about their abilities. Some 

participants actually deemed this an advantage. Participants offered additional examples 

of ways in which stereotypes aided in their roles as policy enforcers.  

Table 11. Self-Reported Experiences and Incidents on Campus Related to Racial 
Climate 

Experience or Incident Times Listed 

Micro-/Macro-aggressions 7 

Racial and class social segregation 4 

Difficulties with dating for minorities 1 

Working together with different minority organizations to address racial 
issues 

1 

Divide between being international student and being person of color 1 

 

Racial Micro/macroaggressions. Six of the 10 participants described directly 

evidence of experienced racism, derogatory statements and/or attitudes toward minorities, 

themselves or others. For example, participant Diane detailed one of these experiences. 

The second semester of my first-year, I heard about this Cinco de Mayo 
party. . . . So, I go and it’s just a bunch of athletes getting drunk and the 
basketball team had—They were all wearing these huge sombreros and 
they all shaved their facial hair to have mustaches. And I was like, “No 
way, like, this is ridiculous.” I thought it was very offensive. . . . I really 
didn’t appreciate my culture being an excuse for getting drunk and 
disorderly and belligerent, and that I didn’t really appreciate my culture 
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also being a costume. . . .That’s been the only time that I’ve ever felt 
disrespected on this campus because of my heritage or my culture. (Diane) 

Grace shared with me that as a leader she feels it is important address 

microagressions in the moment. Grace is one of the few students of color on the student 

government cabinet and described to me how she resisted and responded to 

microaggressions during a meeting for SGA: 

So I’ll be sitting... having a meeting with student government and there 
are other students ... who we’re having a meeting with. And I will be the 
primary leader of the meeting but... The president is a white man and it’s 
my job to lead this meeting. I called the meeting; it’s my meeting. And 
everybody will be looking to the white man and I’m just like sort of look 
at me, this is my meeting, I’m going to run this… And even little things 
like body posture where, you know, they’re turning more in his direction 
than in mine or they’re directing their questions towards him, despite the 
fact that I’m going to be the one answering, those little things I think, are 
ways that show me that people sometimes doubt my capacity as a leader. 
Depending on [what] day it is, I feel more compelled to fight… The days I 
do feel up to fighting, I just ... I think I’m much more active in redirecting 
the conversation back towards myself, you know. Where I’m just like, you 
know, I can answer that question for you. (Grace) 

A salient example for many of the participants was a recent Unity Rally on 

campus in response to racist incidents on campus and in the surrounding community. 

Bernardo was one of the organizers for the rally and shared: 

It was difficult for me, it was the first big thing that [Leadership College] 
had done in terms of social movements, apparently they hadn’t done big 
social movements over decades. Whereas [Leadership College] was 
known previously as a very social movement oriented school it hadn’t 
been like that for a while. We would always have discussions about 
racism, prejudice and stuff like that, we’d have discussions and nobody 
would do anything about it and thing kept occurring. For me it was more 
of like all right let’s do this, let’s do this now. (Bernardo) 

Other examples of the importance of the Unity Rally were given by Grace and 

Howard, who described the following: 
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So last semester was a particularly charged semester in terms of racial 
relations because there were a few incidents of people from the 
community and, you know, some students on campus, themselves, saying 
like derogatory terms, be they gender-based, race-based, [sexual] 
orientation-based, and appearance ... Actually, a few friends of mine had 
things said to them. People would just be driving by and things would be 
said to them. (Grace) 

One problem that we were having, you know, we’re in [Midwest state] in 
the middle of the cornfields, a lot of minorities were experiencing overt 
racism and, you know, me, personally, that was the first time I had 
experienced it where, you know, somebody actually called me the N word 
and told me to get out here and, you know, things like that. . . . I mean, 
you do have that kind of conflict with the town. So even though, you 
know, sometimes we do community service, not everybody is so 
welcoming to a student of color and so, you know, when we brought the 
issue up to the multicultural leadership council, you know, their 
organization said ya, you know, and Triple A, which is the Asian, Asian 
American Association, one of their students, I think somebody threw like 
a drink at them and called them a derogatory term. And same for students 
of LSU and, you know, we actually did something about it. (Howard) 

Bernardo highlighted the importance of having community leaders engaged with 

the Unity Rally. Bernardo wanted to stress that the rally was not to just to highlight the 

prevalent racism in town and at Leadership College, but was to call for some type of 

action and movement towards social justice in the community. 

Not only do we have conversations with the chief of the police department 
- he came in and talked to us. And we’ve, you know, acted as the leaders 
or representatives of our organizations and asked them the questions that 
needed to be asked and things like that, but then we also had a rally and 
the rally was so amazing and impactful because we actually got the mayor 
to come. There were students and teachers and everybody from in town, 
from elementary schools who came to the rally and, you know, students as 
well as myself shared our personal testimonies and accounts of what’s 
happening but also provided different ways that we can move forward, 
you know, different things like how to be those active bystanders, how to 
... how do we move past these social injustices. And that’s just one 
example. (Bernardo) 
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Racial and class segregation. The second theme revealed in this sub-category 

was that of racial and class segregation at the school. Four participants discussed this 

student self-segregation. For example, Jay noted: 

I would definitely say that most racial groups hang out within their racial 
groups, if that makes sense. In terms of like comfortability to like actually 
spend time and hang out, people would normally choose their own race 
group to hang out with. (Jay) 

Similarly, Julian described student self-segregation by race and often by 

economic status. 

It’s very cliquish, people segregate according to, sometimes race, 
sometimes economic status, most of the time economic status, in my 
opinion. You know, me, being a student of lower income, you know, I see 
that difference and I’m not able to ... to get together with those groups 
because I just have no, nothing in common and sometimes they see 
themselves as better, you know. . . . I’m in this environment where, you 
know, I thought I was going to be accepted but, you know what, oh, 
you’re not, you’re not accepted, you can’t be who you want to be because, 
you know, sometimes that doesn’t fit in. (Julian) 

Rachel detailed what was done after becoming aware of this problem and how 

leadership involvement can help. 

Once I became conscious of these issues I was immersed in multicultural 
groups where we talk about this a lot. The reason it became so evident to 
me that there was so much divide on campus because at some point during 
my second year I have no white friends, which his strange because my 
whole life all my friends are white. Yeah. It said something to me a lot 
about the racial climate in America, but then things like that also. (Rachel) 

Personal definition of leadership. As a final sub-category under the thematic 

category of leadership development, participants offered their personal definitions of 

leadership and what being a leader means to them personally. Responses were varied, but 

common responses revealing themes included the ability to speak out, accepting being a 

positive role model and the immersive work in the school and community toward 
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achieving social justice, taking the initiative toward active involvement (taking charge), 

putting a priority on serving others above oneself, facilitating collaboration and team 

work, listening to and learning from others, and leadership as not positional and not 

elitist. Table 12 illustrates the results of the analysis of the interview data revealing 

commonality in the responses. 

Table 12. Students’ Personal Definitions of Leadership 

Definition Times Given 

Able to speak out, to articulate the cause and to influence/inspire others 3 

Takes initiative, is active, takes charge, executes 3 

Positive role in community: immersed working toward change and social 
justice in the school and community 

2 

Prioritizes service to others; puts own needs behind needs of group 2 

Facilitates collaboration/team effort 2 

Listens to and learns from others 2 

Leadership is not positional, not elitist 2 

Keeps people informed, report back 1 

Dedicated and hardworking 1 

Passionate 1 

Builds connections with people to enable supporting people 1 

 

Speaks out and influences and inspiring others. A leader was felt to be someone 

who speaks out and can clearly articulate a point to motivate others. Kayla noted, “A 

leader is, you know, well spoken, able to articulate things clearly.” Bernardo tied this 

ability to articulate oneself with inspiring and influencing others: 

I feel that leadership for me shouldn’t be about people following me, 
shouldn’t be about people wanting to be like you but should be about 
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inspiring others to do what’s right and to do something that’s beneficial 
for the larger community. (Bernardo) 

Takes initiative, actively takes charge. Another characteristic of leaders evident 

in the data is taking the initiative. Diane and Howard offered good examples of this 

response. 

I think it is, so, taking charge, not really waiting for someone else to bring 
it up if you have a good idea or if you are interested in starting something. 
Then, you are the person to start that thing or to lead that thing. Yeah. So, 
someone who takes initiative, I would say, and then delegates also. 
(Diane) 

I want to say like leaders are in power but I don’t really think it’s all about 
that. I think it’s just about being an active bystander, you know, that’s the 
word that we’ve been using to, I don’t know, train the security and just to 
really get involved in whatever you do. So, you know, even if it appears 
as though there’s nobody else around you with those same ideas or 
wanting to do that same thing, if you take that student initiative or that 
initiative to do something and be that leader, that pioneer, so to say, you 
know, then that would be a leader. (Howard) 

Prioritizes service to others and serves toward social change in community. 

Participants noted the importance of leadership action in the community toward social 

change. Bernardo explained: 

A mile from here again there’s kids who are going to their schools hungry 
because they don’t have money to buy food, their families don’t have 
money to support food for them. I don’t see any social justice in that. . . . I 
also feel like there’s a lot more work to do and that’s what I hope to 
accomplish. 

Similarly, Kayla added: 

I think a leader always puts what they want, sort of, takes like a backseat. 
[That is] what they want takes like a backseat position to whatever 
organization or group that they’re leading [wants]; what the group wants 
comes first. But I think also a leader is in the position that they are in 
because like they know or they understand that they are in the best 
position to affect the change, I guess, that like everyone, that a group of 
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people might want. . . .A leader is not necessarily selfless but, understands 
when not to be selfish, I guess. (Kayla) 

Facilitates teamwork and collaboration. According to the participants in this 

study, leaders work to facilitate team work and collaboration. For example, Jay and 

Leonardo explained: 

I definitely think leadership is you being the person that can make the 
group work at its full potential. Like everyone’s collaborating, working 
together and getting things done. Because I really believe that if you want 
to produce something well, it has to be a group effort. Like one person 
cannot do it by themselves. I mean, as a leader, it’s definitely, it’s not your 
job to run the show or anything. No, it’s your job to delegate and make 
sure people are working together and getting things done and being 
approachable. (Jay) 

Similarly, Leonardo described: 

A good leader knows how to follow. I think is one of my biggest things. 
Everybody’s always caught up in being number one, number one; I have 
to be the leader, I have to teach people. Then, that creates a sense of 
dictatorship, like everything has to be my way. Where I feel a good leader 
knows how to follow, and that’s really overlooked. If somebody has a 
good idea…a great leader that I am, let me support you with that idea, 
let’s see if we could go work together. I guess that’s my definition of a 
leader. (Leonardo) 

Listens to and learns from others. Leaders listen to and learn from others. This 

notion of a leader was offered by Gabriela and Grace. 

No, a leader is the type of person who like listens to others, helps them, 
helps like me, you know, I help others help me and so I will like ask them 
if they could help me out in doing this or doing that. But mostly, a leader 
is there to listen and then execute, at least that’s how I approach things for 
me. Being a leader means to listen to what others want, consider it, talk it 
out, and try to adjust your plans accordingly, and then just do it and just 
execute (Gabriela) 

Do it because you love it; do it cause you care and then just like do it. Be 
good at what you do; be very good at what you do, but also keeping in 
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mind, [that] there are people who are better than me and everything that I 
do in life, I’m always looking to learn from others. (Grace) 

Not positional or elitist. Two participants noted that leadership is not positional 

or elitist. Participant Leonardo stated, “I feel like leadership shouldn’t be positional at 

all” (Leonardo). Similarly, but more in depth, Diane explained, “With the label leader 

comes responsibilities. So, you can’t get away with being a leader and then not doing 

things, but you can definitely be filling that position and not necessarily have the label, 

the title” (Diane). 

Summary of Findings 

From the individual descriptions and the analysis of the coded responses 

revealing common themes among the group of interview participants, several overarching 

themes were evident in the data. These themes represent the perceptions of the group as a 

whole from a cross-case analysis. The themes revealed from the data include descriptions 

of (a) individual social experiences, (b) early challenges and how participants addressed 

those challenges, (c) leadership development and involvement, (d) racial climate and its 

influence on leadership development, and (e) personal definition of leadership. 

Addressing the Research Questions 

The three research questions were explored to form an understanding of the 

experiences that contributing to the leadership identity development of the participants at 

Leadership College. The questions that guided this study, along with the findings 

presented in this chapter, are revisited in this section as a way to analyze the themes and 
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answer the questions. The discussion of these findings in relation to critical race theory 

and leadership identity development theories will be presented in the next chapter. 

How do students of color perceive themselves as leaders at a highly selective liberal 
arts college in the Midwest? 

The first research question served as an introduction for the study. In order to 

comprehend how these students of color developed a leadership identity, I believed it was 

important to first consider what leadership meant to them as well as to become aware of 

the ways in which they developed this understanding of leadership. The participants’ 

backgrounds and social histories were explored to reveal students’ racial and ethnic 

identity perceptions and how these perceptions influenced these students’ images of 

themselves as leaders. 

Individual social experiences. Participants articulated different heritage, family, 

and other social experiences that they brought to college. These experiences naturally 

influenced who they were as individuals and how they interpreted the world around them. 

Life history is important in the student identity development literature. The unique social 

experiences of the participants affected the challenges they experienced during the 

transition to college and their responses to those challenges. Additionally, the students’ 

experiences contributed to their leadership development and leadership identities. 

Personal definition of leadership. Participants identified several characteristics 

of a leader. Leaders, according to the participants in this study, are able to speak out and 

inspire others, take the initiative, assume positive community roles toward positive social 

change, prioritize service to others, facilitate collaboration and teamwork, and listen and 

learn from others. These characteristics are seen by the participants as shaping leadership, 
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which does not need to be bound by titles or elitism. All of the students saw these 

attributes in themselves or were striving towards these goals in their leadership 

development at Leadership College. 

Early challenges and addressing those challenges. The participants detailed the 

early challenges they experienced, particularly in the first semester of college. These 

challenges included feeling out of place, feeling a need to prove oneself, noting the 

privilege and ignorance of others in the environment, leaving the familiarity and comfort 

of home and having to start new and reinvent oneself, making friends, being less prepared 

academically, and feeling isolated. To address these challenges, participants sought 

involvement in the community and in student organizations, both of which offered 

cultural familiarity, comfort, and the ability to facilitate needed social change in the 

college and local communities to support greater understanding and acceptance. This 

involvement cultivated their leadership identity development. 

How do students of color make sense of their race in relation to their experiences as 
leaders at a highly selective liberal arts college in the Midwest? 

Participants’ understanding of leadership in relation to their experiences at 

Leadership College was directly connected to their backgrounds. In terms of how 

students of color made sense of their race as leaders, the findings in this analysis suggest 

the importance of Leadership College in (a) encouraging students to be proactive (“agents 

of change”); (b) cultivating a social justice mindset to change how participants think 

about issues and solutions; (c) providing access to administrator and teacher mentor 

relationships; (d) supporting peer mentors and role models; (e) providing opportunities to 

facilitate change, (f) promoting a sense of freedom and responsibility through self-
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governance, and (g) articulating the role of the Community Leadership Scholarship. 

These seven topics are interconnected in such meaningful ways that removing one would 

render an incomplete representation of the influences that contributed to these students’ 

self-perceptions and their leadership identity development. It is through these seven 

topics that students of color cultivate a leadership identity while resisting and responding 

to racism and microaggressions⎯not only as students at Leadership College, but as 

student leaders of color. 

Leadership development and involvement. Leadership involvement of the 

participants was seen (a) to support learning to work with others and general 

assertiveness with regard to social justice and (b) to develop from a natural 

outspokenness and tendency toward involvement with a desire for positive change and 

social justice. The school was felt to support the notion of the students as agents of 

change, to provide access to administrative and faculty mentors, to maintain a social 

justice mindset among the students and faculty, to support peer mentoring, and to provide 

opportunities for self-governance and to facilitate change. 

How have racialized experiences shaped the leadership identity of students of 

color? 

Racial/ethnic influences were seen as affecting motivations to speak out against 

injustices and seek positive social change. The racial climate at the institution, as 

described by participants and the 2011 campus climate report, evidenced continued racial 

and ethnic discrimination, derogatory attitudes, micro/macroaggressions, and self-

segregation. Leadership College was seen as specifically in need of targeted social 

change by the student leaders of color in this study. Students felt their roles as leaders 
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was to address these injustices and speak against them or offer a counternarrative to their 

prevalence at Leadership College. This significant role was a vital role in students of 

color understanding themselves as leaders at Leadership College. 

Summary 

Chapter 5 provided the key findings in the study. The themes revealed from the 

data include descriptions of (a) individual social experiences, (b) early challenges and 

how participants addressed those challenges, (c) leadership development and 

involvement, (d) racial climate and its influence on leadership development, and (e) 

personal definition of leadership. These themes highlighted the experiences of 10 student 

leaders of color and the value they put on their role of resisting and responding to racism 

and injustices at Leadership College. This study allowed for students to center race as an 

identity and racialized experiences as a part of the leadership development process. In 

Chapter 6, the discussion of the findings, framing critical race theory (CRT) and 

leadership identity development (LID) in the analysis and situating the analysis in the 

context of the extant literature, will be included. Additionally, the next chapter will 

address limitations, provide implications for practice and research, and identify specific 

implications for Leadership College. Finally, I will conclude by outlining specific 

recommendations for centering race in understandings of the leadership development 

process for students of color. 
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CHAPTER 6.  DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 

In the previous chapter, the findings of this study were presented. The findings in 

relation to CRT, the LID model, and existing literature are explored further in this 

chapter. Additionally, the implications, limitations, and recommendations based on the 

study will be provided in this chapter. The implications for practice and will center on 

highly selective liberal arts colleges and leadership identity development for students of 

color. 

Findings Situated in Theories and Relevant Literature 

The findings from this study are consistent with previous research that found 

participating in student organizations was beneficial for students of color (Dugan & 

Komives, 2010; Guiffrida, 2003; Harper & Quaye, 2007; Museus, 2008). The data from 

this study revealed that being involved in student organizations and the community were 

positive leadership opportunities for student leaders of color, but students did express 

experiences of navigating racial microaggressions and racism. The findings in Chapter 5 

presented several themes that connected the theoretical framework of CRT and furthered 

the importance of leadership as an identity for students of color at Leadership College, 

which is a highly selective liberal arts college in the Midwest. Both CRT and LID 

provided direction to understand students’ experiences. 
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Critical race theory 

The main theoretical framework used to analyze the data was CRT. As explained 

in earlier chapters, CRT is useful for understanding inequities in education, as it is a 

framework that challenges how race and racism impact educational structures and 

practices (Yosso, 2005). As highlighted in Chapter 3, a CRT framework ascribes to the 

idea that racism commonly functions to shape society. “Race is deeply embedded in 

social, cultural, and political structures, thus making it difficult to recognize and address” 

(Patton et al., 2007, p. 43). Ladson-Billings (1999) pointed out that CRT is helpful with 

exposing racism in its various forms within education. Patton, McEwen, Rendón, and 

Howard-Hamilton (2007) acknowledged that this strategy should be applied to student 

development theories and other theoretical models used to inform practice and research in 

higher education. CRT was important as a theoretical perspective when understanding 

how college students of color develop a leadership identity at this highly selective 

predominately White liberal arts college, by re-conceptualizing Ladson-Billings and 

Tate’s (1995) three propositions of CRT in education: 

1 Race continues to be a significant factor in determining inequity in the United 

States. 

2 U.S. society is based on property rights. 

3 The intersection of race and property creates an analytical tool through which 

inequities can be understood. 

Race and the maintenance of educational inequities. In the first proposition, 

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) argued that race continues to be a significant factor in 

producing inequities in society and educational institutions. Patton et al. (2007) stated 
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that the gap between the educational achievement of students of color and that of their 

(typically better-performing) White counterparts has been well documented. Students of 

color have had difficulties enrolling in college because of systemic inequities between the 

rich and the poor created by the education pipeline (Gándara, 2005; Rendón, Garcia, & 

Person, 2004). College educators and administrators must acknowledge and understand 

how race produces and perpetuates inequities: “For example, racism could be said to be 

at the core of a curriculum that focuses exclusively on White, Western viewpoints that 

render students of color invisible in what is learned and discussed in class” (Patton et al., 

2007, p. 44). I argued earlier that this is true inside and outside of the classroom. 

Leadership programs and campus communities must develop curricula and practice that 

acknowledges all students, all social identities, and all processes of development. Offices 

dedicated to student activities and campus student organization advisers are implicated 

when considering hegemonic understandings of leadership development and taking into 

account students’ social identities, backgrounds, cultures, and diversity. 

Patton et al. (2007) recommended that in order to transform higher education, 

student affairs professionals and faculty should incorporate an inclusive curriculum that 

incorporates a dialogue of race. This has significant implications for leadership programs 

that develop curricula that apply the LID model and for campuses like Leadership 

College that strive to cultivate student leaders. Leadership educators and student affairs 

professionals must understand what role race and other social identities play when 

developing a leadership identity for students of color. Even though students of color at 

Leadership College graduated and persisted at higher rates compared to national 
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averages, they still had to navigate racial micro/macroaggressions from the campus and 

town communities. 

Race and propriety rights on college campuses⎯Role of leadership 

programs and campus communities. The second proposition allowed for Ladson-

Billings and Tate (1995) to indicate that U.S. society is based on property rights; 

consequently, social benefits accrue to property owners. In U.S. history, there are 

multiple examples of “tensions and struggles over property: acquiring land belonging to 

American Indians and Mexicans, viewing Africans as property, and the concept of 

possessing one’s own property, for example” (Patton et al., 2007, p. 45). Using a critical 

race lens, one must acknowledge that property differences manifest themselves in various 

ways on college and university campuses. The example Patton et al. (2007) provided was 

that of professors owning the curriculum in their classrooms. The curriculum was 

designed according to the professors’ ontological and epistemological assumptions, 

which may have worked against students of color. I take this point a step further by 

theorizing that leadership programs and curriculum have often been developed based on 

mono-cultural, colorblind paradigms that continuously validate Western/ White 

understandings of leadership and leadership development. Additionally, non-race-

centered student organizations and involvement take a colorblind approach when 

cultivating leaders and leadership development. 

Campus wide student organizations, like the student government association, can 

also be seen as maintaining Whiteness as “property” on college campuses. Many students 

in this study explored their leadership styles and developed, or were developing, their 

leadership identities while participating in student organizations and engaging in the 
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community around them. At Leadership College, the large campus-wide student 

organizations, like the student government association or the all-campus events 

committee, were predominately White spaces. These spaces were continued examples of 

racial microaggressions, as highlighted by Grace in her meeting she was leading and the 

questions constantly being directed at the White male student leader. 

There are racial inequities that cannot be ignored with regard to student 

organizations on college campuses. For instance, this concept of Whiteness as “property” 

is legitimatized when students are rewarded for conformity to White norms or hegemonic 

understandings of leadership. Dugan, Komives, and Segar (2005) recommended that 

future research should examine the extent to which the salience of racial, gender, and 

sexual identity development influence leadership development. The use of demographic 

categories instead of indicators of developmental perspectives potentially masks what 

might be a more potent and practically useful means of understanding leadership 

development. This is evident with the stage-based LID model. Each stage ends with a 

transition that signals the beginning of the next stage. Environmental factors, such as 

strong group membership, learning about leadership, and the presence of mentors, are 

important influences in facilitating movement through transition to adoption of the next 

stage. But the model does not account for minority racial groups learning to relate to 

White students and the dissonance that can take place during that process, especially for 

the minority students involved or leaders of predominately White student organizations 

and the racialized experiences they may encounter when they do not have “property 

rights” (Patton et al., 2007, p. 46). Grace’s example as a student leader in SGA 
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highlighted this concept and other racial microaggressions at Leadership College and the 

surrounding town where the college is located. 

Intersections of race and other social identities. In the third proposition, 

Ladson-Billings and Tate stated that CRT should be expanded to understand the 

intersections of multiple social identities. Embracing a critical race perspective when 

considering how students of color develop a leadership identity is an important step in 

creating campus leadership programs and student organizations that are spaces “for safe 

dialogue, reducing microaggressions on campus, and moving one step further toward 

understanding the intricacies of multiple identities, including race” (Patton et al. 2007, p. 

47). A major limitation of early research is that most of the leadership models—trait, 

behavior, power and influence, cognitive—were based on research using mostly White, 

male samples. These models tend to emphasize hierarchy and one-way or directive power 

and influence processes; this created a master-narrative around who is a leader and what 

characteristics are valued in leadership based on the experiences of White men. 

Leadership program coordinators, student organization advisers, and leadership 

curriculum developers must be knowledgeable about and aware of how students’ social 

identities influence their understanding of themselves as student leaders, which this study 

also highlighted. 

Leadership identity development model 

While limited research has been conducted on an individual’s construction of a 

leadership identity, Komives et al.’s (2005, 2006) research is most commonly referred to 

in this area. Their research is beneficial in understanding how college students form a 

leadership identity, but it is incomplete as it does not include the specific influences that 
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gender, race, ethnicity, and culture (and other identities for that matter) may have on this 

process. Their research was based on a purposeful sample of 13 college students who 

represented a diverse group in terms of race, gender, sexual orientation, and ability 

backgrounds at a PWI. However, given the small number of students representing 

women, the lack of students who identified as Latino in the sample, and the context of the 

PWI, Komives et al.’s study (2005) was unable to describe any specific impact race and 

ethnicity may have on the development of a leadership identity. However, some of the 

influences that emerged from this study support their findings. The participants in my 

study shared the major influences that contributed to their development of a leadership 

identity that in many ways resonated with Komives and her colleague’s (2005) 

illustration of the developmental model their participants experienced. Participants 

identified role models and family members that contributed to their understanding of 

themselves as leaders as well as wanting to impact positive change in their role as 

leaders. 

While the data from this study suggest some alignment in the overall topics 

derived in both studies, they also suggest differences that may relate to the impact of race 

and ethnicity. For example, many of the participants who would be considered Stage 6 in 

the LID model did not desire the title “leader,” as they felt it separated them from their 

group members and indicated “superiority” in their status. In addition, as a group, the 

participants in this study struggled with issues of power in ways that connected to the 

messages they have received since birth about what it means to serve the community, 

putting others’ needs first, being a giver, and standing up against injustices. Although 

Komives et al. (2005) referred to race/ethnicity as an aspect of their participants’ selves 



129 

that led them to view leadership contexts differently, they did not address race as a 

specific influence in the LID model. The data in this study suggest that race/ethnicity 

plays a pivotal role in the leadership identity development of these students at Leadership 

College when they see their role as resisting and responding to racism and 

microaggressions. 

The participants in this dissertation were recognized as relational leaders at 

Leadership College, but this did not afford the participants immunity from the racist 

stereotypes that have been reported in other research on students of color in general 

(Arminio et al., 2000; Charles et al., 2009; Cokley, 2003; Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007; 

Fries-Britt & Turner, 2001; Harper et al., 2011; Solórzano et al., 2000; Steele & Aronson, 

1995; Swim et al., 2003; Torres & Hernandez, 2007). And similar to the student leaders 

of color in Arminio et al.’s (2000) study, the participants in my study intentionally sought 

out or found it difficult to locate same-race role models and advocates on campus as 

administrators and faculty; and had to think carefully about how they spoke and dressed, 

for fear of confirming stereotypes their White counterparts already held about people of 

color. The consistency between my findings and those reported in previous studies 

confirms that there is still work to be done to make campus environments less racist and 

more conducive to minority student leadership. 

Relevant literature 

Continuingly changing are the growing demographics on college campuses and 

the social identities such as: race, gender, socio-economic status, sexual orientation, and 

(dis)ability. When considering leadership and leadership identity development in the 

holistic development of students, student affairs professionals must reflect on all social 
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identities and consider them in the developmental process. Sutton and Kimbrough (2001) 

studied students’ involvement in minority (race-centered) student organizations at PWIs. 

They found that student leaders of color with high levels of involvement and commitment 

to their leadership roles have an in-depth understanding of how their racialized 

experiences impact their leadership identity. Arminio et al. (2000) concluded that “the 

organization a student leader of color decides to join and the position and role he or she 

decides to fill are influenced by recognition of and identification with his or her racial 

group” (p. 506). Arminio et al. (2000) argued that being involved in predominantly White 

student organizations may actually force some students of color to disconnect from their 

perceived racial identity. I did not necessarily find that in this dissertation, but students 

who were engaged in the student government association, stressed that they were initially 

involved in a race-centered student organization when they first got involved at 

Leadership College. This dissertation highlighted the need for the LID model to 

continuously being expanded in future research to explore what role racial identity (and 

other social identities) plays in students of color’s sense of leadership identity and 

leadership identity development. Critical race theorists in education suggested that 

empirical knowledge and the voices of people of color are critical and central to 

uncovering, addressing, and eliminating racial oppression and subordination (Delgado-

Bernal, 2002). 

Resisting and responding to racism and injustices is a key finding that is also 

revealed in a study by Harper and his colleagues (2011), where they explored the 

experiences of Black male resident assistant at PWIs using CRT as a framework. 

Findings from my study and the Harper et al. (2011) study, highlight the important 
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challenges faced by student leaders of color. These experiences are explored and further 

understood in both studies; these experiences are problematic, race-specific experiences 

that have gone unaddressed in the leadership identity development literature. “By 

responding only to the standard story, we let it dominate the discourse” (Ikemoto, 1997, 

p. 136). CRT, specifically counternarratives and reflections on lived experiences with 

racial microaggressions, was useful in revealing tasks that complicate the leadership 

identity development for students of color at Leadership College: (a) Resisting and 

responding to racist stereotypes; (b) effectively negotiating relationships in spaces where 

few others from their same racial backgrounds hold leadership positions; and (c) serving 

as positive representatives for their racial group. Specific to this dissertation, CRT 

provided a particular lens with which to view the apparently objective, race neutral or 

colorblind ideologies, practices, and policies of leadership programs and leadership 

development models being applied on college campuses through the lived experiences of 

students of color who serve as leaders on campuses like Leadership College. 

Limitations 

There are currently two main limitations to this study. First, although the study is 

a case study of multiple participants (cases), it is conducted at a single institution. 

Therefore, analysis of institutional differences are not a possibility. The study was 

bounded to a particular group of students of color at a public, 4-year private liberal arts 

college in the Midwest. As a result of the site selection, the findings may not be 

transferrable to other liberal arts college campuses or PWIs. Students of color who attend 

private institutions, PWIs, or any institution other than Leadership College may reveal 

different experiences in their leadership identity development process. In addition, the 
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unique aspects of where Leadership College was located, in a predominately White rural 

town, are not necessarily transferable to other traditional college towns/cities. 

Second, this study focused exclusively on the experiences of students of color at 

this particular liberal arts college; thus the perspective of the participants of this study 

could not address the experiences of all students of color. The heterogeneity of the 

students of color also does not mean all students of color experience race the same way in 

the leadership identity development process. This study did not explore similarities or 

differences amongst the races of the student leaders of color at Leadership College. It is 

possible that individuals from specific races may experience similarities and differences 

in their development of a leadership identity. 

Implications for Practice 

Over the years, researchers in higher education have argued the need for 

increasing students of color in campus leadership activities at PWIs (Brown, 2006; 

Cuyjet, 1997, 2006; Harper, 2009b; Kimbrough & Harper, 2006; Museus, 2008). In this 

study, CRT was useful in exposing how students of color experience leadership at a 

highly selective predominantly White liberal arts campus. Racist encounters described by 

the participants could make efforts to increase student engagement in leadership 

development counterproductive. That is, if the environment in which these students do 

their work is replete with racist stereotypes and unjustified perceptions of incompetence, 

excessive expectations for racial representation, and the racially inconsistent enforcement 

of standards and consequences, students might be less energized to cultivate future 

students leaders of color. 
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Leadership College administrators should attempt to gain a greater understanding 

of how to support students of color who serve in leadership roles on campus and in the 

surrounding community. It is imperative that faculty, staff, and administrators at PWIs 

have a greater understanding of the specific needs and concerns of student leaders in 

order to adequately assist them in their student leadership development. This is even 

more imperative for students of color, given the campus racial climate at highly selective 

predominately White institutions like Leadership College. Information about this 

population may be gained by affording them an opportunity to self-reflect as well as 

share their experiences. Students expressed opportunities to engage with college 

administration, but only when the administration wanted their opinion on issues of 

diversity. Opportunities established by Leadership College, like the Unity Rally, to resist 

and respond to racism as a campus community would be an institutional way to address 

the salient student leaders’ experiences with racism and microaggressions on campus. 

Specific to Leadership College, the ideal student leadership development 

environment at a liberal arts institution should offer a four-year program that included 

curricular and co-curricular opportunities to engagement in undergraduate leadership 

development both inside and outside the classroom in a structured way. Each student 

could engage in leadership development with a mentor or advisor beginning in the first-

year, and a peer mentor, and progress through a program with learning outcomes of 

leadership development, but also addressing injustices on campus. The program would 

culminate with a capstone experience. In the later years of their collegiate experience at 

Leadership College, I would recommend that students would also provide mentorship for 

younger students. 
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Finally, this study highlighted that students need to be supported in their efforts to 

self-govern and explore their understandings of the social justice mission of the 

institution. This includes institutional support for students to organize, develop, finance, 

and regulate their own organizations. These things are already happening for the students 

at Leadership College. 

The results suggested that leading their peers and creating their own programming 

were examples of self-governance for students of color at Leadership College. 

Institutions that provide and encourage student organized, governed, and managed 

organizations add to the learning environment for their populations. But there is 

significant consequences when advisers are not engaged in the day to day advising and 

operations of these student organizations. This is highlighted by students of color taking 

on the burden and expectation to resist, address, and respond to microaggressions, racism, 

and injustices they experience by being in the role of a leader. The data emphasized that 

tremendous leadership development occurred when students were given the responsibility 

for their own organizations, and specifically for these student leaders of color their role in 

addressing injustices on campus. Rethinking the role of student affairs administrators and 

faculty in the self-governance value at Leadership College is imperative. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This dissertation had a goal of filling a gap in the student leadership development 

literature by examining and understanding the leadership experiences of students of color 

at a highly selective liberal arts college; yet it is imperative that additional research be 

done in order to gain a greater understanding of their leadership experiences and expand 



135 

this area of research. The findings of this study, participant observations and the 

limitations described earlier suggest additional areas of research. 

While the intent of this study was to focus on the leadership experiences of 

students of color at Leadership College, the use of a single PWI limits the generalizability 

of the findings. As a result, the findings of this study may not be applicable at other 

predominantly liberal arts colleges, White institutions, Historically Black colleges and 

universities, Hispanic Serving Institutions, or all-female institutions. For future research, 

including students of color who attend various institutional types (i.e. cross-case analysis) 

to gain deeper insights into the leadership identity development process and the role the 

campus environment process would contribute to the current literature. Furthermore, it 

may be interesting to explore and compare the differences and similarities in leadership 

experiences for undergraduate students of color attending various institutional types and 

the role of resisting and responding to racism in the leadership development process. 

There were valuable understandings gained from this study, however, the 

researcher only conducted the study during an academic year, and more time in collecting 

data may result in richer data. Therefore, a longitudinal study may provide a more rich 

and in-depth description of the leadership identity development of undergraduate students 

of color. Specifically, future research could be developed to follow cohorts of student 

leaders of color beginning their first-year of college and continuing through college 

graduation. Questions to explore might include: What was their entry way in getting 

involved on campus? How did they navigate and resist racism and microaggressions 

during their first-year and how did that change over time and as they were more involved 

on campus? 
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The above recommendations for future research are offered to encourage 

improving practices and policies for undergraduate student leaders at PWIs and to gain a 

holistic and comprehensive understanding of the experiences of undergraduate student 

leaders who identify as persons of color by expanding the student development literature. 

This study is only a beginning to a long journey of understanding and conceptualizing the 

leadership experiences of undergraduate student leaders of color and the role of race in 

the leadership identity development process. 

Conclusion 

The core mission of student affairs is to develop students holistically by 

connecting curricular and co-curricular initiatives on campus. Institutions of higher 

education are uniquely positioned to educate tomorrow’s leaders and initiate change in 

the number of students of different ethnicities in leadership roles. The findings and 

recommendations of this study have been summarized and presented in this chapter for 

implications and recommendations for research and practice in the hopes that it will 

enable those who work with diverse populations an opportunity to better understand a 

growing population within the academy as well as the biases that still exist in leadership 

paradigms. 
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APPENDIX A.  PRE-INTERVIEW 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. Your feedback will provide invaluable 
insight in meeting the future needs of other students of color by shedding light on the 
leadership experiences by this population at a liberal arts college. Prior to participating in 
your first interview, please take a few minutes to complete the following background 
information and submit to the researcher. 

Demographic 

1 Age: _____ 

2 Ethnic Identification: _____________________ 

3 Racial Identification: ______________________ 

4 Gender Identification: ____________________ 

5 Classification (i.e.- Junior or Senior): _____________________ 

6 Hometown: ______________________ 

7 Major: _____________________ 

8 Please list the student organizations you are involved and if you hold a leadership 
position: 
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APPENDIX B.  INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 

Interview #1 Protocol 

Guiding questions for individual interviews: Introduce myself and share informed 
consent, ask to create a pseudonym  

1 Tell me about yourself, who is “name”  

2 I would like to start with some demographic questions. How do you describe your 
heritage? Why do you use this label instead of others? What does it mean to be “xyz 
race/ethnicity?” 

3 Tell me about someone you admire or consider a role model? What about him/her do 
you admire? 

4 Tell me why you got involved and when? How did you begin to think of yourself as a 
person who could engage with others and get things done? prompts (if needed): 

a Tell me about an experience that worked really well who led that experience? 
What was your role? And tell me about an experience that didn’t work well? 

5 Tell me more about experiences you had learning to work with other people?   

a Prompts (if needed): What about working with people different than you? Does 
your leadership change if the opposite gender is involved? Does race/ethnicity 
matter? You seem to be “xyz” focused, when did you switch to using this style 
of working with others? 

6 Who has the power/influence in a group and how do you know that individual has the 
power? 

7 When you are in a group who gets things rolling and how do you know they are 
moving things forward? 

8 How do you react to people calling you a “leader”? 

9 What’s your philosophy of leadership and has it changed? If so, how? 

10 How has “Leadership College” shaped your leadership? (talk about Leadership 
College as a highly selective liberal arts college; race; campus climate) 

11 Is there anything else you would like to add? 
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Interview #2 Protocol 

1 What initially compelled you to become a leader at Leadership College? 

2 What were your expectations of the leadership position before you were in the 
position—meaning, what kind of experience were you expecting to have in the 
position? 

3 How have your actual experiences differed from the experiences you were expecting 
to have? 

4 What do you enjoy most about being a student leader at Leadership College? 

5 In case you haven’t noticed, there are not a lot of students of color who are 
considered leaders on this campus. Why do you think there are so few of you? 

6 How would you describe the racial climate at Leadership College? 

7 What roles have race and racial dynamics played in your experiences as a student of 
color at Leadership College? 

8 In your role as a student leader, tell me about a situation where you felt you 
experienced something that was directly attributable to your race. 

9 Why have you chosen to continue in your leadership position(s)? 

10 Earlier, I asked what you liked most about being a student leader. Now, I’m 
interested in knowing what you like least about being a student leader. Probe: How 
does this dissatisfaction affect your performance and motivation to do a good job?) 

11 What advice would you give a future student leader with a similar background as you? 

Interview #3 Protocol 

Introduction: Share the purpose of the final interview – member check, expound upon 
and/or confirm themes generated in individual interviews 

1 So you talked about “xyz” in your interviews, what does “xyz” mean to you? 

2 One of the themes that emerged was “xyz,” is this an accurate interpretation? Is it 
true to your experience? 

3 Continue with this type of interaction 

4 Anything else you would like to add? 
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APPENDIX C.  EMAIL SENT TO UNIVERSITY ADMINISTRATORS 
TO SOLICIT NOMINATIONS 

Dear [University Administrator, Faculty, or Staff], 

Hello, I am writing to ask for your assistance in identifying students to participate in my 
doctoral research study. 

The purpose of this study is to explore and describe the leadership identity development 
of students of color who are leaders at a liberal arts college. In total, I plan to interview 8-
12 men and women. Each student will participate in three individual interviews lasting 
approximately 60 to 90 minutes each. As a university administrator who advises and/or 
supervises student leaders, I am asking for your assistance in identifying student leaders 
of color who are interested in participating in my study. I hope to solicit participants who 
represent the diversity of student leadership at a liberal arts college. 

Four criteria are established for participation in this study: 

1 Students can be male or female and be in at least their third year of undergraduate 
study at a liberal arts college. 

2 Students must identify as a student of color and is considered a racial minority 
(African American/Black, Hispanic, Asians/Pacific Islander, and American 
Indian/Alaska Native). 

3 Students who are considered to be leaders on campus and are known to develop 
strong relationships in student organizations and impact liberal arts colleges 
positively by their involvement. 

If you would, please speak with individuals whom you believe will best represent these 
criteria and ask if they are willing to participate in this study. Then, please forward the 
names, emails, and phone numbers of these individuals to me at your earliest 
convenience. 

If you have any questions, or need additional information, please do not hesitate to 
contact me at ccbeatty@iastate.edu or at 317-414-7401. 

Sincerely, 

Cameron Beatty  

 
Ph.D. Candidate, 
School of Education 
Iowa State University 
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APPENDIX D.  LETTER OF INFORMED CONSENT TO 
INTERVIEWEES PARTICIPATING IN THE RESEARCH 

STUDY 

Title: Exploring the experiences of students of color and leadership development at a 
liberal arts college 

Dear ________________________, 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. The principal investigator of this 
study is Cameron, a doctoral candidate in the Higher Education Administration Program, 
School of Education in the College of Human Sciences at Iowa State University. The 
study will include about 12 students from liberal arts colleges who are currently involved 
in student organizations. Your participation as an interviewee will require a total of 
approximately 5 hours of your time. I want to learn more about your experiences as a 
college student who is involved. 

The purpose of the study is to learn about the journey of undergraduate students of color 
who are involved on campus, through their words and experiences. The study will 
include 3 interviews, each approximately 60 to 90 minutes with each student who 
participates, for a total time commitment of approximately 5 hours. I am seeking to 
understand how your experience with involvement and understanding of what it means to 
be a person who is involved, have guided you to become the person you are today, and, 
how these experiences and understanding may guide your future in relation to leadership. 

Four criteria are established for participation in this study: 

1 Students can be male or female and be in at least their third year of undergraduate 
study at a liberal arts college. 

2 Students must identify as a student of color and is considered a racial minority 
(African American/Black, Hispanic, Asians/Pacific Islander, and American 
Indian/Alaska Native). 

3 Students who are considered to be leaders on campus and are known to develop 
strong relationships in student organizations and impact the liberal arts college 
positively by their involvement. 

During the interview you will be asked questions about your childhood experiences, your 
schooling, people who have impacted your life, your leadership experience, your 
race/ethnicity, and your future goals. These questions will serve as a guide to the 
interview, but the format of the interview is open to reflect what you wish to share and 
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you may elect to skip any questions that you do not want to answer. You are not required 
to participate in this study for any reason and you have the ability to end your 
participation at any time, for any reason. In addition, I will answer any questions you may 
have concerning this project. To thank you for participating, you will receive a $25 gift 
card of your choice from one of the following: iTunes, Target, or Best buy. In addition, 
you may find that participating in this study provides a unique opportunity to reflect upon 
the ways that your experiences have guided and will continue to guide you and your 
understanding of leadership. The transcripts of each interview will be provided to you for 
your review prior to my analysis of data. I do not expect any harm to you by being in the 
study. 

All of your answers are private and confidentiality will be maintained in the following 
ways: 

1 The recording and transcript of your interview will be identified by a special  
number (not your name or student number) and kept on a password protected laptop. 

2 I will ask that you develop a pseudonym that will be used in all written  
documentation. 

3 In addition, the recorded interviews will be deleted at the conclusion of the  
dissertation process. 

If you would like to talk to someone about your rights of being a subject in this study, 
you may contact the Iowa State University Institutional Review Board at (515) 294-4566. 
If you have questions, need to contact me, or would like additional information, you may 
contact me at any time at (317) 414-7401 or via email at ccbeatty@iastate.edu. 

Please review the informed consent form attached. I will bring this form to our first 
interview and will also be able to answer additional questions you might have then. Your 
signature on the attached document indicates that you have read the informed consent 
document, that all of your questions have been answered, that you are aware of your 
rights, and that you would like to participate in this study. 

Sincerely, 

Cameron C. Beatty 

 

Ph.D. Candidate 
School of Education 
Iowa State University 
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