JAAWGE

Journal of African American
Women and Girls in Education

Spring 2025
Vol. 5, No.1

pp: 1-5
DOI: 10.21423/jaawge-v5i1a193

| AM! Discovering/Centering Black Women at
Historically Black Colleges and Universities

Jennifer M. Johnson
Temple University

Felecia Commodore
University of Illinois, Urbana Champaign

Lori D. Patton
University of California, Los Angeles

“It seems that when there are men around who are flexing their assertive muscles, there is no
room for Black women to do the same...if Black women suppress their assertive selves to please
men, then we can understand why it’s easier for them to develop their assertive abilities on white
campuses [compared to HBCU campuses] (p. 145)” - Jacqueline Fleming (1984) Blacks in
College

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) have been celebrated for their
nurturing and familial campus environments (Johnson & Jackson, 2024; Mobley, 2017; Smith et
al.,, 2021). These institutions have also been lifted as sites for leadership development,
empowerment, and innovation (Lee-Johnson, 2021; Mabley et al., 2025; Winkle-Wagner et al.,
2019). Though earlier HBCU research tended to engage in comparative studies in relationship to
predominantly white institutions (PWIs), there have been, more contemporarily, studies focusing
solely on HBCU campuses and characteristics (e.g., Johnson, 2019; Njoku et al., 2017; Patton et
al., 2023; Williams & Taylor, 2022). These studies have pushed prior conversations on leadership,
student development, student success, STEM education, and other critical topics.

Similarly, the scholarship on Black women in college has expanded over time. While
earlier works often compared Black women to their white counterparts, more recent research has
purposefully centered Black women'’s college experiences, decoupled from comparisons with their
same gender or same race counterparts, and allowing for more nuanced observations and findings.
This body of work has addressed areas such as Black women’s identity development, college
choice, mental health, engagement in sorority life, and participation in leadership development
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(Castelin & White, 2022; Commodore et al., 2018; Domingue, 2015; Ofoegbu, 2023; Patton &
Croom, 2017; Porter & Dean, 2015; Q., Williams et al., 2022). Although central to increasing how
we understand their experiences, much of this research has been situated within a predominantly
white campus setting, though some scholarship has focused on HBCUs (e.g., Cooper et al., 2021;
Krebs et al., 2011; Jones, 2020; Njoku & Patton, 2017; Patton & Simmons, 2008; Williams &
Johnson, 2019).

As the scholarship within each of these distinct areas (HBCUs and Black women) continues
to unfold, much of what we understand regarding HBCUs and Black women’s gendered
experiences is both limited and insufficient to capture their lived realities in HBCU environments.
Moreover, what has been uncovered through research is often siloed into various disciplinary
spaces, requiring those conducting studies to cognitively conjure what ecosystems are created by
Black women and how these ecosystems are discovered, experienced, and navigated. Though
tensions exist when discussing gender issues at HBCUSs, these issues and experiences, as several
scholars argue, must continue to be explored beyond comparisons to Black men (Commodore,
2019; Johnson & McGowan, 2017; Mobley & Johnson, 2019; Lee, 2021; Njoku et al., 2017).
Much more remains to be learned about Black women across the postsecondary landscape,
particularly how they experience and navigate HBCUSs. This thematic issue centers Black women’s
experiences and invites authors from various spaces and places on HBCU campuses and in the
HBCU community into a collective and necessary conversation.

Overview

With a focus on Spelman College and Bennett College, Dickens, Taylor, and Holly
revisit the motivations for attending an HBCU among Black undergraduate women from a Black
feminist standpoint. It is one of the few empirical studies designed to assess how the intersection
of race and gender identity is associated with reasons for attending HBCUs designed for the
education of Black womyn.

Wilkerson, Entress, Walker, and Samuels explore the significance of centering Black
women’s voices within political messaging at HBCUs. The study focuses on the political
socialization of college-aged students, emphasizing Black women voters' historical and
contemporary impact. Relatedly, Lee-Johnson, Gaskew, Ray, and Foster-Pierre unpack the
leadership experiences of undergraduate Black women. Through critical visual methodology, the
study provides space for Black women to define leadership, not just in their own words, but
through creative expression. Participants had the opportunity to draw and reflect on pictures
created to represent the qualities that make their leadership styles unique.

Turning our attention to campus environments, Hall, Jones, and Dickens take an
important look at intimate partner violence among young Black women attending HBCUs. Their
work highlights the importance of exploring how gendered norms and campus social pressures
influence why Black women may justify experiences with intimate partner violence. We also call
attention to the need for the expansion of critical disability-focused research at HBCUs.
Ramirez-Stapleton and Porter-Vaugh describe the ways Black Deaf women desire to thrive in
Black educational spaces and how to make HBCUs more accessible and inclusive for Deaf
students.
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This issue also unpacks the methodological challenges associated with centering Black
women in HBCU scholarship. Leggett-Robinson and Pearson embrace the epistemological
ambiguity of “objectivity,” reflecting on the concerns, biases, and freedom associated with
engaging in STEM educational research with Black women as Black women by “holding space
for our participants and ourselves.” Similarly, through phenomenological reflection, Gamble-
Lomax takes us into the world of a Black woman professor in a Teacher Education program.
Through “genuine connection to self,” she reflects on the beauty of the HBCU space, the need
for Black educators, and the historical and contemporary impact Black colleges have within the
community.

We bring these scholarly, practical, conceptual, theoretical, and philosophical
explorations together to (re)discover, center, and (re)define Black women's experiences,
sensemaking, and world-making practices within the HBCU context. Through this collective
conversation, this issue contributes to the advancement of scholarship, practice, and policies
regarding Black women of diverse HBCU stakeholder identities.
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