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Abstract: This qualitative comparative case study examines the leadership involvement of 11 Black 
collegians and how they make sense of enacting transgenerationally informed knowledge(s) as racial 
socialization to navigate a predominantly White institution (PWI) campus. Findings indicated 
participants used elder communal instruction and parental home pedagogy to inform what it means 
to be leaders who enact social justice while Black. Emergent themes were: 1) Collective Definition; 
and 2) Self-sacrifice. Participants indicated parents and elders racially socialized them to be self-
sacrificing leaders who used values, respect, and honor to preserve Black culture, people, and 
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traditions. Racial socialization processes influenced students to become leaders who built and 
sustained Black college communities by being resilient. Participants acknowledged that although 
resiliency was important there was added value in practicing racial resistance, which allowed for 
exposing racially threatening oppositions and identify acts of racism that were menacing.  
Keywords: Black Student Leadership; Transgenerational; Activism 

Examinando el continuo del liderazgo estudiantil negro: De la comunidad a la universidad y 

más allá 

Resumen: Este estudio de caso comparativo cualitativo examina la participación de liderazgo de 11 

universitarios negros y cómo les da sentido la promulgación de conocimientos informados 

transgeneracionalmente como socialización racial para navegar en un campus de institución 

predominantemente blanca (PWI). Los hallazgos indicaron que los participantes utilizaron la 

instrucción comunitaria para personas mayores y la pedagogía del hogar de los padres para informar 

lo que significa ser líderes que promulgan la justicia social mientras son negros. Los temas 

emergentes fueron: 1) Definición colectiva; y 2) Auto-sacrificio. Los participantes indicaron que los 

padres y ancianos los socializaban racialmente para que fueran líderes abnegados que usaban los 

valores, el respeto y el honor para preservar la cultura, la gente y las tradiciones negras. Los procesos 

de socialización racial influyeron en los estudiantes para que se convirtieran en líderes que 

construyeron y sostuvieron comunidades universitarias negras siendo resilientes. Los participantes 

reconocieron que, aunque la resiliencia era importante, la práctica de la resistencia racial tenía un 

valor agregado, lo que permitía exponer las oposiciones que amenazaban a la raza e identificar los 

actos de racismo. 

Keywords: Liderazgo estudiantil negro; Transgeneracional; Activismo 

 

Examinando o continuum da liderança do estudante negro: Da comunidade à faculdade e 

além 

Resumo: Este estudo de caso comparativo qualitativo examina o envolvimento de liderança de 11 

universitários negros e como eles entendem a promulgação de conhecimento (s) 

transgeracionalmente informado (s) como socialização racial para navegar em um campus de 

instituição predominantemente branca (PWI). Os resultados indicaram que os participantes usaram 

instrução comunitária para idosos e pedagogia familiar para informar o que significa ser líderes que 

promovem justiça social enquanto negros. Os temas emergentes foram: 1) Definição Coletiva; e 2) 

Auto-sacrifício. Os participantes indicaram que pais e idosos os socializaram racialmente para serem 

líderes abnegados que usaram valores, respeito e honra para preservar a cultura, o povo e as 

tradições Negras. Os processos de socialização racial influenciaram os alunos a se tornarem líderes 

que construíram e sustentaram comunidades universitárias negras por serem resilientes. Os 

participantes reconheceram que, embora a resiliência fosse importante, havia valor agregado na 

prática da resistência racial, o que permitia expor oposições racialmente ameaçadoras e identificar 

atos de racismo. 

Keywords: Liderança do estudante negro; Transgeracional; Ativismo  
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Introduction 

 The Obama era of encouraging people to possess an “audacity to Hope” has dramatically 
shifted from an overarching American culture of valuing diversity and ethnic acceptance to that of 
anti-Blackness. For example, Blackface instances at Colorado State University and the University of 
Oklahoma (Hernandez, 2019a; Kirker, 2019a) coupled with nooses publicly displayed at Stanford 
University and University Illinois (Beachum, 2019; Shalby, 2019) provide relevant examples of how 
racism looks at predominantly White institutions since White Supremist marched with Tiki torches 
at the University of Virginia (Peters & Besley, 2017). Although the abovementioned racist instances 
elucidate the rationale for current Black collegians to be involved in social justice engagement, they 
also speak to a sense of perpetual generational urgency that Black people have dealt with throughout 
the Jim Crow and school to prison pipeline eras. To this point, the pursuit of social justice by 
descendants of the African Diaspora has evolved during the past 75 years to include the organized 
efforts of emancipatory groups such as the Black Panther Party, Student Nonviolent Coordinating 
Committee (SNCC), National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and 
recently Black Lives Matter (Garza, 2014; Peniel, 2003; White, 2016). Specifically created to 
challenge systemic anti-Blackness efforts, dismantle school to prison pipeline initiatives, and 
blatantly deconstruct platforms that embolden racism, activism by these groups has historically 
provided opportunities for transgenerational protest, which includes elder-parent-child activism, 
within communities of color and on college campuses (Dohrn & Ayers, 2016; Joshi et al., 2017).  

To illustrate, the scope and sequence of modern Black politicism is reminiscent of the Black 
Action Movement (BAM), which consisted of various multicultural student led organizations that 
held a series of student protest in 1970, 1975, and 1987 to critique American society and interrogate 
the state international economic and political affairs. Specifically, protest held the University of 
Michigan accountable to create inclusive policies for the betterment an unwelcoming hostile campus 
racial climate to include the creation of a Black student center, Black Studies program and 
supportive “minority” student services (Bryant, 2007). Examples like these empowered Black leaders 
to purposefully pursue the elimination of inequity on their campuses and within their communities, 
thereby creating a template for how to engage in social justice activism, which provided the catalyst 
for other Black collegians to be actively involved on their college campuses. In the abovementioned 
BAM example students utilized organizations to practice social justice activism, which impacted 
their persistence at predominantly White institutions’ (PWIs) across the nation. These experiences 
with racism, while attending PWIs, are informed by the legacy of scholars like Du Bois (1965) and 
Fanon (1967) that focuses on the state of colonized Black people globally. Specifically, how systems 
of oppression, which includes settler colonial institutions of higher education, consistently remind 
people of African descent about historic deficit framings of themselves as descents of the 
Transatlantic Slave Trade, juxtaposed to what it means to grapple with assimilation while seeking 
degree conferral.    

In general, the various ways in which Black students experience being African immigrants 
and African American when in pursuit of degree attainment at predominantly White institutions 
(PWI) has been broached (Allen, 1987; DeSousa & Kuh, 1996; Ervin, 2001; Flowers, 2002; Fleming, 
1984; Harper & Hurtado, 2007; Johnson & Lane, 2016; Lyons, 1973; Patton et al., 2011). In 
particular, we understand that outcomes such as gendernoir racial battle fatigue (Hotchkins, 2017a), 
which is describes “the nuanced experiences of racial battle fatigue at the intersection of being 
women (e.g., gender) and Black (e.g., race)” (p. 2), can result when Black students are exposed to 
hostile PWI campus racial climates for prolonged periods of time (Fleming, 1984; Hurtado et al., 
2015; Rankin & Reason, 2005). To illustrate, when Black students are immersed in a college White 
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institutional presence (WIP) varied forms of racial trauma are seen and felt that include academic 
discrimination, cultural marginalization, and social isolation as a consequence to racism (Black, 2004; 
Cooke, 2002; Thompson, 2000; Wallace & Bell, 1999). Gusa (2010) stated “WIP is the 
institutionalized fusion of White worldview, White supremacy, and White privilege, and the 
manifestation of WIP can be categorized into four intricately linked attributes: White ascendancy, 
monoculturalism, White blindness, and White estrangement” (p. 472). Cumulatively, these attributes 
manifest holistically as deleterious to Black students whether in the form of subdued racial 
microaggressions (Harris et al., 2015; Hollingsworth et al., 2018; Nadal et al., 2014; Robinson-Wood 
et al., 2015; Sue, 2010) or as flagrant racism (Brown, 2018; Kelly, 2018; Smith et al., 2007)—both 
having a lasting impact degree attainment. 

Subsequently, Black students who traverse WIP environments by practicing social justice 
activism as leaders in historically Black and predominantly White co-curricular organizations do so 
by means of online involvement to avert racism-based circumstances (Sandoval-Almazan & Gil-
Garcia, 2014; Schuschke & Tynes, 2016). These culturally compromising situations place Black 
students in psychological, physiological and behavioral jeopardy while pursuing degree attainment 
(Arminio et al., 2000; Chatters, 2018; Hotchkins & Dancy, 2017; Sutton & Kimbrough, 2001). As it 
pertains to participants in this study, the personal rationale for social justice pursuits is informed by 
elders and parents of Black student leaders who were raised within communities that valued activism 
and socialized their children to do the same. In fact, these emancipatory ontological, epistemological 
and axiological perspectives are inculcated throughout child, adolescent and young adult years as a 
form of racial socialization grounded in Black liberation philosophy (Herndon & Hirt, 2004; Peters, 
1985; Stevenson, 1994). To illustrate, philosophies of racial preservation stem from ancestral 
narratives about enduring Chattel Slavery, Jim Crow, Black Codes, Segregation, and school to prison 
pipelines (Hartman, 2007; Womack, 2017) that adversely impact descendants of the African 
Diaspora in perpetuity. 

The purpose of this qualitative comparative case study is to examine how Black student 
leaders make sense of enacting transgenerationally informed social justice pursuits, based on racial 
socialization, while attending a PWI campus. Drawing upon the lived experiences of 11 participants, 
this study informs current research by further explaining how these students strategically navigate 
PWI environments. Participants enacted social justice in an attempt to resist, re-organize and re-
structure exclusionary systems (e.g., student government funding policies) that influenced what was 
perceived as a hostile campus racial climate. Further, applied social justice tactics were directly 
informed by elders, parents and community members cultural contributions prior to and throughout 
participants attending college. Finally, we acknowledge that African and African American are not 
synonymous; however, participants used the terms interchangeably with Black to describe 
themselves and peers.       

Questions Guiding the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to understand how Black student leaders make sense of enacting 
social justice as a result of transgenerational racial socialization to navigate college. The overarching 
lines of query that informed the study were:  

1. How do Black student leaders experience enacting social justice on a PWI campus?  
2. What do Black students value about transgenerational leadership knowledge shared by 

parents, elders, and members of their communities? 
3. How are transgenerational leadership knowledges applied on campus?  
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Authors also asked participants questions about what it meant to be a leader, how they defined 
social justice, and to what extent being Black as coupled to a legacy of ancestral oppression informed 

self-perceptions of emancipatory practices.  

Literature Review 

 What it means to be Black has been broached by varied scholars, but the Du Boisian (1903) 
definition of “double consciousness” has remained the quintessential framing: 

Double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of 
others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused 
contempt and pity. One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro. (1903, p. 9) 

This perspective offered by Du Bois (1903) explores the conundrum experienced by American 
descendants of Africa who despise being ascribed as deficit while owning a positive sense of self that 
will likely never be accepted by White society. DuBois (1965) later conceptualized:  

The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife—this longing to 
attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self. 
In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. He would not 
Africanize America...He would not bleach his Negro soul...He simply wishes to 
make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American, without being 
cursed and spit upon by his fellow, without having the doors of Opportunity closed 
roughly in his face. (p. 215) 

These frames were offer a glimpse of evolution where the latter perspective constitutes a merger of 
what it means to be American and Black in a positive way that simultaneously embraces the past that 
is African heritage and present that is Black excellence.  

Similarly, Fanon (1952) arrived at similar conclusions about ‘double consciousness’ being 
experienced by Black people globally, beyond an American context:  

The Black man possesses two dimensions: one with his fellow Blacks, the other 
with the Whites. A black man behaves differently with a white man than he does 
with another black man. There is no doubt whatsoever that this fissiparousness is a 

direct consequence of the colonial undertaking,” (p. 1). 

In a subsequent iteration of the concept ‘double consciousness’ Fanon (1967) speaks to the context 
of Black identity within being colonized when he offered the notion that:  

Overnight the Negro has been given two frames of reference within which he has 
to place himself...[H]is customs and the sources on which they are based, were 
wiped out because they were in conflict with a civilization that he did not know and 
that imposed itself on him. (p. 110)  

This framing speaks to the heinous nature of White colonization as he acknowledges that it is 
difficult for colonized intellectuals to emancipate Black people if they speak, act and think like the 
White colonizer. Despite Du Bois’ (1903, 1965) and Fanon’s (1952, 1967) framing of “double 
consciousness” being nearly 110 years ago, contextualized research concerning similar experiences 
by Black students attending modern day PWIs (Arminio et al., 2000; Gin et al., 2017; Fleming, 1984; 
Harper, 1975; Hurtado et al., 1998; Kimbrough, 1995; Kimbrough & Hutcheson, 1998; Patton et al., 
2011; Person & Christensen, 1996) has led to a single, overarching conclusion—to exist under the 
normative gaze of Whiteness often results in adverse social, academic and behavioral outcomes. 
Coping mechanisms are often found within family-based support systems that encourage holistic 
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development and community contribution while attending college, where academic success is 
culturally demanded (Carter-Francique et al., 2015; Dennis et al., 2005; Johnson & Lane, 2016) and 
the building of social capital is recognized.         
 In part, this desire to give back to their communities stems from Black students’ racial 
socialization by their parents to see themselves as part of a Black collective that requires their service 
(Peters, 1985). Peters (1985) defines racial socialization as “tasks Black parents share with all parents-
providing for and raising children…but include the responsibility of raising physically and 
emotionally healthy children who are Black in a society in which being Black has negative 
connotations” (p. 161). The cultural transmission of Black values and beliefs serves as not only a 
source of prideful information concerning what it means to be Black, but also acknowledges “racial 
socialization messages are lifelong memories that make up ‘Who I am’ stories. They form the 
foundation of African American children’s identities” (Stevenson, 1994, p. 193) that positively shape 
their world view. Various researchers also found cultural relevance of family influence as central to 
Black students’ holistic growth that raises academic outcomes, scholarly self-esteem, validation of 
intellectual ability and entitlement to attend college due to having an awareness of interracial 
protocols (Bowman & Howard, 1985; Dressier, 1987; Kiah, 1992; McAdoo, 1993). Furthermore, 
while academic achievement is a primary expectation of nuclear families, Black students are also 
provided emotional and social guidance through fictive kinships (Dressier, 1987; Herndon & Hirt, 
2004) that firmly frame community as the ultimate resource concerning how being Black and 
resilient looks at PWIs.          
 This assertion that Black families are a communal resource informs an understanding about 
how when in doubt Black students must not only thrive during uncertainty, but also were also 
prepared to be racially resiliency prior to attending college (Herndon & Hirt, 2004; McAdoo, 1993). 
Similarly, Hotchkins (2017b) defines the racial resistance of Black collegians as “identifying racially 
threatening sources (e.g., White peers) and responding by developing strategies (e.g., organizing 
protest) to avert race-based trauma” (p. 270)—a liberatory process that is reminiscent of Black 
collegian’s Civil Rights pursuits to secure social justice for Black people. To this point students 
engage in emancipatory activities as leaders in historically Black organizations (Dancy & Hotchkins, 
2015; Hotchkins & Dancy, 2017; Patton et al., 2011; Sutton & Kimbrough, 2001) where they further 
learn how to be socially responsible, challenge deficit stereotypes and respond to racism where 
threatening campus racial climates are prevalent (Dugan, 2006; Joseph, 2003; Morris, 1981; 
Robinson-Wood, 2009; Rosenthal, 1975; Sawyer III & Palmer, 2014).     
 As a key example of Black development within leadership roles Harper and Quaye (2007) 
interviewed 32 high-achieving African American males about their organizational experiences and 
learned ethnic leadership opportunities honed their Black identity development by facilitating Black 
expression and validation. Moreover, these ethnic organizations cultivated moments for participants 
to engage in leadership situations where they learned cross-cultural communication skills that 
enabled them to better understand the experiences racially different peers, thereby informing 
advocacy for students of color who were also marginalized. Whether employing social justice 
strategies to hold universities accountable, to assure stable mental health by reversing 
intergenerational trauma, or proactively responding to sexual assault against LGBTQIA members 
(Barlow, 2018; Krause et al., 2017; Renn, 2007), Black students are actively involved in attacking 
systems of oppression to advance marginalized people to achieve the purposeful fulfillment of elders 
and parental expectations. This study converges with the abovementioned literature concerning how 
Black collegians participate in social justice, but it diverges in informing how transgenerational, 
proximal experiences with simultaneous systems, micro-, meso-, exo-, macro- and chronosystems 
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Bronfenbrenner (1979, 1994, 2005), inform identity development of Black students who engage in 
social justice practices.  

Theoretical Framework 

Ecological Environmental Model 

 The ecological paradigm of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1994, 2005) was utilized to explore how 
Black student leaders make sense of enacting social justice as a result of transgenerational racial 
socialization (Herndon & Hirt, 2004; Peters, 1985). Bronfenbrenner (2005) stated five simultaneous 
systems, micro-, meso-, exo-, macro- and chronosystems, inform identity development within 
children due to proximal interactions that are interpersonal. Specifically, child–child, parent–child, 
elder–child, and child–environmental interactions influence the ontological, epistemological and 
axiological perspectives of children. Micro- is defined as direct surroundings; Meso- links children to 
formative points of interaction (e.g. daycares); Exo- is representative of indirect human interactions 
(e.g. school principals); Macro- consists of engrained societal performances (e.g. anti-Blackness); and 
Chrono- represents influencers of identity development across the passage time. For the purpose of 
this paper, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1994, 2005) framework operates in concert with two racial 
socialization models (Herndon & Hirt, 2004; Peters, 1985) that rely on the passage of 
transgenerational knowledge for elders, parents and fictive kin directly to Black children, which 
constitutes a proximal process (Bronfenbrenner, 1994).      
 Each of the systems, micro-, meso-, exo-, macro- and chrono, informs this study to explain 
why participants construct social justice as necessary and to provide a transgenerational panoramic 
view about parental, elder and community expectations concerning the importance of explicitly 
performing emancipatory acts to engender equality. To illustrate, study participants mentioned 
instances when their elders described the urgency of avoiding perpetual systems of oppression (i.e. 
school to prison pipelines) that served as vestiges of chattel slavery (e.g., macro-system; Hartman, 
2007; Womack, 2017) and were a direct reason to practice social justice. Since Bronfenbrenner’s 
(2005) ecological system frames the development of children’s identities as dependent on societal 
elements, based directly on proximal interactions with environmental stimuli, it is used to also 
illustrate how transgenerational interactions influence racial perceptions of participant’s lives—to 
include those children who were raised in Black families where social justice culture was prime and 
therefore manifested in the actions of Black collegians who experienced these environments prior to 
arriving to campuses. These specific influences are based on nuclear, extended kin and fictive kin 
relationships where home pedagogies (Delgado Bernal, 2001) are exchanged and reinforced to 
inform contextual experiential sameness and difference across generations. For example, each 
participant lamented about discussions pertaining to proper police interaction protocols in order to 
preserve their humanity.           
 According to Peters (1985) the responsibility of Black families to their raise children 
holistically aware of what it means to exist in a world where racism occurs is prime. Herndon and 
Hirt (2004) postulated this contextual awareness can be achieved when Black “families provide the 
background for explaining meaning in life and the world. Another influence of family relates to 
social context. Parents provide students with a social environment that influences the way students 
view education” (p. 491). African American students’ families primarily consist of nuclear, extended 
kin and fictive kin who are responsible for the establishment of “realistic” collegiate expectations 
that drive student pursuits and accountability, as well as how they see themselves in terms of being 
Black. Fictive kin are defined as “these kinds of kinship bonds are unrelated by blood; however, they 
are viewed as equally significant as blood relationships. Fictive kinship networks may include 
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neighbors, church members, and friends” (Herndon & Hirt, 2004, p. 493). Furthermore, racial 
socialization of Black children is essential to the preservation of Black communities where humane 
framings are coupled with cultural pride and a clear understanding that freedom is not free and 
requires the application of social justice to eradicate racism even on college campuses. 
 This study elucidates two points about how transgenerational knowledge as racial 
socialization informs the application of social justice on PWI campuses: (a) Black student leaders 
apply racial resistance to navigate college; (b) understand themselves as members of a vibrant 
contributing culture that is oppressed due to being Black; and (c) honors self-sacrifice in effort to 
preserve and elevate the racial whole. 
 

Methods and Data Sources 
  
 Comparative case study (Yin, 2014) was used to conduct a real-life, contextually bound 
exploratory research that allowed for a deep dive into the lived experiences each participant and to 
contrast theme-based individual across the eleven cases of applied transgenerational social justice 
leadership (Flyvbjerg, 2006; Merriam, 1998; Salkind, 2010). Further, communal instruction and 
home pedagogy (Delgado Bernal, 2001; Collins, 1991) were considered to better grasp how Black 

student leaders enact in social justice while attending a PWI.  

Study Context 

 This study was conducted at University of Whites (UW), a research intensive public PWI in a 
Southern state. The student body is comprised of 32,485 students and 1,299 self-identify as being a 
descendant of the African Diaspora or Black. As of 2018, approximately 481 (37%) were men and 
the remaining 819 (63%) were women. The legacy of UW is one of repeated racist that include 
White students wearing Blackface, conducting culturally deficit theme parties and vandalization of 
Black student property.  

Participants 

 Purposeful sampling criterion (Patton, 1990) was applied to select eleven self-identifying 
Black student leaders, seven women and four men, who participated in the study. Criterion included: 
1) self-identifying as Black; 2) held an elected or appointed position as a leader in a co-curricular 
student organization; and 3) considered themselves as an advocate of social justice. To disaggregate 
participant’s leadership involvement data the Institutional Review Board (IRB) of UW received and 
approved our request to conduct the study, afterwards the UW Office of Diversity (OOD) emailed 
the study information Black collegians and though 26 responded, 11 were available to participate. 
Specifically, we used a snowball sampling technique with the initial participants who spread the word 
to friends about the research opportunity an although the abovementioned 26 were interested, 15 
were unable to arrange availability to be interviewed due to predetermined class and work schedule.
 Study participants were involved in at least three student organizations, each was five were 
second- and six were first-generation college going, averaging 20.5 years of age, the majority majored 
in STEM fields, nine lived on campus in residential housing, seven had accumulated at least 63 
academic credits and each had earned a cumulative GPA of 3.2 or higher. Less than half of 
participants graduated from a predominately White high school prior to attending UW and only four 
participants were ineligible to receive financial aid. Participants’ mothers’ occupations ranged from 
vice principal, high school teacher, and comedian to corporate executive with degree attainment 
varying from high school diploma to doctoral degrees. Participants’ fathers’ occupations included a 
middle school coach, pastor, police officer, professional basketball player to a dentist with degree 
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attainment ranging from a high school diploma to a masters’ degree. Eight of the participants were 
from two-parent households, while grandparents raised two students. Nine of the participants were 
raised in urban environments, one in the suburbs and one in a rural town. Upon graduating, each 
participant planned to pursue graduate degree conferral. Consequently, three sought to enter the 
professoriate, two planned to start law school, three wanted to obtain a masters of business 
administration degree, two desired to enter medical school and the remaining participant planned to 

become a high school administrator.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

 To explore how Black student leaders make sense of enacting social justice as a result of 
transgenerational racial socialization to navigate college, we conducted a comparative case study. 
Robust findings were yielded from eleven participants who provided in-depth information, as 
individual units of analysis, about their lived experiences (Yin, 2014). Three in-depth face-to-face 
interviews were conducted with each participant (i.e. 45 to 90 minutes) and a follow-up interview 
(i.e. 30 to 45 minute) for member checking purposes. According to Peräkylä & Russuvuori (2011) 
“In-depth interviews reach areas of reality that would otherwise remain inaccessible such as people’s 
subjective experiences and attitudes. The interview is also a very convenient way of overcoming 
distances both in space and in time” (p. 529). Upon receiving signed consent forms interviews were 
recorded, notated and stored in the GarageBand program.      
 A constant comparative, line-by-line open coding method of data analysis was applied to 
facilitate the emergence of themes (Merriman, 1998). Utilizing a “broad brush-stroke representation 
called holistic coding” (Saldaña, 2016, p. 23) prepared us to better answer the posed research 
questions about transgenerational racial socialization. For instance, since participants acted as 
independent units of analysis (Yin, 2014) we were able to individually and comparatively conduct 
cross-case synthesis through separately coding interview then participating in a peer review, 
debriefing of the data sessions to provide an external check of sorts for the purpose of making 
certain we exhausted the data. Data were arranged, scrutinized, and lessened into themes by coding 
then condensing codes (Creswell, 2007) until categorical similarities, differences and behaviors were 
realized within the PWI context (Eisenhardt, 1989; Stake, 1995). Completing this process provided 
substantiated meaning about participant’s understanding of navigating college.  
  

Results 
  
 Findings contribute to research about how racial socialization informs the student identity 
development of Black collegians who are involved in leadership roles (Arminio et al., 2000; Dugan, 
2006; Harper & Quaye, 2007; Herndon & Hirt, 2004; Hotchkins, 2017b; Hotchkins & Dancy, 2017; 
Kelley, 2018; Peters, 1985; Stevenson, 1994) while purposefully enacting social justice on a PWI 
campus. Data analysis resulted in two emergent themes: (a) Collective Definition; and (b) Self-
sacrifice. Participants explained that elders, parents and fictive kin racially socialized them to have 
high self-esteem, actively practice pro-Blackness and give back to their communities while being 
leaders in co-curricular organizations. The transgenerational racial socialization process instructed 
students about how to use leadership roles to develop and maintain Black student communities, in 
part through practicing racial resistance (Hotchkins, 2017b), which positively contributed to their 
resilience. Secondly, participants stated that although practicing social justice through using racial 
resistance was essential, they also found a sense of worth in expressing selfless, yet sacrificial modes 
of leadership to reinforce the preservation of a Black cultural collective while attending their PWIs.  

Furthermore, participants frequently mentioned how elders, parents, and fictive kin racial 
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socialized them, through sharing valuable transgenerational knowledge, about life lessons that 
bolstered their leadership practices. Transgenerational interactions spoke to both the rationale for 
Black progression and need to continue the legacy of social justice pursuits. Specifically, participants 
were taught how to identify, interrogate, and deconstruct sources of Black communal trepidation, in 
the past and present, to devise collective college navigational strategies. Interactive moments allowed 
for intellectual exchanges about what leading for social justice change can and should look like when 
practiced. Finally, participants appreciated transgenerational exchanges and eagerly anticipated being 
able to pay it forward across their adulthood. 

Collective Definition 

I remember growing up around my G-ma who would talk about how Black people 
of her time moved as a unit. Stories about how her father helped organize their 
communities to protect themselves are seared into my memory. He was a leader. 
(Quavo)  
 
Quavo’s sense making of Collective Definition stemmed from an understanding that not only 

does the Black community represent a collective whole, it is also attached to a notion of self-
preservation based on what he called a “symbiotic connectedness.” Cardi spoke directly to this 
notion when she explained “although I am here [college] to earn a degree, everything I do is for my 
community because they expect me to be great even when I have doubts.” The Collective Definition 
theme is defined acknowledging a commitment to the whole of Black people, actively laboring to 
achieve the emancipation of Black minds, bodies and Souls while purposefully conducting leadership 
acts that are geared to elevating Black communities. Quavo viewed his leadership success as 
informed by how elders, parents and fictive kin taught leading, their expected communal goals 
valuable lessons shared about the Civil Right era. Study participants described their ways of leading 
as explicitly informed by transgenerational stories and understood the application of histories told as 
prime to traversing the hostile UW campus climate. JT directly confirmed the value of 
transgenerational stories as helpful to navigating UW by recalling a conversation between himself 
and grandmother Janice “she said ‘be in White spaces’ to gather information from their groups to 
share with ours. Doing so, I learned about specific presidential scholarships told my organization 
constituents and one of them was selected when she applied.” 

Participants learned that purposeful strategy must be enacted in order to interrupt cyclical 
oppression so being a leader who intervenes is essential. “When my pops went to UW 21 years ago 
White students had Antebellum pro-Slavery parties and this was in the 90s. He shared how they 
responded to administration so I had the blueprint for the Blackface situation at UW” stated 
Meganthee. Meganthee’s reflection is an example of transgenerational knowledge being passed in 
order to prepare for the inevitability of campus racism at PWIs. Participants valued  
transgenerational leadership knowledge because it spoke to the usage of successful strategies for 
emancipation within a PWI context and provided a cultural template for dismantling oppression. To 
bolster this point, Yung Miami explained how the advice of her uncle Coach K informed her tactics 
for addressing racism she experienced on campus: 

Last Halloween, Kappa Alpha Order had a “cultural” party where participants 
dressed up as gangbangers with gold teeth, fake Afro wigs and wore blue bandanas. 
It was a mocking of stereotypical Black culture, which was offensive. I only knew 
about it because my White roommate Iggy was in attendance, took pics and DM’ed 
me. I told my uncle Coach K who gave me advice about how he would have handled 
it in his era and recommendations about what I needed to do. I meet with the UW 
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Greek Affairs and as a result Black students developed an ad campaign called 
“Culture Not a Costume” and film series about how to be a White Ally. That was my 
protest and it worked!   
 

Subsequently, participants divulged about how being taught communal instruction as home 
pedagogy (Delgado Bernal, 2001; Collins, 1991) actively served as a communal repository of 
histories to be exchanged amongst Black student leaders for the betterment of the collective. 
 

Self-sacrifice(?) 

“Being a leader is challenging. Sometimes I invest more in Black people than I do myself. I 
lose sleep, stress out, and my grades have taken a hit, but I remain confident because my leadership 
makes a difference” (Cardi). Pierre elaborated: “I am the BSU president so the expectation is that I 
have all the answers so I will not let anyone down. I never want to be the reason Black students fail 
so sometimes personal sacrifices need to be made.” The examples of Cardi and Pierre explain how 
self-sacrifice adversely impacts Black student leaders and why it is derived from an understanding of 
the value of diminishing oneself agenda to “lead for the people” (Kevin). Self-sacrifice(?) refers to 
participants’ investment in enacting leadership to create community uplift while adversely impact 
themselves holistically; for instance, while attending UW Black student leaders frequently spent time 
in organization meetings, attending organization events and mentoring organization members 
instead of practicing self-care, studying or meeting with faculty to discuss academic outcomes. These 
quotes and theme speak to research by Guiffrida (2004) who found that involvement in Black 
student organizations can be academically detrimental to African American collegians who focused 
more on leadership and institutional change to benefit peers students over studying and earning 
good grades. 

Stefflon lamented about the conundrum of being a successful Black leader “If I don’t do it 
who will? If my leadership doesn’t counteract the emptiness Black students feel at WTU, what good 
am I? I can be a better scholar for me, but I must be better for us.” This belief participants’ 
leadership practices were integral to Black communal successes created an interdependence that 
often resulted in students benefit and leader detriment. Kirshnik explained “the positive feeling I get 
from helping other Black students be successful is unmeasurable even though it feels like at times I 
am losing my sanity. Being the sacrificial lambs is part of it, but it is fulfilling!” However, 
transgenerational leadership knowledge(s) about how to enact measured self-sacrifice also proved 
helpful as many participants relied on elder and parental belief that “God will never place more on 
you than you can handle” (Quavo). This spiritual connectedness to elder perspectives illustrates the 
overlap of religious micro-systems and the permanence of chrono-systems (Bronfenbrenner, 2005) 
where parents, blood kin and fictive family members deep belief in an eternal higher power—Jesus 
as forever in power—served as a repeated example of the ultimate sacrifice, which was expected as a 
function of being Christian. 

Kiari reflected about his father’s experiences as an activist “he once talked about how 
dividing my time is going to be crucial to our [Black student] group success because if I flunk out it 
defeats the purpose, but sole focus is selfish.” Kiari’s response aligns with Lyons’ (1973) research 
who found that “most of the leaders appeared to be in academic difficulty because of the 
tremendous amount of time required of them in the leadership role” (p. 464), which was spent 
mostly utilizing their organizations to help African American students negotiate the campus political 
landscape. Consequently, some participants were able to better balance organizational involvement 
and focusing on the “the main thing, which is graduating and getting a career started so I can give 
back to the community financially” (Meganthee). In many instances maintaining focus was a result 
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of distributing organization work amongst members who wanted to occupy a leadership capacity, 
were willing to contribute or recognized the leader was overwhelmed and therefore wanted to make 
a similar sacrifice to mediate perceived stressors. Examples of these Black collegians bolstered the 
theme by describing how even though their organizations served as outlets for leadership 
engagement and campus involvement sources for the expression of social justice agendas and 
cultural identity (Fleming, 1984), it is not without a cost. 

 

Discussion and Implications 

By applying Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1994, 2005) ecological paradigm coupled with Peters’ 
(1985) racial socialization and Herndon & Hirt (2004) fictive kin perspectives the authors 
demonstrated that transgenerational knowledge as transmitted to Black student leaders informs their 
pursuit of social justice while attending PWIs. In fact, participants purposefully led to uplift, 
emancipate and support Black peers attending UW despite the adverse personal impact—all due to a 
deep sense of Black communal connectedness. The presumed need to apply racial resistance 
(Hotchkins, 2017b) was attributed to racism experienced by participants at UW and undergirded by 
their micro-, meso-, exo-, macro-, and chrono-systematic (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994, 2005) 
transgenerational, racial socialization learning processes. To this point, Black student leader ability to 
identify, strategize about how to endure and accurately locate hostile campus racial climate sources 
(Gusa, 2010; Hotchkins, 2017a; Hotchkins & Dancy, 2017; Hurtado et al., 2015) proved beneficial 
to navigating college. Furthermore, participants understood that the verbiage of social justice 
coupled with protest actions raises the awareness of university faculty, administrators and staff who 
are oblivious to the notion that Black life is currently depreciated as a result of historic deficit 
framing, educational segregation and cultural exclusion. 

Social Justice as Informed by Micro-, Meso-, Exo-systems 

Participants understood social justice activism to be transgenerationally essential and to 
unfurl through co-curricular organizations as a function of communal assertion, never an individual 
act. Further, Black student leaders appreciated being racially socialized by elders, parents and fictive 
kin to have a Black self-awareness, bring resources to their communities, and live to dismantle 
stereotypes about Black people (Arminio et al., 2000; Dancy & Hotchkins, 2015; Lavant & Terrell, 
1994; Hotchkins, 2017b). Subsequently, participants joined organizations actively pursued social 
justice through programming, tactics and admission of agendas with Black cultural and racial 
congruence. Moreover, transgenerationally racially socialized Black student leaders entered campus 
knowing “Black families are characterized by valuing extended kin relationships” (Herndon & Hirt, 
2004, p. 493) and understand that “power and politics are at the center of all teaching and learning, 
the application of household knowledge to situations outside of the home becomes a creative 
process that interrupts the transmission of ‘official knowledge’ and dominant ideologies” (Delgado 
Bernal, 2001, p. 624). In fact, participants’ social justice leadership practices directly resulted from 
nuclear in-home transgenerational interactions with parents (micro-); elder extended family proximal 
moments with great aunts, uncles, neighbors, church members and fictive kin (meso-); and local 
Prince Hall Masonic /G\ or #BlackLivesMatter organizations, which reinforced the need to 
preserve Black life (exo-) as a reminder descendants of the African Diaspora have been in a 
perpetual state of peril since arriving to the Americas in slave ships (Hartman, 2007; Womack, 2017).  
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Social Justice as Informed by Informed by Macro- and Chronosystems  
 

Participants’ understanding of being Black and under siege due to individual and systemic 
racism were informed by macro-systems that historically practiced oppression toward themselves, 
families and community members. Bronfenbrenner (2005) defined the ecological macrosystem as 
occupying the superordinate level human development ecology: “it is the level involving culture, 
macroinstitutions (such as the federal government), and public policy. The macrosystem influences 
the nature of interaction within all other levels of the ecology of human development” (xiv). As a 
result, participants recognized subtle and blatant racist interactions with UW White peers, faculty 
and administrators (Brown, 2018; Hollingsworth, Patton, Allen & Johnson, 2018; Kelly, 2018; Nadal 
et al., 2014; Robinson-Wood et al., 2015) as purposeful, while also being mindful of institutional 
racism occurring in K-12 school where zero-tolerance policies disproportionally compromised Black 
student learning throughout the city were UW was located. Participants constructed themselves as 
members of the African Diaspora and understood racism as a perpetual occurrence, which validates 
Bronfenbrenner’s (1994) chronosystem as “change or consistency over time not only in the 
characteristics of the person but also of the environment in which that person lives,” (p. 40) to 
include the belief that Black people live in the afterlife of surviving the transatlantic Slave trade 
(Hartman, 2007; Womack, 2017). Distinctly, the fact that participants learned about how racism 
manifests through communal instruction and home pedagogies (Collins, 1991; Delgado Bernal, 
2001), as a function of racial socialization (Herndon & Hirt, 2004; Peters, 1985), confirmed why 
participants viewed their racial identities as needing emancipation from varied forms of perpetual 
oppression within active chronosystems.        
 Study findings find that Black student leadership identity development is positively affected 
by the racial socialization process (Herndon & Hirt, 2004; Peters, 1985; Stevenson, 1994) that is built 
upon interpersonal interactions (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994, 2005) with Black elders, parents and 
fictive kin. Therefore, participants not only practiced social justice when leading to emancipate the 
Black cultural whole, but also applied racial resistance (Hotchkins, 2017b) to identify sources of 
racism then developed protective aversion strategies to grapple with the UW White institutional 
presence (Gusa, 2010). Similar to participants in the Hotchkins (2017b) study, these Black collegians 
not only “viewed racism as a perpetual system existing beyond the past and present by extending 
into the future as a source of trauma for unborn generations of Black people” (p. 278), but they also 
determined that if anything could end racism it would be found within cultural preparedness to 
resist. Therefore, perfecting the act of racial resistance was key to navigating UW and the need to do 
so justified the creation of ethnic enclaves or Black-centric places where appreciation for cultural 
commonalities and purposeful sharing of information could transpire. Finally, individual and 
collective knowledge about specific components of the UW hostile campus racial climate led to 
participants totally perform leadership for the precise purpose emancipating Black people through 
the application of social justice on campus and abroad.    

Implications for Practice 

 Study findings certainly establish the value of elders, parents and fictive kin racial 
socialization processes (Herndon & Hirt, 2004; Peters, 1985; Stevenson, 1994) to the Black identity 
of participants as shaped by proximal interpersonal interactions (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1994, 2005). 
Subsequently, participants not only learned to perform acts of social justice, but also understood 
their generational connectedness to the Black community writ large, which further affirmed the 
lifelong commitment to use leadership roles in co-curricular organizations to dismantle systems of 
oppression that used racism to erase, exploit and silence Black people. Moreover, because 
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participants framed racism part of a chronosystem that oppressed ancestors, elders, parents and 
fictive kin, based on hearing transgenerational narratives, they were prepared to make additional 
individual sacrifices to assure the stability of current and future Black communities. Additionally, 
participants leveraged leadership roles to conduct “give back” (Stefflon) opportunities for Black 
students through co-curricular organizations that had access to UW resources. Finally, although 
Black student leaders viewed themselves directly connected to the communities from whence they 
came domestically, there was also a heightened awareness of belonging to a global Black family that 
needed freeing from macroinstitutional processes such as White Colonization.  
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