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This qualitative study examines the perspectives of Black Student
Leaders (BSLs) as they navigate higher education and negotiate
their leadership identities during the recent national refinement
process. According to Beatty et al. (2025), the recent rolling back of
federal initiatives that were aimed at providing access for
marginalized people in American society have BSLs reporting high
levels of exhaustion and confusion. Grounded in the theory of
Leadership for Liberation and the Social Change Model of
Leadership, this study will examine the lived experiences shared by
BSLs, using their qualitative data to point out the constraints on their
capacity to thrive at an HWI during this redefining era. In addition,
this study will highlight the impacts of identity negotiation as these
scholars prevail during legislative changes in higher education.

The findings of this study highlight that leadership for Black student

leaders is not merely a role, but an emotionally charged and

mentally demanding experience shaped by institutional climates that

often fail to affirm their full humanity. Consistent with Harper’s

(2024) framing of liberation, participants revealed that navigating
leadership in higher education requires constantly pushing against

\ norms and expectations that were not designed with their identities
W ol I INn mind. Their experiences illustrate that the work of leadership

s \ becomes taxing when students must simultaneously advocate for

their communities and challenge oppressive structures.

Individual Values

* Liberation®
* Consciousness of Self
* Storytelling®
*Congruence

«Commitment

(Recommendation #1) Work on Socialization and Serving BSLs
Supported by Astin’s Theory of Student Involvement (1984) and
Tinto’s Theory of Integration (1993). Both frameworks highlight the
powerful influence of faculty-student interaction as a mechanism for
engagement and integration.
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* System Challenging®
* Controversy with Civility
(or Courage)

* Power and Oppression
Acknowledgment*

* Common Purpose
* Support Networks*
* Collaboration

Community Values

Aims of the Research

Many leadership models fail to consider the ideation of liberation,
which Jordan Harper (2024) defines as “the push and pull away
from dominant and oppressive status quo systems that have long
prioritized dehumanization and subjection and, instead, creating and

demanding life-affirming futures built on collectivity, mutuality, care,
and justice” (p. 72). While observing Black student leaders, it is provide BSLs with tools to navigate racialized stressors, understand

*Fellowship*

*Citizenship

(Recommendation #2) Implement ldentity-Affirming Leadership
Development Spaces

Fig 1. New configuration of Social Change Model for Leadership (SCM) Workshops, retreats, and ongoing cohort-based programs can

(asterisk* denotes new value)

essential to recognize that hidden curricula and systemic barriers
pose a significant threat to their development. Without equity in

Participants hiddep cqrricula, and culfcivate leadership practices grounded in
care, justice, and mutuality.
mind, Black student leaders may not feel valued or understood, and
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