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ABSTRACT

Reflecting on their mentoring and supervision experiences as Latina and Black women leaders in higher 
education, this article proposes that Women of Color employees are more effective when supervisors give 
them space to draw upon their own rich histories and cultural wealth in their professional lives. Viewed 
through the lens of Relational Cultural Theory, which grew out of the work of Jean Baker Miller and 
colleagues providing culturally relevant, affirmative supervision is a growth-fostering experience for 
both employee and supervisor. The tenants of RCT include authenticity, growth-fostering relationships, 
mutual empathy, and mutual empowerment as aspects of supervision that are particularly effective for 
employees with multiple intersected identities working in higher education spaces. The authors make 
recommendations for supervisor training that would allow supervisors to draw upon the cultural capital 
of their diverse employees to provide healing from oppression and build resilience through validation 
of cultural assets and approaches to leadership.
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INTRODUCTION

Although research has identified effective supervision and mentoring models in many fields, the literature 
is sparse when discussing job satisfaction, supervision, and mentoring for Women of Color working in 
higher education. We three authors in our work together have had powerful supervision and mentoring 
experiences as Women of Color working in higher education leadership roles when we had other Women 
of Color as supervisors. We have often discussed this amongst ourselves in order to identify what made 
our experiences different from past supervisory and mentoring relationships in our higher education 
careers. We wanted to write about our experiences specifically supervising Women of Color, and having 
Women of Color as supervisors to examine and share how these experiences influenced our careers, 
and helped us each grow professionally and personally. To accomplish this, we conducted a reflective 
case narrative self-inquiry to illuminate the aspects of our mentoring and supervisory relationships that 
would be beneficial for other Women of Color leaders in North American higher education settings to 
experience in order to promote their career development.

A common workplace saying is that “People do not leave jobs, they leave supervisors.” There is a 
body of literature that points to effective supervision and mentoring as an important tool for employee 
retention and engagement (Aruna, & Anitha, 2015; Carpenter, Webb, Bostock, & Coomber, 2012; Go-
mez, Travis, Ayers-Lopez, & Schwab, 2010; Mitchell, Holtom, & Lee, 2001). However, the majority 
of this literature comes from the fields of social services and management. Much less is written about 
effective supervision and mentoring of employees in higher education. Often, the higher education lit-
erature on supervision focuses on faculty members supervising graduate students in clinical counseling 
internships. The literature is even sparser in discussing the supervision experiences of Women of Color 
in higher education.

Further, higher education organizational structures lend themselves to employees assuming supervi-
sory roles with little or no training in effective supervision. Faculty members are individual contributors 
until they become program leads or department chairs, and suddenly find that they are hiring, onboard-
ing, observing, and evaluating other faculty members. In student affairs, the opportunity to supervise in 
entry-level positions is inconsistent. In residence life, and in departments that hire graduate assistants, 
new professionals can have the opportunity to supervise others, although usually in small numbers. Many 
entry-level student affairs professionals are individual contributors as advisors, recruiters, or coordina-
tors, until they receive promotions to the next level, usually to assistant directors, and they become 
supervisors. Additionally, moving from supervising one or two students to supervising a team or large 
department staff can be a big change for an inexperienced supervisor.

Effective Supervision in Student Affairs Administration

The literature in student affairs in higher education includes some information on effective supervision. 
While there is no one right way to supervise, a key element is keeping people at the center of your focus 
and understanding that supervision is about on-going relationships (McNair, 2011). An effective supervi-
sor is a person who is self-aware and has done the self-work to clarify their values and beliefs (McGraw, 
2011; McNair, 2011). Self-awareness will also help supervisors understand how their experiences shape 
their perceptions, and may be different from their employees (Roper, 2011). Effective supervisors meet 
employees where they are, and provide support, coaching, and work assignments that play to their 
skills and help them build their professional capacity (McGraw, 2011). Supervisors can also take time 
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