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ABSTRACT

The mission of this chapter is to discuss the glass ceiling and the contributing factors that seem to impact 
faculty members at HBCUs continuously; provide insight on effective strategies to avoid pitfalls, and to 
provide helpful recommendations to advance to new grounds once the glass ceiling becomes unbreak-
able. While steps have been made to examine the impact of a positive environment, the individual is 
ultimately responsible for personal growth in their chosen environment.

INTRODUCTION

Many faculty members seem to experience stress and challenges while going through the tenure process 
and or moving up into administrative roles within the academic arena, especially at Historical Black 
Universities and Colleges (HBCUs). Several faculty members seem to lose the drive to fight and will 
tend to settle for lower ranks or non-tenure track positions, such as Instructor or Assistant Professor 
without attempting to apply for promotions. These individuals are very knowledgeable and highly skilled 
within the academic world; however, broken spirits of by previous failed attempts for advancement 
tend to overshadow these individuals. The author of this chapter is an Associate Professor and African 
American female employed at an HBCU. The pavement for success did not start after being hired as a 
junior faculty member. It started graduate school while pursuing a doctorate in health education. Pro-
gram mentors provided support and guidance, along with stressing the importance of having a plan of 
action, developing achievable goals and establishing a timeline for accomplishing certain milestones 
before entering the world of academia. It was like a jump start to prepare the author for the tenure track 
journey. Without great mentors to guide and set the stage for the rigorous road ahead, promotion and 
tenure would not have been achievable.
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According to a 2015 report in “Women mentors to shatter the glass ceiling!”, mentoring can be a 
strategy to conquer the glass ceiling for women and others that are supportive in the battle:

From other women! –women who have managed to reach the top management should mentor and guide 
the women in subordinate positions to enable them to reach ahead in their careers. The few women 
who have reached the highest ranks have been there. To them, gender is no longer an issue. They have 
compromised, made sacrifices along the way and found solutions to overcome the alleged glass ceiling. 
Their accomplishments represent significant milestones—not just for women in business—but for women 
all over the world making career choices. These women need to take up the baton and ensure a healthy 
and sustainable leadership pipeline. A poll showed that women employees felt a need for mentorship, 
coaching and commitment from senior leadership to help them rise up in their career ladders. Coaching 
the younger women in how to navigate the corporate jungle can go a long way in retaining promising 
talent and nurturing them to grow. It was felt that a woman mentor is able to understand the capabil-
ity of the female talent pool and do not pull their punches. Unlike male leaders who tend to pussyfoot 
around female managers, they push them to their highest capabilities because they know they can do 
it. They act as role models and encourage women employees to overcome the so called “barriers” to 
reach the top. (para. 6)

From the past and present stories shared during graduate school, most faculty recognizes that the 
advancement in rank from adjunct professor to full professor or even upper-level management can be 
very difficult, especially without proper mentorship. Even in the 21st Century, many females and mi-
norities are still facing challenges relating to advancement on the job. It does not matter whether the job 
lies within the corporate world, academia arena, or with private employers, these challenges continue 
to exist. The term “glass ceiling” is used to describe the difficulties and barriers that many faculty 
members, especially minorities, encounter during the tenure process at institutions. According to the 
American Heritage New Dictionary of Cultural Literacy (n.d.), the definition of glass ceiling includes 
“an unacknowledged - and ultimately illegal - barrier to advancement, especially for women and people 
of color. In many careers, a woman cannot break through the glass ceiling to the upper level of manage-
ment”. “This term dates to the 1980s” (American Heritage, n.d.). It was “not something that could be 
found in any corporate manual or even discussed at a business meeting; it was originally introduced as 
an invisible, covert, and unspoken phenomenon that existed to keep executive level leadership positions 
in the hands of Caucasian males” (Wilson, 2014, p. 84). The glass ceiling also allowed individuals to 
progress to a certain point within the professions before being blocked in spite of efforts to reach upper 
ranks. However, despite social movements and current laws, the reality of this invisible barrier continues 
to remain and contribute to the lack of underrepresentation of females and minorities in leadership roles 
(Chisholm-Burns, Spivey, Hagemann, & Josephson, 2017), especially in academia.

Diversity and culture should not hinder any individual’s dreams of becoming an executive leader. 
However, diversity and culture continue to be challenging issues within the executive ranks of academia 
and the corporate world of America. Although the United States has experienced significant advances in 
diversity and culture awareness movements, there continues to be a lack of culturally diverse individuals 
at the hiring table to demonstrate that the glass ceiling has shattered across America (Wilson, 2014). Ac-
cording to Cullen and Luna (1993), mentoring plays an essential role in the future organizational growth, 
stability, and leadership, in addition to developing diversity among faculty and staff. Mentorship is a 
developmental process utilized within many occupations and institution: master-apprentice; physician-
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