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Abstract 
Various educational researchers have studied the contexts and practices that encourage underrepresented student persistence in higher education; yet few studies explore the same phenomena with underrepresented professionals in student affairs. Marginalized professionals must navigate cultural taxation, microaggressions, emotional labor, constantly educating others, and being tokenized; while also living as an oppressed individual in the United States. The purpose of this critical, qualitative, phenomenological study was to chronicle the experiences of professionals with marginalized identities who have persisted and progressed through higher education and understand the contexts that supported their career advancement. 
Key words: student affairs professionals, professionals with marginalized identities, higher education, persistence, student affairs workplace experiences, career advancement


Table of Contents	Comment by Sherman, Abby L: The first page of chapter 1 has to be page 1. I have corrected the page numbers but the TOC must be updated to reflect the correct page numbers for the entries. 
Chapter 1 Introduction	1
    Statement of the Problem	2
    Purpose of the Study	3
    Research Question	4
    Conceptual Framework	4
    Methodology	5
    Delimitations	7    
    Significance	7
    Terminology	8
    Organization of the Study	8
Chapter 2 Literature Review	10
    What is Oppression	10
    Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed 	10
    Harro’s Cycles of Socialization and Liberation	12
Diangelo’s Cycle of Oppression	16
    Experiences of Student Affairs Professionals	17
    Individual and Institutional Experiences of Oppression	17
    Excessive Expectations & Intersectionality	19
    Subsequent Effects	20
Critical Praxis in Student Affairs	21
    Critical Praxis in Action	23
    Summary	27
Chapter 3 Methodology	29
     Phenomenology	29
        Critical Phenomenology	30
        Conceptual Framework	31
        Recruitment	33
        Participants	34
     Data Collection	35
         Reflexive Participant Collaboration	35
     Data Analysis	37
         Transcendental Stage	38
         Transcendental-Phenomenological Reduction	39
         Imaginative Variation	40
         Constructing the Essence of the Phenomenon	40
     Trustworthiness	41
         Ethical Considerations	43
         Positionality	44
     Summary	47
Chapter 4 Findings	48
     Phenomenological Themes	51
        Experiences in the Workplace	51
           Encounters with Oppression	51
           Representation 	57
           Internalized Oppression	61
           Identity and Cultural Influence	63
        Persistence Pathways	66
           Challenging Oppression	66
           Community, Mentorship, and Relationships	69
           Institutional Leadership and Supervision	76
           Knowing yourself and Your Limits	78
     Critical Praxis Analysis	82  
        Conscientization	83
        Reflection	84
        Action	85
     Essence of Career Persistence Among Student Affairs Professionals with Marginalized
     Identities	87
     Summary	88     
Chapter 5 Discussion, Implications, and Conclusions	90
     Summary of Findings	91
     Discussion	94
        Connection to Foundational Theories and Concepts	94
        Connection to Existing Higher Education Research	98
        Critical Praxis in Student Affairs	101
     Implications for Higher Education	105
        Implications for Non-Marginalized Supervisors, Colleagues, and Administrators	105
        Implications for Professionals with Marginalized Identities	108
     Recommendations for Future Research	110
     Conclusion	112
List of References	114
Appendices	129
Appendix A: Informed Consent Document	129
Appendix B: Semi-structure Interview Protocol	134 	
Appendix C: Follow-up Conversation Protocol	136
Appendix D: Recruitment Email	137
Vita	138






2

8

Chapter 1
Introduction
Educational researchers have studied the contexts and practices that encourage persistence among underrepresented students from historically marginalized groups in higher education (Patterson Silver Wolf et al., 2015, 2017, 2021; NASPA, 2022; Tinto, 1993, 2006; Walton & Cohen, 2011; Walton et al., 2012); yet exploration of the same phenomena for professionals from historically marginalized groups working in student affairs has received far less attention. Professionals with marginalized identities experience unique challenges and barriers as they navigate the student affairs profession, support their students and institution, fulfill their job responsibilities, and pursue leadership roles.  
Marginalized groups can include People of Color, the Queer community, disabled individuals, those with identities from two or more of these groups, and anyone holding a historically oppressed identity. In student affairs, professionals from marginalized groups experience discrimination, bias, microaggressions, stereotypes, invalidations, and insults in the workplace (Bazner; 2022; Boss & Bravo, 2021; Croteau & Lark, 2009; DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020; Duran et al., 2022; Espino & Ariza, 2022; Gunzburger, 2017; Jourian et al., 2015; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Kortegast, 2021; Pertuz, 2017; Trejo, 2020; Wesley, 2018). Simultaneously, campuses depend on these professionals to advocate for diversity and inclusion and call on them to support marginalized students, often without recognition, gratitude, or additional compensation (Boss & Bravo, 2021; Gardner et al., 2014; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Kortegast, 2021; Pertuz, 2017; Smith, 2013). This reinforces the “minority tax,” or the uncompensated additional responsibilities, expectations, or burdens placed on underrepresented professionals to meet the needs and diversity efforts of their institution (Duran et al., 2022; Rodríguez et al., 2015; Trejo, 2020). These factors, or a combination of them, may explain why diverse professionals are significantly underrepresented within higher education leadership (American Council on Education, 2023; Gasman & Travers, 2015; Pritchard & McChesney, 2018). However, some professionals with marginalized identities do excel in student affairs. What has allowed them to overcome barriers and persist? What strategies and contexts have aided in their career advancement? These thoughts inspired my research question and the following dissertation.
Statement of the Problem
Though many can relate to negative work experiences in student affairs, professionals with marginalized identities experience a variety of additional strains which influence burnout, job satisfaction, and progression through the field. Numerous studies illuminate the ways professionals from marginalized groups navigate bias and microaggressions, additional labor and excessive expectations, differential treatment, and lack of overall support (Boss & Bravo, 2021; Bazner, 2022; Croteau & Lark, 2009; DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020; Duran et al, 2022; Espino & Ariza, 2022; Garland-Thompson, 2017; Gunzburger, 2017; Jourian et al., 2015; Kortegast, 2021; Nixon, 2017; Wesley, 2018). Studies focusing on predominantly White institutions (PWIs) highlight how Professionals of Color and those with multiple marginalized identities often experience overt racism, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020; Duran et al., 2022; Gardner et al., 2014; Hylton, 2012; Wesley, 2018;). Professionals with Disabilities struggle to attain positions in the academy and then fight to stay, belong, and resist the ableist structures within education (Evans et al., 2017; Garland-Thomson, 2017; Garland-Thomas et al., 2022; Singer & Bacon, 2020). In addition to interpersonal experiences, Queer professionals face safety, health, and longevity concerns due to inequitable university policies and state legislation (Croteau & Lark, 2009; Duran et al., 2022; Jourian et al., 2015; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Kortegast, 2021). 
	While studies (Bazner; 2022; Boss & Bravo, 2021; Espino & Ariza, 2022; Gunzburger, 2017; Jourian et al., 2015; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Kortegast, 2021; Pertuz, 2017; Wesley, 2018) have explored the experiences of student affairs professionals with marginalized identities and their treatment, a noticeable gap exists regarding the experiences of professionals with marginalized identities who persist and reach senior-level roles. Scholars have discussed the role of Black university presidents at historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) (Cole, 2020; Watson & Gregory, 2023); the leadership journey of (primarily White) Women presidents (Wolverton et al., 2023); and the faculty-focused experiences of Women of Color (Blackshear & Hollis, 2021; Nixon, 2017; Trejo, 2020); however, the phenomenon of persistence amongst student affairs professionals with marginalized identities remains unexplored. Further investigation of the practices and policies that perpetuate negative and oppressive work environments within student affairs is necessary (Boss & Bravo, 2021; Kortegast, 2021). Bazner (2022) recommends future studies focus on coping strategies and how professionals found “respite and success in challenging organizational structures” (p. 580). Additionally, Karunaratne et al. (2016) stressed the importance of additional research that explores how student affairs professionals navigate critical praxis within the context of their identities to illuminate themes related to interpersonal and institutional power dynamics.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study was to chronicle the experiences of professionals with marginalized identities who have persisted and progressed through higher education and understand the contexts that supported their career advancement. There is value in the diverse stories educational leaders with marginalized identities share about the ways in which they live and lead. These narratives are qualitatively different from traditional practices discussed in literature (Espino & Ariza, 2022; Kortegast, 2021; Marine & Gilbert, 2022; Santamaría, 2014; Singer & Bacon, 2020). Additionally, the field of student affairs continues to do harm by centering White, cisgender, masculine, heterosexual, able bodied, nonindigenous, Western, and Christian perspectives in research and practice (Duran et al., 2022; Garland-Thomson, 2017; Kortegast, 2021; Robbins, 2019; Singer & Bacon, 2020). This study sought to disrupt this norm by engaging professionals with marginalized identities in the critical research process.  
The existing literature does not specifically address how professionals with marginalized identities overcome negative work experiences, progress in their career, and ultimately persist. By conducting this study, I hope to fill a gap in student affairs scholarly literature. Finally, gaining insight into the contexts and strategies professionals have lived through and used to advance within the field is crucial to recognizing how more professionals with marginalized identities potentially could do the same. 
Research Questions
The following research question guided this study:
What are the experiences of student affairs professionals with marginalized identities who are able to persist through systemic and contextual barriers and reach senior-level roles?
Conceptual Framework
Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) critical praxis in student affairs model provides a framework for challenging structures of oppression and supporting the aspiration of equity within higher education. The model served as the conceptual framework for this study. The critical praxis framework stems from Freire’s (1970) pedagogy of the oppressed. Freire (1970) defined praxis as “the action and reflection of [people] upon their world in order to transform it” (p. 79). He also conceptualized conscientization, the awareness of one’s position, power, and commitment to transformative change. Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model for critical praxis has three elements: conscientization, reflection, and action. They suggest conscientization is at the center of critical praxis while professionals consistently engage in reflection and action. I will utilize the critical praxis model to frame and understand how conscientization, reflection, and action contribute to the persistence of professionals with marginalized identities. 
Methodology
	Phenomenological researchers endeavor to describe a specific shared experience (Hayes & Graham, 2022; Husserl, 1965; Weiss et al., 2020). A phenomenological approach allows researchers to uncover meaning and increase understanding of the phenomena through intentional experiences and consciousness (Moustakas, 1994). “Phenomenology is the ‘science of science’ since it alone investigates that which all other sciences simply take for granted (or ignore), the very essence of their own objects'' (Husserl, 1965, p. 23). This is what I sought to do in this study – investigate what is taken for granted or ignored. Researchers employ phenomenological methods when they intend to describe a common experience, or phenomenon, in relation to the perceived truths and lived realities of a certain population (Hayes & Graham, 2022). Critical phenomenology goes further by giving intentional consideration to the historical and social structures that shape experiences throughout the research process (Weiss et al., 2020). A critical phenomenological approach was chosen as the most appropriate method to explore the experience of persistence amongst professionals with marginalized identities in student affairs. 
 Given the need to identify participants with shared experiences, I utilized purposeful/criterion sampling (Marshall & Rossman, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Palinkas et al., 2015) to identify participants. Employing a purposeful sampling technique can ensure the “specific phenomena selected for illumination can be actively targeted” (Hayes & Graham, 2022, p. 35). Criteria for participation included serving in a senior-level student affairs role or in an administrative leadership position within higher education, in addition to holding at least one historically marginalized identity. 
I used snowball sampling (Lu et al., 2021; Naderifar et al., 2017) to seek referrals from established participants and my professional network about individuals who meet the criteria. I continued to accept participants until saturation, the production of no new data from the phenomenon, is attained (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I engaged with Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) critical praxis model while I identified participants, collected and analyzed data, and conceptualized findings. I also engaged in reflexivity throughout the research process (Given, 2008; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). I collected data through one-on-one semi-structured interviews (Alase, 2017; Hayes & Graham, 2022; Kallio et al., 2016; Moustakas, 1994 Rabionet, 2009) to allow for flexibility and the opportunity for follow-up questions. I recorded and transcribed each interview. Through a follow-up conversation, I engaged in reflexive participant collaboration (Motulsky, 2021). Reflexive participant collaboration is a critical and intentional form of member checking that allows the researcher and participants to develop meaning and understanding of the data in tandem (Motulsky, 2021). Data analysis took place after each interview and follow-up conversation, until I achieved saturation. Using the interview transcripts and follow-up conversation notes, I developed clusters of recurring or significant statements and themes, then used the themes to continue coding the data. These clusters of codes embody the “core themes of the experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121). The positionality statement in chapter three outlines my personal biases, how I engage with Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) critical praxis model, and my bracketing and reflexivity strategies (Givens, 2008; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Moustakas, 1994). 
Delimitations
This critical, qualitative research study focused on professionals with marginalized identities. An intentional decision was made to limit this study to professionals from any marginalized group not including cisgender, straight, White women and men with no other oppressed social identity. This decision was made because cisgender, straight, White women and men comprise the majority of student affairs and higher education professionals (National Center for Education Statistics, 2023; Pritchard & McChesney, 2018;). They also advance at higher rates than Professionals of Color and hold the majority of university presidencies (American Council on Education, 2023). Further, Women of Color, non-Christian, people with disabilities, and professionals with ethnic, gender, or sexually diverse identities are continually underrepresented in institutional leadership (American Council on Education, 2023) and their experiences are rarely documented in research. The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of professionals from marginalized groups who have persisted through their career in higher education, and illuminate the context, relationships, and strategies that supported their persistence. 
Significance
	This study sought to highlight how professionals with marginalized identities persist within student affairs through a phenomenological and critical praxis perspective. I intended to understand the context, strategies, relationships, practices, and stories of these professionals. The future of the student affairs profession relies on a critical examination of how institutions demonstrate their espoused values (NASPA, 2022, p.6). Data from this study have the potential to broaden perspectives for non-marginalized colleagues and inform practice for university leadership and supervisors. Further, findings from this study may provide a framework to support future generations of student affairs leaders with marginalized identities. 
Terminology
Definitions are provided to ensure clarity throughout the study:
· Oppression – “the exercise of authority or power in a burdensome, cruel, or unjust matter, (Dictionary.com, n.d.). Oppression encompasses the misinformation, mistreatment, and structural barriers created and perpetuated by those with dominant identities towards those with subordinate identities (DiAngelo, 2016; Freire, 1970; Harro, 2000a).
· Persistence – “to go on resolutely in spite of opposition [or] to continue to exist especially past a usual, expected, or normal time,” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Or “to continue in pursuit of a goal even when challenges arise” (Tinto, 2017). 
· Professionals with marginalized identities – encompasses individuals who hold a historically oppressed identity related to gender or gender identity/expression, race, sexual orientation, ethnicity, nationality, religion, disability, or immigration/citizenship status.
Organization of the Study 
[bookmark: _gjdgxs]	This dissertation focuses on the experiences of senior student affairs professionals with marginalized identities and is organized into five chapters. I summarized the study including the purpose and significance, methodology and research question, conceptual framework, and delimitations and definitions in Chapter 1. In Chapter 2, I discuss relevant theories, studies, and scholarship on systems of oppression; how professionals with marginalized identities experience oppression and barriers to their career advancement; and Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model for critical praxis in student affairs. I present the methodology in Chapter 3, beginning with a review of phenomenological research design. I will discuss the methods, participants, data collection, and data analysis techniques; and also describe my positionality as a researcher, trustworthiness, and reflexivity. I discuss the findings in Chapter 4; and in Chapter 5, I discuss the findings, implications, and opportunities for future research. 


Chapter 2
Literature Review
In this study I sought to illuminate the ways in which professionals with marginalized identities persist within student affairs through a critical qualitative phenomenological approach. Chapter two includes a literature review that provides foundational understanding of the context behind this study. In this review, I discuss relevant theories, studies, and scholarship on systems of oppression; how professionals with marginalized identities experience oppression and barriers to their career advancement; and Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model for critical praxis in student affairs. I begin by reviewing Freire’s (1970/2014) pedagogy of the oppressed, Harro’s (2000a, 2000b) cycle of socialization and cycle of liberation, and DiAngelo’s (2016) cycle of oppression. I then discuss literature that examines how student affairs professionals with marginalized identities are oppressed in the workplace. I conclude by reviewing Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model for critical praxis and illustrate how the model utilizes the foundational theories I discussed earlier. 
What is Oppression?
Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed
Paulo Freire, a Brazilian educator and philosopher wrote the book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and believed traditional education was used by dominant groups to maintain their power and perpetuate oppression (Freire et al., 2014). Freire (1970) contended that traditional educational processes follow a “banking model” (Freire et al., 2014, p. 72); students are passive participants in learning, they absorb information, and are not given encouragement or resources to be creative or critical. This model reinforces power imbalances and allows certain groups to remain ignorant (Bryan, 2017). Freire (1970) proposed a liberatory approach to education where the teacher and student have a complementary relationship. When dialogue and critical thinking are incorporated into learning, students are empowered to be active participants and question the world around them. 	
This approach to education is a pedagogy of liberation (Freire, 1970). When students experience liberatory pedagogy, they embark on the process of conscientization. Conscientization is the development of critical consciousness, where individuals become aware of oppression, how it manifests, and how it affects them (Freire, 1970; Freire et al., 2014; Gonzalez et al., 2020; Marine & Gilbert, 2022; Torres, 2019). The process of conscientization involves recognizing injustices and their cause, questioning the status quo, and reconsidering beliefs and worldview. Both the oppressed and the oppressor can experience conscientization, and the result is praxis that leads to liberation (Freire, 1970; Freire et al., 2014; Marine & Gilbert, 2022; Torres, 2019). 
Freire (1970) defined praxis as the combination of reflection and action which challenges oppression and transforms society. Praxis involves critically analyzing real world situations and then taking action to enact positive change (Freire, 1970; Freire et al., 2014; Gonzalez et al., 2020; Marine & Gilbert, 2022). For conscientized individuals, their new understanding serves as motivation for transformative action, making praxis an integral component of liberation. Freire (1970) referred to liberation as the act of relinquishing societal assumptions and oppressive conditions, and actively participating in the creation of a more just society. One must experience conscientization and engage in praxis in order to reach liberation.  
Freire was a radical educator and made significant contributions to critical pedagogy and educational theory through Pedagogy of the Oppressed, (McKenna, 2013; Reynolds, 2007; Torres, 2019). His conceptualizations of conscientization and praxis are influential to the ways in which scholars and practitioners disrupt systems of oppression and engage in critical education or research (Marine & Gilbert, 2022; McKenna, 2013; Reynolds, 2007). His concepts and strategies remain relevant and have evolved to meet the needs of contemporary society (Gonzalez et al., 2020; Marine & Gilbert, 2020; Torres, 2019).            
Harro’s Cycles of Socialization and Liberation 
	Harro (2000a, 2000b) conceptualized the cycle of socialization and cycle of liberation as the processes one goes through when they learn about socialized identities, how the world treats certain identities, and the path for creating change in their society. Harro’s (2000a) cycle of socialization begins with the understanding that everyone is born into a society in which oppression exists (Nam et al., 2022; Rodgers et al., 2020). As individuals mature and experience the world, they are socialized by adults and institutions to follow certain rules and norms in order to maintain this oppression. These societal norms and rules are constantly reinforced, and often lead to negative outcomes for those with and without power. The cycle is perpetuated by an individual's fear, ignorance, confusion, power, or powerlessness; and continues until a critical incident occurs that makes “oppression impossible to ignore,” (Harro, 2000a, p. 51). This is when enacting change and liberation begins, and the individual enters a new cycle. The cycle of liberation (Harro, 2000b) illustrates the process of gaining new understanding, a shift in worldview, engagement in social change, and challenging systems of oppression. The following sections describe the cycles of socialization and liberation in greater detail.      
Cycle of Socialization 
Harro (2000a) contended socialization begins before consciousness, as all people are born with ascribed identities into a world with systems of oppression already established (Nam et al., 2022; Pease, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020). The identities one holds, whether dominant or subordinate, determines the amount of oppression one experiences (Harro, 2000a). Dominant groups are privileged at birth and are considered the ‘norm’ around which assumptions are built. Dominant groups have more social power and are given options and opportunities because of their dominant identities. Men, White people, middle- and upper-class people, Christians, people without disabilities, and heterosexuals belong to dominant groups (Harro, 2000a; Pease, 2021). Subordinate groups are born as targets. Subordinate identities are not considered the ‘norm’ and are often defined by misinformation. These groups experience prejudice, discrimination, and structural and interpersonal barriers. Women, People of Color, LGBTQ+ (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer) communities, disabled people, non-Christians, and people living in poverty belong to subordinate groups (Harro, 2000a; Pease, 2021). Both dominant and subordinate groups are socialized into prescribed roles without choice or consciousness. 
	As the cycle continues, individuals enter the first socialization. This socialization is initiated by families of origin and adults raising the individual (Bañales et al., 2020; Harro, 2000a). These adults socialize children to the norms and rules that must be followed, they shape one's self-concept, and they teach behaviors and values (Harro, 2000a; Nash & Miller, 2015). Children grow up informed by comments such as “boys don’t cry;” “You shouldn't trust white people;" "They're better than we are. Stay in your place;" “Don't worry if you break the toy. We can always buy another one;" “Christianity is the true religion;" “Children should be seen and not heard;" and "Don't kiss other girls. You're supposed to like boys." (Harro, 2000a, p. 47). These rules influence how individuals express themselves, who they respect, trust, and befriend, and what they initially believe and value. Dominant groups typically benefit from or are comfortable with these rules and norms; whereas subordinate groups often have identities and beliefs that are contrary to these norms (Bañales et al., 2020; Harro, 2000a; Pease, 2021).  
	The next stage is institutional and cultural socialization, which reinforces the messages one has already been taught. Schools and universities, medical facilities, sports teams, social services, places of worship, and governmental agencies are all institutions. Music, television and movies, books, art, and other forms of media construct a society’s culture. The more institutions and culture one engages with, the more socialization they experience. A society’s culture and institutions emphasize the rules, roles, and assumptions which have been taught by family and communities of origin (Bañales et al., 2020; Harro, 2000a; Nash & Miller, 2015). By engaging with institutions and culture, individuals notice who is in leadership roles and empowered to make decisions; which groups are accepted, have money, and access to food, housing, and healthcare; who is represented; and which groups have power (Harro, 2000a). This leads to the enforcement stage, when an individual realizes the institutional and cultural messages maintain the idea that subordinate groups are inferior to dominant groups (Bryan, 2017; Harro, 2000a) and one receives rewards and privileges for maintaining the status quo. Dominant groups are expected to enforce these messages because they keep them in power. Members of dominant groups that break the rules and advocate for other groups often receive disapproval or punishment. Subordinate groups may choose to maintain the status quo because it leads them to higher, more powerful spaces. When people with subordinate identities perpetuate socialized rules and assumptions, they receive recognition for having ‘made it,’ are considered the model members of their group, and given certain privileges that lead them to money, connections, or power (Harro, 2000a; Pease, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020). 
The results of this cycle of systemic learning are emotionally difficult for all involved. Continuous experiences with oppression and marginalization may cause those with subordinate identities to feel angry, frustrated, silenced, and dehumanized. They may participate in reinforcing stereotypes about their own group and perpetuate the system of oppression. Harro (2000a) refers to this learned helplessness as internalized oppression, implying that subordinate groups become their own oppressor from within. Internalized oppression leads individuals from subordinate groups to perceive their identities and characteristics of their group as inferior (Brookfield, 2019; Pease, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020). Members of dominant groups may continue to do harm as they perpetuate the system of oppression, or they experience guilt when they learn about oppression and their unearned privilege. Believing dominant groups are superior and maintaining structures that oppress subordinate groups and keep dominant groups in power is internalized dominance (Brookfield, 2019; Pease; 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020). At the core of the cycle is one’s fear, ignorance, confusion, insecurity, and power or powerlessness. These experiences and emotions keep individuals in the continuous cycle of socialization. Socialization is interrupted when one takes a stance against oppression, begins to enact change, and embarks on the cycle of liberation (Harro, 2000a; Pease, 2021).   
Cycle of Liberation
	Harro (2000b) also conceptualized the cycle of liberation. When someone, regardless of identity or group, begins to engage in social change that challenges oppression, the cycle is placed into motion. Harro (2000b) noted there is no beginning or end, one can enter the cycle at any point and will likely repeat the process numerous times. Although a variety of interactions or experiences can lead to liberation, it is usually a critical event that initiates a change in worldview. The experience of “waking up” (Harro, 2000b, p. 619) typically initiates the cycle of liberation. A person may experience cognitive dissonance and critical consciousness from waking up, where the truths about the world and society no longer make sense (Gonzalez et al., 2020; Harro, 2000b; Monjaras‐Gaytan et al., 2021). This leads to the ‘getting ready’ phase where an individual begins to educate themselves and dismantle long-held assumptions about society (Harro, 2000b). Getting ready encourages individuals to reach out and seek feedback about their new worldview, and gain experiences and exposure with naming injustices (Monjaras‐Gaytan et al., 2021). Reaching out leads to community building. This community is composed of people similar to and different from oneself, and provides a collaborative space to challenge assumptions and build coalitions. Coalescing is the next phase, and includes larger-scale education, organizing, lobbying, fundraising, and consistent allyship (Harro, 2000b). At this point, an individual is ready to enact change by transforming institutions and culture. This includes changing leadership, definitions, and rules, influencing policy change, and challenging structures. As individuals consistently engage with these phases, the cycle of liberation continues (Harro, 2000b; Nam et al., 2022; Pease, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020).     
DiAngelo’s Cycle of Oppression 
	DiAngelo (2012; 2016) conceptualized a model that illustrates oppression through the image of a cycle. The cycle of oppression incorporates similar concepts from Harro’s (2000a, 2000b) work such as socialization, internalized oppression, and institutional reinforcements. The cycle includes seven continuous stages: 1) the generation of misinformation, 2) social acceptance of the mistreatment of marginalized groups, 3) internalized oppression, (4) internalized dominance, 5) institutions perpetuate and reinforce mistreatment, 6) justification for further mistreatment, and 7) continual systematic mistreatment of targeted groups (DiAngelo, 2016). 
Harro (2000a) referred to socialization as the consistent messages one receives from family and institutions about societal rules, norms, and ways to be. Whereas DiAngelo (2016) called this the generation of misinformation. The misinformation is about marginalized groups and misrepresents them in stereotypical or negative ways. This leads to the mistreatment of marginalized groups, which society accepts since they have already accepted the misinformation as truth (Rodgers et al., 2020). The more marginalized groups are mistreated, the more they may begin to believe the misinformation about themselves; this is internalized oppression. When someone from a marginalized group perceives their identities and characteristics of their group as having lesser value than dominant groups, the result is internalized oppression (Brookfield, 2019; Pease, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020). People with non-marginalized identities may experience internalized dominance, even unconsciously, because they are socialized to believe they are superior. Internalized dominance causes non-marginalized groups to uphold structures of oppression to maintain their power (Brookfield, 2019; Pease, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020). Similar to Harro (2000a), DiAngelo (2016) highlighted the role institutions play in perpetuating and enforcing the misinformation and mistreatment. Dominant groups hold most of the power across institutions, and they incorporate the misinformation and mistreatment into their systems to maintain this power (Nash & Miller, 2015; Pease, 2021). As institutions reinforce this cycle of oppression, further mistreatment of marginalized groups is justified and becomes embedded within society (Brookfield, 2019; DiAngelo, 2016; Rodgers et al., 2020; Nash & Miller, 2015; Pease, 2021).      
Experiences of Student Affairs Professionals 
Individual and Institutional Experiences of Oppression 
	Professionals with marginalized identities experience various forms and types of oppression within the field of student affairs; these experiences are well documented in the literature (Bazner, 2022; Boss & Bravo, 2021; DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020; Duran et al., 2022; Espino & Ariza, 2022; Gardner et al., 2014; ; Garland-Thomson, 2017; Garland-Thomas et al., 2022; Gunzburger, 2017; Hylton, 2012; Jourian et al., 2015; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Kortegast, 2021; Moore, 2016; Pertuz, 2017; Wesley, 2018). On an individual level, discrimination is experienced from supervisors, colleagues, and other university staff. This discrimination can come in the form of microaggressions, stereotypes, insults, and invalidation. When surveying participants with various marginalized identities, Moore (2016) found that 25.3% of participants reported experiencing microassaults in the workplace, 69.3% of participants have experienced microinsults while at work, and 71.6% of participants indicated they have encountered microinvalidations. Studies focusing on predominantly White institutions (PWI) highlight how professionals on these campuses oftentimes experience overt racism, sexism, homophobia, and transphobia (Gardner, et al., 2014; Hylton, 2012; Wesley, 2018; West, 2019). Black women are constantly assumed to be angry, loud, lazy, and unintelligent (Gunzburger, 2017; Wesley, 2018). Professionals with Disabilities struggle to attain positions in the academy and then fight to stay, belong, and resist the ableist structures within education (Evans et al., 2017; Garland-Thomson, 2017; Garland-Thomas et al., 2022; Singer & Bacon, 2020). LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender) professionals experience colleagues or supervisors interfering or giving suggestions on how open they should be about their sexuality (Croteau & Lark, 2009; Jourian et al., 2015; Kortegast, 2021). Further, multiple studies showcase how discrimination, especially racism and homophobia, creates a barrier to forming meaningful relationships with supervisors (Gunzburger, 2017; Klima, 2018; Jourian et al., 2015; Moore, 2016). 
	On an institutional level, various discriminatory policies and common institutional practices were discussed in the literature. Croteau and Lark (2009) noted how LGB people continue to fight for the ability to live with their partner if they work in residence life or have a live-on position. Further, many campuses are not as inclusive as perceived, as few resources exist for LGBT professionals and an anti-gay and anti-trans sentiment remains prominent (Jourian et al., 2015; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Kortegast, 2021; Smith, 2013). A university’s commitment to marginalized identities is frequently measured in the resources - either fiscal, professional development opportunities, or education and training - devoted to diversity, equity, and inclusion (Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Klima, 2018; Smith, 2013). These funds and resources are often limited and showcase an institutional lack of care and commitment for marginalized communities. 
Excessive Expectations & Intersectionality 
	 Many professionals feel as if they need to work harder (than their non-marginalized colleagues), be overly prepared, and ‘on the top of their game’ at all times (Hylton, 2012; Moore, 2016; Wesley, 2018). Simultaneously, participants across studies shared how their campuses looked to them as the primary representative of their marginalized identity(ies) and consistently tokenized them (Gardner et al., 2014; Pertuz, 2017; Smith, 2013). So often in student affairs, those with the most marginalized intersecting identities are called on to engage in intersectionality focused work or tasks (Kanagala & Oliver, 2019). Intersectionality work on campuses requires the professional to exert mental and emotional labor to meet additional expectations, typically without recognition or compensation (Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Moore, 2008; Pierce, 1996; Rodríguez et al., 2015; Trejo, 2020). This experience is referred to as the “minority tax,” (Trejo, 2020, p. 2753), or the uncompensated additional responsibilities, expectations, or burdens placed on underrepresented professionals to meet the needs of marginalized constituents or achieve diversity efforts at their institution (Rodríguez et al., 2015). Though institutions are guided by their mission for equity and inclusivity and employ and enroll people with a variety of identities and backgrounds, professionals with multiple marginalized identities labor and exist at the organizational borders (Kanagala & Oliver, 2019). This speaks to the tokenization of professionals holding multiple marginalized identities (Pertuz, 2017; Trejo, 2020) and may explain why these professionals often leave the field (Marshall et al., 2016; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Robbins, 2019).
Subsequent Effects 
	Participants with multiple marginalized identities have reported how navigating the intersections of their identities was emotionally taxing (Gardner et al., 2014; Smith, 2013; Wesley, 2018). Cultural taxation is the exhaustion professionals from marginalized groups experience when expected to educate on diversity issues, regardless of content expertise or interest (Padilla, 1994). Similarly, some professionals may experience racial battle fatigue, which is a concept that centers the emotional, psychological, and physiological distress brought on by oppressive environments (Smith et al., 2011). Student affairs professionals who identify as queer and as People of Color sometimes feel as if their only choice is to leave departments, institutions, and geographic regions where their identities are exploited, silenced, or threatened (Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Marshall et al., 2016; Pertuz, 2017; Robbins et al., 2019). The everyday experiences of navigating between dominant and marginalized cultures is referred to as living a bicultural existence, and can be incredibly stressful (Gardner et al., 2014). These professionals must make decisions on whether to engage or disengage from challenging oppression and discrimination within an institution and organization founded on exclusionary principles. This constant and draining decision process is referred to as emotional labor (Moore, 2008). Emotional labor can also refer to suppressing true feelings or personal strains for fear of consequences by the dominant group (Pierce, 1996). It can be confusing, disorienting, and traumatizing when student affairs professionals must shift the salience of one or more of their identities in multiple work environments (Robbins et al., 2019). These notions combined with the burnout and low job satisfaction student affairs professionals face, creates an especially difficult challenge for professionals with marginalized identities to advance through the field (Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Marshall et al., 2016; Robbins, 2019; Trejo, 2020).
Critical Praxis in Student Affairs 
Inclusivity is the hallmark of a quality university (Gairín & Suárez, 2014), yet many institutions struggle to create or maintain an inclusive and accessible educational environment (Blackshear & Hollis, 2021; Hussain & Jones, 2019; Moriña, 2017; Singer & Bacon, 2020). This struggle leads to adverse experiences for students, faculty, and staff with marginalized identities (Hussain & Jones, 2019; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Moragne-Patterson & Barnett, 2017; Wesley, 2018). Higher education scholars and practitioners continue to explore the factors, contexts, and circumstances that aggravate or mitigate these experiences. Marine and Gilbert (2022 highlighted the disconnect between the espoused values of the student affairs profession, such as inclusion and democracy, and the current realities facing marginalized groups on college campuses. Through their scholar-practitioner journeys, Marine and Gilbert (2022) experienced the unique challenges that come with transforming systems and structures of oppression. They noticed commonalities in how they, and other professionals, were enacting change on their campuses. Freire’s (1970) pedagogy of the oppressed and the application of critical theory frameworks all informed the work of critical praxis, and contributed to the critical praxis in student affairs model developed by Marine and Gilbert (2022). Freire (1970) defined praxis as “the action and reflection of [people] upon their world in order to transform it” (p. 79). He also conceptualized conscientization, the awareness of one’s position, power, and commitment to transformative change. Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model suggests conscientization is at the center of critical praxis while professionals consistently engage in reflection and action.
The three elements of Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model of critical praxis in student affairs are conscientization, reflection, and action. Marine and Gilbert noted how conscientization is a continual process and may occur before reflection and action, arise following reflection and action, or both. Conscientization typically develops through encounters with inequity, either personal or observed, and compels professionals to “revisit and reconsider long-held assumptions about the educational process, about rule making and rule following,” (Marine & Gilbert, 2022, p. 188). Life experiences, formal learning, and relationships are the main pathways to conscientization outlined by Marine and Gilbert (2022). Conscientization can materialize through a personal experience with oppression or inequity, engagement with critical scholarship, or connections with those who exist at society’s margins and experience systemic barriers. 
The next element, reflection, is essential to critical praxis and more than simply considering how one experiences society. Reflection is the process by which individuals acknowledge and contemplate their positionality in relation to others and the world. The process requires honesty and vulnerability. Core components of reflection include asking critical questions, reframing assumptions, and envisioning a better world (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). Critical questions challenge the status quo and call attention to the systems of power and oppression at play. Though there may not be a ‘right’ answer, reflecting on the possibilities can reveal insights that may contribute to change and transformation (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). 
The final element of critical praxis is intentional action which challenges and transforms systems. Action can occur interpersonally or institutionally, and focuses on challenging dominant narratives, disrupting power dynamics, and resisting neoliberal forces (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). Challenging dominant narratives involves expressing your questions about the status quo, pushing back, and encouraging a shift. This can expand to resisting neoliberal forces such as commodification of knowledge, hierarchy and resource allocation norms, and capitalistic ideals, which inevitably reveals and disrupts power dynamics (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). 
Critical Praxis in Action 
Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) critical praxis in student affairs model is a recent contribution to the field, and research employing this conceptual framework is limited. In their edited text, Marine and Gilbert provided examples of practitioners and scholars enacting critical praxis as a framework for creating transformation at their institutions. These narratives, along with Simpson’s (2023) utilization of the model to identify how critical frameworks influence the curricular approach within student affairs, will serve as the foundation for understanding how critical praxis can be applied as a conceptual framework. Marine and Gilbert’s text is divided into two sections: critical praxis in student affairs leadership and engaging students in critical praxis. Insights drawn from both sections offer specific examples and applicable knowledge for the following study. 
In chapter one, Gilbert (2022) illustrated a critical praxis approach to supervision that incorporates a Black feminist theory and trauma-informed lens. Gilbert (2022) recalled her experience in her first full-time role as a “white, queer, cisgender woman, [who] reported to a Black, heterosexual, cisgender woman” (p. 20). Gilbert noted how the relationship she had with her supervisor provided an opportunity for both of them to learn about and from one another.  These honest conversations and shared experiences stayed with Gilbert as she advanced through her career and began supervising others. Gilbert’s experience with conscientization (Freire, 1970; Marine & Gilbert, 2022) and reflection led her to engage in transformative change as a professional. Gilbert’s approach to supervision builds off insights from Quiros and Berger’s (2013) five assumptions of trauma-informed practice and Quaye and colleagues’ (2018) Strategic Imperative for Racial Justice and Decolonization framework, in collaboration with the critical praxis in student affairs model. Gilbert’s (2022) method to critical trauma-informed supervision connects the elements of safety, trust, choice, empowerment, and collaboration in the supervisory relationship. Safety is integral to this approach and involves centering compassion, healing, and love (Gilbert, 2022; Quaye et al., 2018; Quiros & Berger, 2013). The work of ensuring safety happens concurrently as supervisors develop trust, empower their supervisees, and encourage choice and collaborations. These elements can be operationalized through reimagining the performance evaluation process, leveraging professional development, and advocating for policy change (Gilbert, 2022). Performance reviews typically follow a standard process that does not involve feedback for or evaluation of the supervisor; engaging in a trauma-informed critical praxis approach to the performance evaluation process encourages bidirectional feedback and transparent conversations about expectations and support (Gilbert, 2022). Professional development has been traditionally defined to mean conference attendance, which is unattainable and inaccessible for many student affairs professionals (Gilbert, 2022). Supervisors have the ability to seek or cocreate learning opportunities for their staff that are effective, financially responsible, and accessible (Gilbert, 2022). Interrogating policy is a significant form of advocacy and critical praxis for supervisors. Professionals who wish to holistically support their staff and disrupt oppressive norms can ensure parental leave, family medical leave, disability accommodations, and other human resource policies are equitable and do not create barriers for certain populations (Gilbert, 2022). 
 Gilbert (2022) also provided questions for professionals to consider as they engage in critical trauma-informed supervision. Professionals are encouraged to reflect on how they are negatively influenced by systems of oppression, how they benefit and uphold these systems, the ways their identities protect them from or heighten the chances of experiencing indirect trauma in the workplace, and the strategies they might leverage to challenge oppression and promote holistic well-being (Gilbert, 2022). These insights can contribute to understanding the role of supervisors in the persistence of professionals with marginalized identities. Additionally, incorporating the insights and suggestions outlined by Gilbert (2022) into one’s research design can support the reflexivity process (Husserl, 1965; Morrow, 2005; Motulsky, 2021; Moustakas, 1994). Critical scholars can reflect on how they are negatively influenced by systems of oppression, how they benefit and uphold these systems, and the ways their identities protect or heighten the chances of experiencing indirect trauma in the workplace to engage in reflexivity (Gilbert, 2022; Morrow, 2005; Motulsky, 2021; Moustakas, 1994). 
Rockey and colleagues (2022) operationalized critical praxis in their work with community colleges. Higher education student affairs graduate and preparation programs typically center scholarship and practice focused on traditional-age students attending four-year institutions (Hornak et al., 2016; Rockey et al., 2022). However, the students served by community colleges are often members of communities most marginalized within the education system (American Association of Community Colleges, 2020; Rockey et al., 2022). Rockey and colleagues (2022) experienced conscientization (Freire, 1970; Marine & Gilbert, 2022) through working at community colleges or serving students who interacted with the community college system and benefited from the educational access provided. Through their reflection (Freire, 1970; Marine & Gilbert, 2022), Rockey et al. (2022) concluded the advancement of educational equity relies on prioritizing the needs of community colleges and their students, and addressing these needs in student affairs preparation programs. They applied a critical praxis model to their work with community colleges and illustrated the significance of using counter-stories to disrupt dominant and oppressive narratives as a way to enact transformational change (Freire, 1970; Harro, 2000b; Marine & Gilbert, 2022). Counter-stories can challenge the deficit mindset applied to community colleges (Zamani-Gallaher et al., 2017) and center the diverse experiences of those navigating higher education at the margins (Rockey et al., 2022). 
Ashlee and Ashlee (2022) applied a critical praxis framework to their social justice and coalition building efforts at their institution. The authors are educators who apply an interconnectivity lens to their critical praxis approach to student affairs. Through conscientization and reflection (Freire, 1970; Marie & Gilbert, 2022), the authors realized the most meaningful way to engage in social justice change was to change themselves. This included reflecting on how their dominant identities influence their worldview and interrogating their internalized dominance (Brookfield, 2019; DiAngelo, 2016; Harro, 2000a; Pease; 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020). Through this process, Ashlee and Ashlee (2022) noticed that merely insisting or encouraging others to change their ways to reduce oppression was not always effective or sustainable; instead, they realized there was tangible action that could be taken to “reduce [our] complicity in the harm done to others” (p. 90). This led them to incorporating an interconnectivity (Keating, 2013) model to their work. 
The concept of interconnectivity encourages one to go further than reflecting on positionality, and explore opportunities to connect across differences (Ashlee & Ashlee, 2022; Keating, 2013). Interconnectivity is grounded in feminist Women of Color theories (Anzaldúa & Keating, 2002; Keating, 2013; Moraga & Anzaldúa, 2015) and involves practicing an ethic of interrelatedness, connecting through difference, and listening with raw intention. An ethic of interrelatedness is the idea that every life is intricately connected to the life of everyone else (Moraga & Anzaldúa, 2015). Rather than viewing differences as fixed, unchanging barriers between individuals, interconnectivity suggests connecting through differences can encourage transformation and coalition building (Ashlee & Ashlee, 2022). An essential aspect of connecting through differences and practicing interconnectivity is listening with raw openness. This is an active form of engagement which requires intention, vulnerability, and a willingness to be changed (Ashlee & Ashlee, 2022; Moraga & Anzaldúa, 2015). Ashlee and Ashlee (2022) contended that engaging a critical praxis of interconnectivity framework in student affairs work can promote social justice coalition building and “help heal the pain that results from inherited systems of power in higher education” (p. 101). Simpson (2023) used the critical praxis model as a conceptual framework to analyze curricular approaches in student affairs. The qualitative study utilized a constructivist paradigm to understand how critical theoretical models influence curricula and critical praxis work. Simpson (2023) examined three curricula from a single institution through an interpretive content analysis method (Krippendorff, 2004). The three elements of critical praxis, conscientization, action, and reflection, were used as initial analysis codes. In addition, Simpson (2023) coded for theory application and equity centered language to document the inclusion of praxis within curriculum design. 
Summary
	While studies (Bazner; 2022; Boss & Bravo, 2021; DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020; Duran et al, 2022; Espino & Ariza, 2022; Gunzburger, 2017; Jourian et al., 2015; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Kortegast, 2021; Pertuz, 2017; Wesley, 2018) have explored the experiences of student affairs professionals with marginalized identities and their treatment, a gap exists regarding the experiences of professionals with marginalized identities who persist and reach senior-level roles. Scholars have discussed the role of Black university presidents at historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs; Cole, 2020; Watson & Gregory, 2023); the leadership journey of (primarily White) Women presidents (Wolverton et al., 2023); and the faculty-focused experiences of Women of Color (Blackshear & Hollis, 2021; Nixon, 2017; Trejo, 2020); however, the phenomenon of persistence amongst student affairs professionals with marginalized identities is not represented in the literature. Further investigation of the practices and policies that perpetuate negative and oppressive work environments within student affairs is necessary (Boss & Bravo, 2021; Kortegast, 2021). Bazner (2022) recommended future studies focus on coping strategies and how professionals found “respite and success in challenging organizational structures” (p. 580). Additionally, Karunaratne and colleagues (2016) stressed the importance of additional research that explores how student affairs professionals navigate critical praxis within the context of their identities to illuminate themes related to interpersonal and institutional power dynamics. 
	To this end, I explored the ways in which professionals with marginalized identities persist within student affairs through a critical qualitative phenomenological approach. In this review of the literature, I provided a foundational context of praxis and pedagogy of the oppressed (Freire, 1970); the cycle of oppression (DiAngelo, 2016) and the cycles of socialization and liberation (Harro, 2000). The review also examined scholarship on the experiences of student affairs professionals with marginalized identities and Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model for critical praxis. I concluded with research suggestions from scholars about further exploration of critical praxis and how professionals with marginalized identities persist through higher education.
Chapter 3
Methodology 
	I conducted a critical qualitative phenomenological research study to explore the ways in which student affairs professionals with marginalized identities perceive their career persistence. 
The following research question guided the study:
What are the experiences of student affairs professionals with marginalized identities who are able to persist through systemic and contextual barriers and reach senior-level positions?
In this chapter I detail the methods I used for the study. More specifically, I discuss the research design, conceptual framework, participants, data collection and analysis, and trustworthiness. I also discuss my positionality and reflexivity strategies. Through these methods, I sought to understand the phenomenon of career persistence amongst student affairs professionals with marginalized identities.
Phenomenology
	I utilized a qualitative, phenomenological research design for this study. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described qualitative research as “how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 6). Qualitative research is unique because the researcher is the human instrument, and they are essential to discovering the meaning participants make from their experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Nowell et al., 2017). When researchers are interested in a specific shared experience, or phenomenon, they employ phenomenological research methods (Hayes & Graham, 2022; Husserl, 1965; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Moustakas, 1994; Weiss et al., 2020). The term phenomenology refers to “knowledge as it appears to consciousness, the science of describing what one perceives, senses, and knows in one’s immediate awareness and experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 25). Phenomenology allows researchers to “systematically inquire into the mind and human experience,” (Padilla-Diaz, 2015, p. 107). Additionally, phenomenological researchers seek to describe a person’s experience in the way they experience it, rather than from a theoretical perspective (Bevan, 2014). A phenomenological approach allows researchers to uncover meaning and increase understanding of the phenomena through intentional experiences and consciousness (Moustakas, 1994). When employing these methods, participant experiences are collected, analyzed, and compared, allowing the researcher to describe the essence of the phenomenon (Husserl, 1965; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Moustakas, 1994). In order to accurately understand and conceptualize the essence of the participants’ experiences, a phenomenological researcher must set aside, or bracket, prior beliefs and assumptions about the phenomenon so they do not influence or interfere with the findings (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Moustakas, 1994).  
Critical Phenomenology    
Phenomenological researchers are interested in a common experience, or phenomenon, in relation to the perceived truths and lived realities of a certain population (Hayes & Graham, 2022). Critical phenomenology goes further by giving purposeful consideration to the historical and social structures that shape experiences throughout the research process (Weiss et al., 2020). This requires intentional understanding of the population you are studying and how society views, treats, and marginalizes them (Weiss et al., 2020). Critical phenomenology exceeds the classical phenomenological approach because the researcher not only explores what can be seen, but also the “ways of seeing” (Weiss et al., 2020, p. 16) and meaning making. 
Moreover, Weiss and colleagues (2020) contend critical phenomenology is both a way of approaching research, and a way of approaching political and social activism. The knowledge and understanding formed from critical phenomenological research can and should be contributed to social-political discourse and practice (Weiss et al., 2020). Critical phenomenology does not merely describe experiences of oppression, but develops strategies for dismantling oppressive structures. Weiss and colleagues (2020) asserted the aim of critical phenomenology is “not just to interpret the world, but also to change it” (p. 24).  
Conceptual Framework 
Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) critical praxis in student affairs model provides a framework for challenging structures of oppression and supporting the goal of equity within higher education, and guided the conceptualization of the study findings. This critical praxis framework stems from Freire’s (1970) pedagogy of the oppressed. Freire (1970) defined praxis as “the action and reflection of [people] upon their world in order to transform it” (p. 79). He also conceptualized conscientization, the awareness of one’s position, power, and commitment to transformative change. Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model suggests conscientization is at the center of critical praxis while professionals consistently engage in reflection and action.
The three elements of Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model of critical praxis in higher education and student affairs are conscientization, reflection, and action. Conscientization typically develops through encounters with inequity, whether personal or observed, and often compels professionals to “revisit and reconsider long-held assumptions about the educational process, about rule making and rule following,” (Marine & Gilbert, 2022, p. 188). Life experiences, formal learning, and relationships are the main pathways to conscientization outlined by Marine and Gilbert (2022). The next element, reflection, is essential to critical praxis and fundamentally different from conscientization. Reflection is the process by which individuals acknowledge and contemplate their positionality in relation to others and the world. Core components of reflection include asking critical questions, reframing assumptions, and envisioning a better world (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). The final element of critical praxis is intentional action that challenges and transforms systems. Key characteristics of critical praxis action include challenging dominant narratives, disrupting power dynamics, and resisting neoliberal forces (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). Each component of the critical praxis model is continuous and requires practitioners and scholars to consistently reflect, act, and engage in the gradual and iterative process of conscientization (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). 
The relationship between critical praxis and phenomenology is synergistic. The elements of conscientization, reflection, and action (Marine & Gilbert, 2022) mirror distinct critical phenomenology characteristics such as bracketing and the importance of understanding the historical and societal structures that influence experiences.  Further, authors from Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) text provide strategies for enacting critical praxis in scholar-practitioner work. 
Relationship and trust building with participants can be supported by prioritizing safety and empowerment as suggested by Quiros and Berger’s (2013) five assumptions of trauma-informed practice (Gilbert, 2022; Goodwin et al., 2020; Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Adopting an interconnectivity framework (Keating, 2013), and specifically incorporating an ethic of interrelatedness and listening with raw openness, may also contribute to the participant and researcher relationship and trustworthiness of findings (Ashlee & Ashlee, 2022; Goodwin et al., 2020; Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Motulsky, 2021). By utilizing the critical praxis model as a framework for conceptualizing data from phenomenological research, findings may yield a critical and holistic understanding of the experiences of marginalized professionals and contribute to equitable change within higher education. 
Recruitment
 Given the need to identify participants with shared experiences, I utilized purposeful/criterion sampling (Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Palinkas et al., 2015) to identify prospective participants. Criterion-based sampling requires the researcher to determine attributes of their sample that are crucial to the study, and then find prospective participants who meet the criteria (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Employing a purposeful sampling technique can ensure the “specific phenomena selected for illumination can be actively targeted” (Hayes & Graham, 2022, p. 35) and is appropriate for this study, as all participants needed to have experience persisting through the field of higher education and student affairs. Additional criteria for participation included serving in a senior-level student affairs role or in an administrative leadership position within higher education, and holding at least one historically marginalized identity. I was also aware of the types of institutions potential participants have experience with, and considered professionals serving at community colleges, historically Black colleges and Universities (HBCUs), Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs), Minority Serving Institutions (MSIs), small private, religious, or public institutions, and large research universities. To assist in recruitment, I leveraged my personal connections to previous supervisors, mentors, and social media networks to seek potential participants. I am fortunate that my circle of mentors and past supervisors all hold marginalized identities and have extensive connections to professionals across the U.S. who meet the criteria for this study. However, I excluded colleagues or senior-level administrators I personally knew to minimize potential risks. I expand on other ethical considerations later in this chapter.   
Phenomenological research indicates that studies with as few as five participants are acceptable when proper phenomenological methods, such as conducting more than one interview, are utilized (Larsen & Adu, 2022). Further, seeking additional participants is not needed if saturation can be reached with a smaller sample size (Saunders et al., 2018; Seidman, 2013; Thomas & Pollio, 2002). Saturation occurs when no new data is found from exploring the phenomenon. To this end, I intended to interview 6-10 participants (Thomas and Pollio, 2002), and I will continue data collection until saturation is achieved. 
I recruited prospective participants by asking my professional network to consider student affairs practitioner-educators they know who meet the criteria and may be willing to participate. I asked 10 colleagues to forward individual invitations with details about the study via email to potential participants to gauge their interest. Each colleague sent the invitation to 2-5 potential participants, and the invitation informed prospective participants to email me directly. I continued to accept participants until I had representation from various identities, backgrounds, institution types, and geographic regions, and felt saturation could be attained (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Thomas & Pollio, 2002). This recruitment process concluded with 8 practitioners who each participated in an interview and follow-up conversation.  
Participants
	The eight participants in this study’s sample have served a collective 130+ years within student affairs at higher education institutions across the U.S. Four participants identify as men and four identify as women; three participants identify as Queer; and four participants identify as Black, three as Asian American, and one as Latina. Seven of the eight participants are first-generation college students. Participants currently work and reside in the West Coast, Midwest, and Southern regions of the United States; but the collective sample has career experiences in all areas of the U.S., with seven states represented in this study. Participants currently serve as assistant vice presidents (AVP) for student services, engagement, or equity and identity within student affairs divisions; dean of students (DOS) or combined DOS and AVP roles; or vice presidents of student affairs divisions. Large and mid-sized public institutions, small and medium sized liberal arts colleges, large private research or technical institutions, and small and medium size private religious university experiences are represented within the sample. Individual participant descriptions will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4. 
Data Collection
Qualitative researchers often collect data through participant interviews. These interviews are typically less structured and allow the researcher to develop new ideas and questions based on participant responses (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Phenomenological interviews are conversational, free from ambiguity, and flexible in structure (Larson & Adu, 2021). For this study, I conducted one-on-one semi-structured interviews (Alase, 2017; Hayes & Graham, 2022; Kallio et al., 2016; Larson & Adu, 2021; Moustakas, 1994 Rabionet, 2009). I developed an interview protocol (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) with open-ended questions to allow for flexibility and the opportunity for follow-up questions (Appendix A). The interview questions emphasized how the participants reacted to or experienced the phenomenon being studied, with the goal of identifying the essence of the participants’ shared experiences (Larsen & Adu, 2022; Moustakas, 1994). All interviews were recorded via Zoom and transcribed using Rev Max transcription service. 
Reflexive Participant Collaboration 
Through a follow-up conversation, I engaged in reflexive participant collaboration (Motulsky, 2021). Reflexive participant collaboration is a critical and intentional form of member checking that allows the researcher and participants to develop meaning and understanding of the data in tandem (Motulsky, 2021). Reflexivity is the researcher's understanding of how their experiences and beliefs about the world influence the research process (Morrow, 2005), and is central to this type of member checking. Member checking is the process of soliciting feedback from participants about the data to assess the trustworthiness of the interpretations or research findings (Birt et al., 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Motulsky, 2021). There are concerns regarding the traditional, transcript review and checklist-type approach to member checking. Madill and Sullivan (2018) noted how some researchers have adopted the tool as a “gold standard” (p. 323), without considering the ethical and moral pitfalls burdens placed on participants, or influences on research findings (Motulsky, 2021). This lack of criticality and reflexivity led Motulsky (2021) to propose an alternate approach to trustworthiness: reflexive participant collaboration.   
To employ this approach, I engaged in a conversation with each participant after their interview was reviewed and transcribed. I described my understanding of the participant’s experiences and sought their feedback to assess the accuracy of my description. This conversation replaced transcript reviews and eliminated the transactional elements and additional burdens placed on participants during traditional member checking. I engaged in reflexivity throughout this process and continuously questioned my biases and assumptions regarding the participant’s feedback and my interpretations (Motulsky, 2021). Reflexive participant collaboration is an ongoing process, and dialogue with participants continued until data analysis was complete. I provide more details on how I will employ this method and describe additional trustworthiness strategies later in this chapter.      

Data Analysis
Data analysis took place after each interview and follow-up conversation, until I reached the point of saturation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Saunders et al., 2018; Thomas & Polliom, 2002). I utilized Husserl’s (1965) “reductions” or specific phenomenological analysis techniques to conceptualize an accurate description of the essence of participants’ shared experiences (Gill, 2014; Moustakas, 1994). The first reduction is the transcendental stage, which requires the researcher to engage in epochè, also referred to as bracketing (Moustakas, 1994; Neubauer et al., 2019). Husserl described epochè as the act of setting aside all biases, judgements, previous knowledge, and preconceived ideas about the research subject (Husserl, 1965; Moustakas, 1994, p. 85; Neubauer et al., 2019). The second stage is the transcendental-phenomenological reduction. During this stage, the researcher engages with the interview data and constructs descriptions of the phenomenon’s essences from each participant’s experience. This is when horizontalization (Moustakas, 1994, p. 120), or the act of continuously re-reading interview transcripts to ensure accurate understanding, takes place. Imaginative variation is the final reduction. This process requires imagining the phenomenon in different contexts, or variations, to see what is left as the invariant or essential elements of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994; Gill, 2014). These steps aid in the researcher’s ability to derive the essence of the phenomenon, which is the main objective of phenomenological research (Moustakas, 1994; Neubauer et al., 2019). 
For this study, I employed the specific methods outlined by Husserl (1965) to answer my research questions and engaged in reflexive participant collaboration (Motulsky, 2021) to develop meaning and understanding of the data with my participants. Since this study is exploring a phenomenon amongst a population with a variety of identities, it is crucial for me to derive the true essence of the phenomenon. Husserl believed that individuals experiencing the same phenomenon would describe commonly perceived features and experiences associated with that phenomenon; these features, or universal essences, can be identified and understood to develop a comprehensive description of the phenomenon under exploration (Neubauer et al., 2019). Engaging in Husserl’s (1965) stages of reductions and the co-creation of meaning with my participants allowed me to fully understand and describe the shared experiences and core elements of the phenomenon (Gill, 2014).
Transcendental Stage 
In Husserl’s approach, the researcher prioritizes transcendental subjectivity, or the consistent reflection and assessment of biases and preconceptions so they do not influence the data (Husserl, 1965; Neubauer et al., 2019). Achieving this subjectivity begins with epochè, the process of setting aside, or bracketing, any of the biases or preconceptions the researcher may have about the phenomenon or subject (Husserl, 1965; Moustakas, 1994, p. 85; Neubauer et al., 2019). Epochè and bracketing are connected in phenomenological research, and allow the researcher to explore the experiences of others from a clear perspective while also acknowledging the realities of the world (Moustakas, 1994). To reach and maintain transcendental subjectivity (Husserl, 1965), the researcher must engage in epochè and bracketing throughout the research process (Moustakas, 1994). Identifying my personal moments of conscientization (Freire, 1970; Marine & Gilbert, 2022) served as a catalyst for epochè. I describe my experience with conscientization and positionality in greater detail later in this chapter. 
To ensure the processes of epochè and bracketing are consistently and intentionally employed throughout the study, I engaged in reflective journaling (Ahmed, 2024) and meaningful dialogue with my colleagues and dissertation committee chair throughout data collection. Journaling is something I do in my personal life, and I do not follow a specific structure or method. For this study, I journaled my initial beliefs and preconceptions about the phenomenon before data collection; journaled my thoughts and feelings after each interview and as they came up during data analysis; and reflected on my journal entries to ensure my emotions are not influencing the data or my understanding of the data. The reflective practice of journaling enhances transparency and contributes to overall trustworthiness (Ahmed, 2024). I continuously engaged in conversation with my dissertation committee chair and trusted colleagues to process the feelings that arise during interviews and maintain transcendental subjectivity (Husserl, 1965). I discuss my trustworthiness strategies further in this chapter.     
Transcendental-Phenomenological Reduction
The goal of transcendental subjectivity (Husserl, 1965) is to prepare the researcher for transcendental-phenomenological reduction, or the task of developing rich descriptions of what is observed and gathered from the participants shared experiences (Husserl, 1965; Moustakas, 1994). This step of data analysis required me to read and reread interview transcripts and notes to ensure I was accurately understanding the experiences of participants. Reflexive participant collaboration (Motulsky, 2021) took place during this step as I engaged in conversations with participants about my understanding of the data. I coded the interview transcripts for significant statements and patterns while allowing new data horizons to emerge. When a phenomenological researcher engages in the process of observation and rich description, new horizons are established; this process of horizontalization (Moustakas, 19945) allows each experience being described by the participant to have an equal value. Once all significant statements were highlighted and initial descriptions developed, repetitive statements and descriptions that do not answer my research question were deleted. This left only the horizons, or core elements and qualities, of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1994). Horizons were clustered into themes that address the research question or connect to the conceptual framework that guided this study (Moustakas, 1994). This was a continuous process until I felt all themes were identified for each set of interviews. Developing the themes and general description of the phenomenon is the ultimate goal of transcendental-phenomenological reduction (Husserl, 1965).         
Imaginative Variation 
Imaginative variation follows phenomenological reduction in the research process, and is used to create textural and structural description (Husserl, 1965; Moustakas, 1994). The textural descriptions are the “what” of the experience and the structural description is the “how” (Moustakas, 1994, p.98). Imaginative variation requires imagining the phenomenon from different perspectives, or variations, to see what is left as the invariant or essential elements of the phenomenon (Gill, 2014; Moustakas, 1994). When engaging in imaginative variation, the researcher focuses on meanings and essences, rather than facts or measurable forms of data (Leigh-Osroosh, 2021; Moustakas, 1994). The descriptions constructed are rich and intricate, they illuminate the key details of participants’ experiences for the reader (Stahl & King, 2020). This process derives the universal essences, aiding in the completion of the textural and structural descriptions. 
Constructing the Essence of the Phenomenon
	The concluding step of Husserl’s (1965) phenomenological data analysis process is to construct the essence of the phenomenon using the textural and structural descriptions (Leigh-Osroosh, 2021; Moustakas, 1994). Synthesizing the textural and structural descriptions after an exhaustive and robust study of the participants’ experiences allows the researcher to construct a “unified statement of the essences of the experience of the phenomenon as a whole,” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 100). The language and words participants use to describe their experiences are powerful. This language should be honored throughout the data analysis process and used to describe the essence of the phenomenon explored (Santos et al., 2015; Thomas & Pollio, 2002).  
Trustworthiness 
 The researcher is the primary instrument in qualitative research, and thus responsible for ensuring the rigor and trustworthiness of the study (Motulsky, 2021; Nowell et al., 2017). Trustworthiness is established when a methodology is intentionally chosen to answer the research questions and the methods are properly followed throughout the research process (Leigh-Osroosh, 2021). I chose a critical phenomenological approach for this study since I aimed to describe the phenomenon of persistence amongst student affairs professionals with marginalized identities. Moreover, I thoroughly follow the methods outlined in this chapter. A specific aspect of my methodology that assists with trustworthiness is the use of rich, thick description to establish credibility (Stahl & King, 2020). Rich, detailed descriptions in qualitative research illuminate the intricacies of participant experiences and help clarify their meanings (Stahl & King, 2020). 
Member checking is another key component of this study’s methodology that supports credibility and trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Motulsky, 2021). I engaged in reflexive participant collaboration (Motulsky, 2021) as the specific form of member checking for this study. Member checking is the process of soliciting feedback from participants about the data to assess the trustworthiness of the interpretations or research findings (Birt et al., 2016; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Motulsky, 2021). Lincoln and Guba (1985) declared member checking as “the most crucial technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314), and has led to a transactional, unintentional, and uncritical application of the tool throughout qualitative research (Motulsky, 2021). Madille and Sullivan (2018) noted how traditional member checking, such as transcript or theme review, has been adopted as the “gold standard” (p. 323) by qualitative researchers. This is often done without consideration of the ethical and moral pitfalls, burdens placed on participants, or influences on research findings (Madill & Sullivan, 2018; Motulsky, 2021). This is a significant pattern that needs disrupting, as critical researchers must prioritize their participants’ wellbeing and empowerment, and their own reflexivity (Motulsky, 2021). 
Reflexivity is a researcher's understanding of how their experiences, beliefs, and biases influence the research process (Morrow, 2005; Motulsky, 2021). Reflexivity is crucial in critical, qualitative research, and mirrors distinct phenomenological methods such as epochè, bracketing, and transcendental subjectivity (Husserl, 1965; Moustakas, 1994; Morrow, 2005). Reflexivity is also key in reflexive participant collaboration, as the responsibility is placed on the researcher and the participants are invited to co-develop understanding (Motulsky, 2021). Engaging in reflexive participant collaboration aided in the credibility of my findings and study trustworthiness. 
Reflexivity and the combination of specific phenomenological analysis techniques such as epochè, bracketing, and transcendental subjectivity (Husserl, 1965; Moustakas, 1994) served as additional trustworthiness methods (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Stahl & King, 2020). Peer debriefing is the process of honestly sharing emotions, biases, and assumed meanings with a non-involved researcher, and receiving transparent feedback that is not emotionally charged (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Stahl & King, 2020). Peer debriefing allows the researcher to clear their mind of emotions that may influence interpretations and harm credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Stahl & King, 2020). I engaged in peer debriefing as a way to attain transcendental subjectivity, the consistent reflection and assessment of biases and preconceptions so they do not influence the data (Husserl, 1965; Neubauer et al., 2019). This consistent reflection, and the process of bracketing my personal experiences and beliefs, cannot be done alone. I engaged in peer debriefing with my dissertation committee chair throughout this study, and actively incorporated his feedback into my research process. This fusion of consistent reflexivity, bracketing, and peer debriefing supported the overall trustworthiness of the study.    
Ethical Considerations
I prioritized ethical considerations throughout the research process. Since participant sensitivity is prioritized in qualitative research, a strong study must consider ethics when discussing trustworthiness (Goodwin et al., 2020; Marshall & Rossman, 2016). The trustworthiness of a study cannot be judged solely on the research design and methods. How the researcher is ethically engaged must be considered (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Ethical considerations in qualitative research focus on the principles of respect for persons, beneficence, and justice (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Respect for persons is maintained when researchers honor their participants’ privacy, anonymity, and right to participate or withdraw from the study. Beneficence is the concept of ‘do no harm’ and justice refers to the “redress of past societal injustices” (Marshall & Rossman, 2016, p. 52) and who benefits from the new knowledge formed from the study.  
I obtained approval through the University of Tennessee, Knoxville Institutional Review Board (IRB). Following IRB approval, I began recruitment and prioritized ethical considerations throughout the screening process. I ensured I have no personal connection to the participants. This meant no University of Tennessee, Knoxville professionals were eligible for study participation. These considerations support the principles of respect for persons and beneficence as participants confidentiality was honored and potential risks were limited (Goodwin et al., 2020; Marshall & Rossman, 2016)
Once I completed recruitment and participant selection, I asked each participant to sign an informed consent form through DocuSign, a platform designed for private and secure document signage. The informed consent form detailed the purpose of the study, approximate time commitment for interviews and follow-up conversations, any potential risks or benefits, the ability of participants to withdraw from the study at any point, and my dissertation committee chair’s contact information. All participants were over the age of 18 and received information about data collection procedures before the initial interview. All records of interview transcripts and notes were saved and stored in a two-factor authenticated, password-protected computer owned by the University of Tennessee, Knoxville. All recorded materials and transcriptions were erased upon completion of the study to minimize the risk of violating participant confidentiality. During the first interview, I asked participants to self-select a pseudonym that was used as their identity in the study (Given, 2008; Goodwin et al., 2020; Surmiak, 2018). Participants self-selected their pseudonyms to minimize the potential harm that could come from a pseudonym I chose for them (Given, 2008; Goodwin et al., 2020; Surmiak, 2018). 
Positionality
I bring my own perspectives, experiences, beliefs, and biases to the academy. As a young millennial with less than five years of full-time experience, I understand my age and lack of time in the field gives me a limited understanding of a long-held career in higher education and the breadth of that experience. In contrast, my age does not minimize the fullness of my experiences or threaten the fortitude of my beliefs and values. I experienced conscientization (Freire, 1970; Marine & Gilbert, 2022) by forming relationships with people from all backgrounds and communities during adolescence and learning about their experiences; and when I came out as Queer at the end of high school. After coming out, I experienced rejection from family members and peers, unprompted questions about my personal life and beliefs, and open disgust from strangers for holding my partner's hand. These experiences fueled my curiosity and disappointment with the society in which I lived. I was reconsidering my long-held assumptions about the world as Marine and Gilbert (2022) suggested. However, I was not exposed to, nor engaged in discussions about, the historical context and systemic structure of oppression until I attended college. These conversations and my understanding developed as I engaged with critical scholarship, learned about concepts such as DiAngelo’s (2016) cycle of oppression, intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989; 2019), and social justice (Bell, 2016); and began understanding the structural barriers that exist for people with non-dominant identities while enrolled in my master’s program. My interest in the persistence of marginalized professionals emerged when I was introduced to the concept of burnout during my master’s program and began noticing marginalized professionals leaving the field. I originally wanted to know the ‘why’ behind the significant attrition crisis (Marshall et al., 2016) in student affairs. This interest transitioned to frustration as professionals with marginalized identities shared their experiences with me, and I learned of the additional challenges facing these professionals. To mitigate this frustration, I decided to focus my research on individuals with marginalized identities who persisted through the systems I was desperate to deconstruct. 
I am a white, cisgender, Queer, able-bodied woman from a lower-middle class background. I am continually understanding and acknowledging the privilege and power of my dominant identities, while also navigating the complexity that comes with ‘otherness.’ Outside of my passion for higher education, most of my purpose centers the lives of marginalized populations and addressing the inequalities and injustices they face. I bring my experiences and worldview to the academy and recognize they will influence my research. To counteract my biases, I consistently challenge my socialized assumptions and practice reflexivity. Processing the intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989; 2019) of my identities and how they shape my experiences, immersing myself in critical literature, and engaging in uncomfortable, transformative conversations with peers and colleagues have and will continue to influence my conscientization. These experiences and lessons motivate me to reflect on my assumptions, challenge dominant narratives, and disrupt power dynamics in both my personal and professional life. My action manifests through leveraging my knowledge and positionality within my scholar-practitioner role and personal sphere of influence. I prioritize critical research, investigate best practices, seek out the most excluded and marginalized communities on campus, and consistently work to ensure my decisions, behaviors, and actions are thoughtful and equitable. Engaging in these elements of critical praxis is essential to my role as a researcher, but just as crucial for my individual journey as an aspiring ally and activist. 
 My application of critical phenomenology is purposeful. It is not only a method of research, but a commitment I make as a researcher. Critical phenomenologists must prioritize their own learning of identities, privilege, and structures of oppression. They also need to understand the responsibility of conducting qualitative research with populations that have experienced discrimination and trauma, and prioritize the inclusion of critical theories into conceptual or theoretical frameworks used in their research. Lastly, critical phenomenology is not complete without the incorporation of tangible action and practical changes based on the new knowledge that is formed. I will expand on this approach based on the study findings in chapter five. 
Summary
I conducted a critical phenomenological qualitative study on the ways in which student affairs professionals with marginalized identities perceive their career experiences and advancement. In Chapter 3, I presented the research question, described the phenomenological methodology, and discussed my positionality as the researcher. I described my recruitment, data collection, and data analysis techniques; discussed the ethical considerations; and explained my reflexivity and trustworthiness strategies.   

Chapter 4
Findings
In Chapter 4, I present the findings from phenomenological interviews with eight senior student affairs professionals (see Table 1: Participant Demographics and Table 2: Participants’ Institutional Background). The purpose of this critical, qualitative, phenomenological study was to explore the ways in which student affairs professionals with marginalized identities perceive their career persistence. To accomplish this, I engaged in a phenomenological interview, data collection and analysis techniques, and a reflexive participant collaboration (Motulsky, 2021) follow-up conversation with each participant: workplace experiences and persistence pathways. I subsequently categorized each theme into four sub-themes (see Table 3). Additionally, data were conceptually analyzed for elements of critical praxis: conscientization, reflection, and action.  
In this chapter, I describe the themes and sub-themes that emerged from phenomenological analysis and provide participants’ narratives to amplify their experiences. I also provide a conceptual analysis of the data using Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model for critical praxis in student affairs and illustrate the ways conscientization, reflection, and action influenced participants’ experiences. I conclude with a synthesis of the descriptions using participant language to capture the essence of persistence for student affairs professionals with marginalized identities.  


Table 1: Participant Demographics
	Name
	Gender
	Race
	Sexual Orientation
	Notes

	Brayden
	Man
	Black
	Straight
	Self-identified as Afro-Caribbean: Haitian and Barbadian

	Coach
	Woman
	African American
	Straight
	Self-identified as African American

	Grace
	Woman
	Multi-racial, Asian American and White
	Straight 
	Self-identified as Multi-racial 

	Jack
	Man
	Vietnamese American
	Gay
	

	Jerome
	Man
	Black
	Gay/Queer
	Self-identified as living with disabilities

	María
	Woman
	Latina
	Queer
	Naturalized citizen, Indigenous to Mexico

	Phê-rô
	Man
	Vietnamese American
	Straight
	

	Sage
	Woman
	Black
	Straight
	




Table 2: Participants’ Institutional Background
	Name
	Current Role
	
Institution Type
	Geographic Region

	Brayden
	Vice President of Campus and Student Life
	Mid-size, private, religious, liberal arts
	Northwest

	Coach
	Vice President of Student Services 
	Small, private, religious
	Southern

	Grace
	Assistant Vice President for Student Affairs and Dean of Students
	Large, public, research intensive 
	West Coast 

	Jack
	Dean of Students
	Small, private, liberal arts
	West Coast

	Jerome
	Assistant Vice Chancellor for Student Engagement
	Small, public, liberal arts
	Midwest

	María
	Assistant Vice President and Dean of Students
	Mid-size, public, research
	Southern

	Phê-rô
	Assistant Vice President for Student Affairs
	Large, public, research intensive 
	Southern

	Sage
	Assistant Vice President of Equity, Identity, and Success 
	Large, public, research intensive 
	Midwest



Table 3: List of Themes and Sub-Themes 
	Phenomenological Analysis

	Themes
	Sub-themes 

	Workplace Experiences


	Encounters with Oppression 

	
	Representation

	
	Internalized Oppression

	
	Identity and Cultural Influence

	Persistence Pathways


	Challenging Oppression

	
	Community, Mentorship, and Relationships 

	
	Institutional Leadership and Supervision 

	
	Knowing Yourself and Your Limits 


Phenomenological Themes
In this section, I present the two themes identified through phenomenological data analysis: workplace experiences and persistence pathways. Each theme is described and supported by recurring statements and quotes from participants about their experience as student affairs professionals with marginalized identities (the textural description) and the strategies and contexts that have supported their persistence (the structural description; Husserl, 1965; Leigh-Osroosh, 2021; Moustakas, 1994). The initial themes were further categorized into four sub-themes to better define the essence of participant shared experiences (Moustakas, 1994).  
Experiences in the Workplace
	I identified experiences in the workplace as the first theme through phenomenological analysis and included the following sub-themes: encounters with oppression, representation, internalized oppression, and identity and cultural influence. This theme and subsequent sub-themes illuminate the unique shared experience of being a senior student affairs professional with marginalized identities.   
Encounters with Oppression
	The first sub-theme identified from the data centered encounters with oppression. Though participants work at various institution types and hold multiple marginalized identities, each participant discussed experiences of oppression from supervisors, colleagues, or campus community members. These encounters ranged from supervisors engaged in inequitable treatment to a particular ‘feeling’ participants described having after engaging with someone. 
 

Grace, a multi-racial Asian American and White woman, has worked at the same large public polytechnic institution on the West Coast for the majority of her career. She disclosed many experiences of inequitable payment when she was a new professional.
Early on in my career, I approached my supervisor about my pay. I had a coworker, and we had essentially the same job. He had been there longer, but he was also married and had kids. And I was single and didn't have any children at the time. And when I went to ask her if we could be paid the same, my supervisor said, “well, he's the primary breadwinner in his family and that's why he needs to be paid more.”
Grace stressed how it is often challenging to “get a clear answer [in higher education] about how one does get promoted or paid equitably.” She also noted, “when I first started at this university, they had a list of people who made over a hundred thousand dollars and there was only one woman on that list. It was all men and mostly White men.”
María, a Queer Latina, experienced oppression from supervisors in a different way. After her fiancé’s grandmother passed away, María encountered microaggressions targeting her Queer identity when asking her supervisor if she could take leave to attend the services. She did not think there would be pushback or questioning. 
I didn't think he was going to care. But then he was like, “Well, I know that y'all are just engaged right now. How serious is this? Because the correct form of leave is bereavement leave. And so if this is serious, I'll push for that. But if it's not and you're not real serious, then I don't want to push for something.” And I was just like, “what?” Part of me was like, would you stop and ask my other colleague who's in a heterosexual relationship, the same question? If you're engaged to be married, the assumption is that this is something, you've made some decisions, it's going to be pretty permanent. So that caught me off guard and I reevaluated some things… I think that's the first time that I was like, oh, okay. 
Like María, Phê-rô, a Vietnamese man currently serving as an assistant vice president for student affairs, also disclosed barriers related to identity. Phê-rô’s first name is a native Vietnamese name, but he chose to go by his ‘American’ middle name for the first 30 years of his life. He explained how this was easier for him growing up, but he also noticed negative responses when using his first name in professional settings.  
When I was applying for jobs, [I would] apply with my middle name or put my middle name in underlined quotations, because I realized that when I just did [my first name], I wouldn't get as many calls. And so it would be one of those situations where unless you knew me or unless we talked in person or you asked me about the job or whatnot, that's just what I felt like I had to do.
Phê-rô, who now proudly goes by his first name, further explained that the way people perceive his name influences assumptions and stereotypes made during phone calls, emails, and first-time meetings during his day-to-day work experiences.
Jerome, a Black Queer Man who serves as an assistant vice chancellor for student engagement of a small public institution in the Midwest, noted a ‘different pressure’ and ‘tax’ associated with having particular marginalized identities on a college campus. 
The expectation to show up in particular ways, the expectations around things that may not actually be part of my duties… I'll use Blackness as an example, as a Black person and a Black male in leadership. If there are issues surrounding race, whether or not those issues happen within my shop or not, [there is] a responsibility or an expectation to lend support, to educate, to then respond to folks if harm was done. 
Jerome labeled this experience of increased expectations and labor as the “Black tax.” He elaborated on how colleagues with non-marginalized identities may not relate to this experience. 
The Black tax is a very real thing on campus, and that's with students and their expectations or with subordinates and their expectations… Same around Queerness, same around Disability… I think that my peers who have dominant identities do not have to worry about [that]. They get to come and they get to go to work, and then they get to go home and they get to unplug. But there is a different weight around being in the microscope of things or being in the fishbowl and then still having to maintain your role. 
María also discussed the ‘different pressure’ associated with having marginalized identities and holding a leadership position. There are differences in her experiences as a woman in leadership, as she explained wardrobe decisions, such as no longer wearing flat shoes or no longer having the option to not wear a jacket or blazer. She expanded on this idea of always being professional and prepared. 
My supervisor at the time, the dean of students and White male, could stroll into any meeting and no one was going to question why he needed to be there or what his role was. He didn't have to have the information. But when I walked into a space, well it’s, “What's your role? Why are you here? Why are you connected? Do you even know what we're talking about?” And so I was having to push and to learn and to do more background knowledge so that I knew and I was prepared, because I knew I was going to get those questions.
This type of questioning from supervisors and colleagues about role, preparedness, or validity is a shared experience among participants. Brayden, a Black man currently serving as the vice president for student affairs at a private, religious institution in the Northwest, expanded on this experience. 
I've been at this for over 25 years and the level of questioning that has occurred throughout my career, I've not seen that occur with my White colleagues in the same way. It's always, “Oh, why are we doing it this way? Why don't we consider it that way?” In instances where these folks have no experience, background, expertise in the areas that I have responsibility for. Those same kinds of questions continue to pop [up]. And again, that's the infrastructure, that's the system. 
Sage, a Black woman currently serving as an assistant vice president of equity, identity, and success within a student affairs division at a large public institution in the Midwest, talked about always feeling judged by misinformation or stereotypes, rather than her true character, especially as a young professional. 
When I went to apply for a [different] position, my co-worker who was doing the same work as I was, [made] such a negative comment like, “What are you doing?” And this is what I heard: Who do you think you are?... I always felt that no matter what I did or how I operated, if there was an opportunity to second guess my character or my work ethic, it was always second guessed.
These presumptions by colleagues can also be made about professionals who do not hold marginalized identities. Grace emphasized how positive assumptions are made and comments stated about colleagues with dominant identities. 
I have now, ironically, a male colleague that is my number two, and I adore him. He does a great job. I'm super grateful [that] can do anything that I can do. But I noticed when we walk into a room, that people refer to him when we leave. They're like, “oh my gosh, he's so great. He's so amazing. He should be promoted. He needs to be elevated.” And not to say I don't agree, but it's just interesting. It's like, you've met him for 20 seconds. What is it about him that makes you think he's so wonderful that he needs to be promoted or put on a committee with the president? 
Participants expressed how experiences with oppression can also be difficult to categorize. When discussing the added pressure he has experienced, Jerome stated “there are things I’ve had to navigate that sometimes it’s hard to name, but it’s there.” Sage also described this difficulty.
I have no proof that it's systemic racism or if there's systemic anything. I don't have proof of that. It's just the feeling that I experienced…. You don't ever really know. No one's ever going to admit it, right? So, it's really about a feeling. 
Jack, a Gay Vietnamese Man, talked about how this feeling affects his regular work experiences as a professional with marginalized identities: 
I often have said the system wasn't created for me [or] parts of me… I certainly have a lot of privileged identities for sure. But when I think about marginalized identities, those are the ones I obviously think about a lot and influence how I feel like I show up day-to-day.
Participants shared collective experiences with oppressive systems and discussed how these encounters influenced their overall experience as a senior student affairs professional. Participants like Grace, Phê-rô, and María have experienced inequitable policies, practices, and hiring decisions which have influenced their livelihood and career satisfaction. Other participants expressed that assumptions, excessive expectations, or added pressure is placed on them by colleagues and supervisors. These encounters with oppression affect participants on a daily basis and influence their experiences as a senior student affairs professional with marginalized identities.  
Representation 
	The second sub-theme I identified within experiences in the workplace was representation. Representation refers to the deficiency in diverse staff within higher education student affairs and the influence that had on participants. Each participant shared experiences related to being the first or only (or both) person with marginalized identities at their institutions or in their departments, divisions, or certain leadership positions. The sub-theme of representation also illustrates the impact of seeing and connecting with professionals with marginalized identities in leadership positions, in addition to the experience of serving as representation for others upon obtaining a senior-leadership position. 
Coach, an African American Woman and the vice president for student services at a small, private religious institution in the South, has had a unique professional journey and experience. Starting her career in K-12 public schools, Coach experienced a professional shift in 2012 which led her to serving as an academic advisor for student-athletes at her current institution. During her time at her current institution, she has been promoted through the department of student success and asked to serve as the interim vice president for student services in 2020, which became permanent six months later. Her entire career in student affairs has been at her current institution  
I’m the first African American administrator [at] my current institution, which our institution is over 170 years old so the fact that I was appointed as the first African American [senior] administrator four years ago lends itself to, it's obvious that there were some barriers… I mean, I was here for 12 years and it took a while… I'm the only African American vice president of [now] eight vice presidents.
The demographics of Coach’s institution did not allow her to easily find community. She elaborated on her experience with representation. 
When I came [here] in 2012, there were five other African American faculty and staff people. There was a grand total of six of us, which included some [athletic] coaches… I was on that island all by myself because I didn't know who I could confide in. I had no one other than [the person] who asked me to step into this role, and I felt like I could confide in him, but he didn't look like me. So I did feel like I was on the island by myself for a long time, and not because [he] didn't try to make me feel like I belonged, but for a long time I didn't feel like I belonged because there were not very many faces [like mine]. 
Participants detailed experiences of not seeing their identities represented in leadership. Grace noted a “turning point” about 16 years ago at a conference for Asian and Pacific Islanders. 
It was really clear that there are a lot of Asian Americans who have various roles in higher ed. So we're well represented in higher ed overall, but very few in the top levels of leadership. So like president, vice president, there aren't as many Asians. 
The sentiment of inadequate representation at the beginning of their career was common amongst participants. Sage, who was a new professional in the Midwest in the 1990s, shared about her time as an early professional at a community college: 
When I looked around [at] that institution, no, not a lot of People of Color. They had their one good guy that they really liked. They let him rise up the ranks. But everybody else really, there wasn't a lot of diversity. There wasn't a lot of diversity of women, of other ethnicities and nationalities in higher positions.
Twenty years later, participants are now serving as the representation on their campuses. Jack, who was recently appointed dean of students at a small, liberal arts college on the west coast, shared his current experience with representation:
Right now, I am one of two People of Color on our senior leadership team. It's hard to not think about that. Every time I sit down for a meeting. I am [also] the only out person on our senior leadership team. 
Brayden specified how the lack of representation can influence work relationships and produce challenges: 
I would also note that given the places that I've worked, in many instances, I might have been the first BIPOC person that they worked with and or were supervised by. And when you layer all of those other factors, including my identity characteristics on top of that, it created some pretty significant barriers in a lot of ways.
Brayden elaborated on how his identities have influenced particular interactions with or treatment from colleagues. 
I was [applying] at one institution and there had been an internal candidate for the same role who was a White woman who didn't get it. She was going to be, and was, my direct report. And she was older than me, she had a little bit more experience than me. We identified very differently from one another. And she made it her business to create roadblocks and problems for me, particularly in my first year.
Jerome recalled similar experiences, “I do navigate being in these environments sometimes as the only or one of few, and there is a different pressure that’s associated with that.” He continued 
While oftentimes we tell our students and we know ourselves that we are not the representatives for any group that we're a part of, sometimes the reality is people are looking at you to represent your group. Whatever that group may be or whatever they may assign you to be based off of what they perceive, whether you've disclosed it or not. 
Conversely, Jerome noted the positive effect of seeing yourself represented and how that has influenced his leadership journey. He shared that at his previous institutions, the vice president or vice chancellor for student affairs has been a Black professional. Each of these administrators supported Jerome’s career needs and aspirations. 
One of the things that I have been really, really thinking about, especially as a first-generation college student, is the impact that seeing professionals and experiencing professionals that had [an] identity similar to mine. How affirming those experiences were for me. And that continues to re-energize me in this work and help me to understand my purpose. Being able to mentor younger professionals who are aspiring for positions that I've been in and being able to see, again, folks that are in positions that I aspire to who have experiences like my lived experiences. 
Participants emphasized the impact of visibly seeing leaders with marginalized identities, and also being the one seen. María expressed the responsibility and honor she feels being the representation for others.
I want to make sure students know there is somebody who's done it, whether they want to go into this field or not. That someone can be out and Queer and Brown and speak Spanish. [They can] be a first-generation student, all those things, and hold these positions.  
Phê-rô’s experiences converged with others’ experiences with visible representation. He highlighted the influence geography and region can have on this experience, “if you go out to California and New Mexico and all that, I see a lot more Asian Americans in senior-level leadership out there, but they're not crossing over past the Mason Dixon.” He elaborated that choosing to live in the South motivates him to be the representation for others. 
When I went to school, it was a PWI and I saw nobody, and I'm still seeing nobody. And so understanding the value in that even if people don't know me, or never heard of me or never talked to me, if they see that there is somebody there, I think it at least relieves a fear. They can say, “well, there is some way. There's some way to get there.” And I think for me, that was part of my persistence model, wanting to get there.
Representation was a significant and recurring topic throughout participant interviews. The internal and external effects of being the only professional with marginalized identities on your campus, within your department or division, or in a leadership position are critical. Participants expressed feelings of insecurity or doubt in their ability to “make it” since they did not see themselves represented in leadership. Some also noted that connecting with leaders throughout their career who shared similar identities was invaluable to their experience and persistence. Now, participants are serving as the representation for young professionals and students on their campus since they have reached a senior-level administrative position. 
Internalized Oppression 
	As participants described their experiences with oppression, they also highlighted how these experiences and other factors caused them to internalize the perception of and pressure from others. Jack mentioned experiencing a ‘different pressure’ at his current institution and expressed his struggle with the potential impact he could make on communities he is a part of: 
For the folks who the system is built for, they don't have to think about their words because there isn't as big of an impact if they screw up. If I screw up and I either make a bad call or I say the wrong thing, it's a reflection on those marginalized communities that I feel like I carry. So in some ways I could say that I worry about speaking on behalf of our students of color or that I worry when I [talk] about the LGBTQ+ student experience, that all eyes are on me. 
Phê-rô shared a similar sentiment, "if I go one way, it could be seen or viewed by a population as such. And if you don't go that way, then it can be viewed the same type of way by a different population." As mentioned earlier, Phê-rô previously went by his ‘American’ middle name. He further explained that during childhood and young adulthood, he did not identify much with his Asian culture outside of his household. This was due to growing up in a predominantly Black neighborhood and feeling a strong societal connection to the Black community. This led him to join a historically Black Greek lettered organization in college where he thrived, but continued to struggle with cultural disconnection. He recalled times in his early career of asking himself “Am I Asian enough? Am I not Asian enough? Am I doing this right?” 
This internalized oppression related to identity validity is not an isolated experience. Grace, who identifies as multi-racial, stated, “even as a person who works in the diversity, equity and inclusion field, I sometimes don't feel like I am Asian enough or diverse enough to be considered credible.” 
María defined her experience as an “internal battle.” Even while working at a Hispanic serving institution (HSI), she navigated various barriers due to her multiple marginalized identities. Though she was feeling supported in her Mexican identity, María experienced an internal conflict related to her Womanhood and Queer identity. Maria pondered, “I think it just puts you in a place of like, am I legitimate? Will I ever be seen as legitimate?” This was around the same time she began making intentional wardrobe decisions such as no longer wearing flat shoes or consistently wearing a blazer or jacket. She concluded, “The emotional labor that causes internally for you is just very different.” 
Encounters with oppression and barriers led some participants to internalize the pressure, doubt, and identity conflicts experienced. Participants have second-guessed their decisions or identity validity due to internalized oppression. This internalization has caused emotional and mental distress for participants and influenced their career experiences.   
Identity and Cultural Influence 
	The final sub-theme within experiences in the workplace encapsulates the special talents, characteristics, and perspectives professionals with marginalized identities bring to the field of student affairs, and how these attributes have influenced participants' career experiences. Jerome described this as an “incomparable element” that he brings to professional spaces. “There have been barriers, but there are also benefits to marginalized identities. I provide relatability, a unique perspective. I bring a flair to the workplace.” He further shared how this authenticity influences those around him. 
I have been told that there is an energy that I bring to organizations that empower folks to exist in the fullness of their authenticity, to challenge norms. And I do that in a way that is real and authentic. I'm a disruptor, but in a way that really is authentic to me and in a way that also promotes education and learning and those sort of things. 
Participants discussed receiving these salient characteristics or foundational background experiences from family members. When asked what has contributed to her persistence, María highlighted her and her parents’ journey to the United States. 
My mom literally put me to sleep in a tractor tire and swam me across the Rio Grande. And so I think on days where I'm just like, this is a lot, there's nothing that I can do. I think there wasn't a whole lot my parents could do, but my mother still risked her life and my life for a better life here. So that I could make choices and decisions different than what she did. And so far, I think I'm kicking ass on paving a different road for myself. But I’m always thinking about the sacrifices my grandparents made so that my parents could have a better life and the decisions my parents made, good or bad, so that I could be where I'm at. I think that keeps me rooted to my work ethic. 
Brayden also expressed gratitude for the opportunities he’s had due to the support of his family. He stated, “I’m living a life that is unfamiliar to them.” He explained how being the first in his immediate family to attend college and moving away from home allowed him to create a lifestyle that is different from older generations in his family. Still, they have remained a significant source of support for him.  
I referenced that my mom passed away when I was a senior in college, that's my paternal grandmother who assumed guardianship of me when I was born… [she was] always fully invested in me. I was always a good student, and she saw that really, really early on and really pushed me to pour into my books and my studies, and then the rest of my family saw it as well, and they always encouraged it. I was teased a lot as a kid. I was called a nerd and a whole range of other things growing up because where I grew up, being smart was not cool. And so having that support from my family has always been so important, and they've been with me every step along the way, every graduation, every milestone event… the younger cousins, they all look up to me in that regard. 
Grace also mentioned cultural and familial influences that affected how she showed up professionally and her work experiences, “I definitely recognize that my persistence, especially at an early age, came from my family and the messages of what the next generation was expected to do for the family.” She shared that this influenced her competitive drive and motivation to achieve; however, she also disclosed cultural influences that negatively affected her professionally. She remembered a consistent message received growing up, “the nail that sticks up gets hammered down.” As a young professional, Grace viewed being vocal, complaining, or standing out as a negative. “We don't draw attention to ourselves. If anything bad happens to you, it's your fault. That's a very first-gen immigrant mentality, I think.” Her views changed when she witnessed other Asian Women enacting different leadership styles than hers.
I'm a founding member of the Asian Pacific Islander faculty and staff association. Early on, after we formed, there were some women who were very outspoken and very loud and charismatic. Just so different than how I stereotyped or thought about, well, myself and other Asian women. And I thought, “well, gosh, if Lisa can embrace her voice and speak out and be angry about something, why shouldn't I do that?” 
Now, as an administrator, Grace embraces her leadership style and views it as a strength.
I sometimes think about who would do it if I wasn't here. I mean, we're all replaceable. But when I think, “oh, I don't want to have that conversation anymore. I don't want to deal with this really heavy subject,” it's like, yeah, but I also feel like I am good at it and I have a gift to give people… I know I take a lot of care in the work that I do. So that also keeps me motivated to show up.
Though professionals with marginalized identities experience oppression and barriers related to their identity, their presence and leadership bring invaluable elements of diversity and perspective to the workplace. Throughout the interviews, participants revealed special talents, valued characteristics, and unique backgrounds that allow them to engage in student affairs work in creative and intentional ways. Participants also cited specific influences from their family or culture that shaped their career experiences.
Persistence Pathways 
	I identified persistence pathways as the second theme through phenomenological analysis and further categorized this theme into the following sub-themes: challenging oppression; community, mentorship, and relationships; institutional leadership and supervision; and knowing yourself and your limits. This theme and the sub-themes illuminate the unique shared strategies and contexts that supported participants’ persistence through their student affairs career. 
Challenging Oppression
	As participants disclosed encounters with oppression, they also cited instances of challenging the oppression and systems they were navigating. Some participants highlighted experiences of directly calling out oppressive or harmful comments and interactions. Other participants told of using their positionality and experiences to support others, effect change, or create environments where individuals with marginalized identities can thrive. 
When asked how they respond to oppression or barriers in the workplace, multiple participants described “naming it” and building confidence throughout their career to directly address what they were experiencing. Brayden shared his experience with naming and calling out harmful behavior, and how he chooses to approach these conversations. 
Sometimes it needs to be in public because it happened in public and people are going to be left with this thing happened and no one said anything, and that cost is higher than not. When I choose to address it in the moment, and it could be as benign as, ‘hey, let's take this offline. I want to talk with you a little bit more about this particular thing you said or you did” so that folks know that it's not just going to be left out there. And sometimes it’s just “that's racist and let me tell you why it's racist and why that won't work for this environment.” That fortunately has been rare that I've had to do it as directly as that, but it has happened on occasion.
Multiple participants explained how their confidence to directly address these concerns has developed during their career. Brayden referred to this as having a great sense of responsibility. 
 Now, I have not always had the confidence, particularly when I was a younger professional, to do it publicly. I would hold it and talk to my supervisors or others who I knew were safe for me to engage in most conversations with. But now as a senior leader on my campus and in this field, I feel more obligated and I have more of a voice. I can share things in ways that I couldn't when I was an entry or mid-level professional. 
Grace said that she “calls a lot of things out on a daily basis.” She noted not feeling comfortable to directly confront these situations when she was a younger professional due to confidence or cultural influences. “Now that I'm a little more mature and have had more practice, I probably would actually say it in the moment.” Sage also discussed calling out problematic behavior and positionality affecting one’s ability to do so. As an administrator, she no longer tolerates the “nastiness” she experiences or witnesses. She shared an example regarding search committees and hiring. 
One woman said to me, when we were trying to hire an assistant director under me, “I just can't see him in that role.” Well, what does that mean and why do you have to ‘see them’ in that role? It is a lot of that… Once I started noticing it, I'm like, if you put me on the search committee, you're going to catch it. I'm going to ask you questions like, “why does that matter?” Any search committee that I am either on or I lead, I make sure that I [communicate] with HR. I make sure everybody takes the training. I make sure everybody understands what we're doing and what we're looking for, what we're going to do and what we're not going to do, what questions we're asking. And making sure that if we're going to ask that question here, we're going to ask it to everybody. Things of that nature to try to eliminate that foolishness that will go on in search committees. 
Sage emphasized how this type of action can be challenging, especially when power dynamics are at play, “There's so many other spaces where most folks aren't brave enough to do that because of titles and positionalities.” Jerome also expressed how positionality has influenced his actions. Advancing in position has allowed him to understand the breadth of his influence. 
I would say I feel a greater sense of responsibility to my organization now with my reach and impact. I understand the weight and gravity of decisions that I make. I also understand the gravity of inaction and I understand how those things can over time create more harm if they're not addressed.  
As participants move up in position, they have been able to influence the systems of which they are a part. María discussed feeling a sense of responsibility to her staff and the barriers she is able to remove or address. 
I don't want you to have to struggle. Now that I'm at this stage in my career, I can take barriers away. I can use my connections. And so when we can, I will push for them and I will have my staff push for them knowing that they're supported by me because that's important. That's going to keep a student here. that's going to make an experience. That's going to change someone's future and their family's future. So yeah, I think all that fuels the reasons why I continue to stay here and persist. 
María expressed how her sense of responsibility developed as she reached higher positions; her feelings also shifted when she moved to a new geographical location that made it hard for individuals with marginalized identities to find community. 
What's shifted even more so now is how I show up for colleagues, particularly women, Women of Color, Queer identified folks as well. Not just in the division and at my level, but just in general. Where are you finding community? How are you? Can I help provide that community? I think that's become more apparent to me here… I mean there's not a lot of places for you to find community. And so where are folks finding it? How can we get connected?
These experiences illustrate how participants challenge oppressive systems and create environments where others, especially those with marginalized identities, can thrive. This sub-theme also highlights how challenging oppression and transforming systems contributes to participants’ continued persistence in student affairs. 
Community, Mentorship, and Relationships 
The sub-theme of community, mentorship, and relationships refers to the people who supported participants' career journeys or relational strategies that supported their persistence. Community encompasses the professionals on campus or in the field of student affairs who participants have connected with and leaned on because of shared identity and interest. Community can also be people participants are close to such as partners, family members, or friends. Mentorship is the formal or informal relationships participants have with older professionals, or the experience of serving as a mentor to younger professionals. Lastly, forming intentional relationships is a common practice amongst participants to promote change and support their persistence. 
Sage acknowledged familial community as a source of support: “talking it through with my husband and telling him what's going on and what I noticed. Talking it through with my sister, who I talk to regularly. Just stuff to make sure this sounds crazy, right? Am I tripping? Or is this really crazy?” 
Jack described challenges while working through the COVID-19 pandemic in addition to responding to concerns about the conflict Israeli-Palestinian conflict Gaza in the fall of 2023. During those times, he said he confided in his husband, family members, and two close colleagues at his previous current institution. These people supported Jack through these stressful and intense periods. Jack also noted leaning on colleagues at different institutions and the importance of having different perspectives. 
I think at any school that you're at, you can easily find yourself in a bubble. Despite my two closest coworkers being amazing, they were part of the bubble. Everything that I was frustrated with, they were either frustrated with too or I couldn't talk with them about it. So I think it's always important to have people who get the work outside of the bubble to just do some gut checking. 
Grace mentioned familial support, but differentiated between who she seeks out for specific concerns or topics. 
I have a sister and we're really close. And my entire career, I've always confided in her about all the things. But most of the people that I know who do my work, don't also share my identities. So sometimes I'll talk to someone like another dean about activism or free speech or student conduct or something. But I have some other Women of Color that I talk to more about life and parenting and relationships. And sometimes we'll talk a little bit about a work dynamic. They're kind of separate worlds. There are my Women of Color friends and then there's my higher ed friends. 
Phê-rô also talked about different sources of support from his partner, close friend group, campus colleagues, and mentors.
It is more of a collective piece for me, with the biggest support coming from my wife, and then everyone else just kind of fills in the gaps with what I need so I don't go to one person for everything. Because I know that as a person, I have multiple things going on. And so it is just the understanding of where I am and what part of my life they have been a part of to really understand what it is that I'm struggling with in order to help me through some of those pieces.
Additionally, Phê-rô highlighted the impact of mentorship. He was a part of an undergraduate mentorship program through a student affairs organization 22 years ago, and he is still connected to that mentor to this day. Phê-rô continues to give back through mentorship opportunities.
I do it because I think a big piece of that for me is I absolutely wouldn't be where I am if it wasn't for candid conversations that I had with people. And whether that's structured in a way of a mentor mentee relationship or not. We're in such a different world now, especially virtually. And the capabilities of communication and interaction now expand beyond a campus community.
Mentorship was a significant part of many participant experiences. Brayden shares the sentiment of wanting to give back to those with similar identities. He stated, “I also feel a special responsibility and obligation to students who've historically been on the margins or who've [been] historically underrepresented in colleges and universities, and offer myself up to them in ways that I don't to every student.” Additionally, he highlighted the unconditional support he received from Black men mentors and the impact it made. 
I just feet so incredibly supported and folks are constantly pouring into me. And that has made all the difference. And it's also why I pour into my people because again, I want them to have the same kind of experiences that I've had and to be able to build the same kinds of relationships with the senior-level folks that I was able to build.
Jack also recalled the influence professionals with similar identities had on his early career experiences. 
I sought out other Asian male professionals. And there's certainly a handful that I remember drawing myself to and being like, “Oh, I want to learn about what they do, how they do it, or how they talk to their families about what they do?”
Jerome gives credit to his community and mentors for “both my persistence in the field and my desire to stay in the field.” He shared how his mentors have been important as he navigates changes and challenges.
When I feel like I am at moments where I'm experiencing burnout, I've had mentors that say, “maybe you should consider how you organize your time or how you communicate with your managers around your needs, how you have good workplace boundaries,” those sort of things. I've had folks that have invited me into experiences that have been rejuvenating. I think about my involvement in professional associations. I think about some of the training institutes that I've been able to do that give me new skill sets, that give me new perspective around what it means to do this work in the field. Those things and those people have really helped me to see my value in education. 
These relationships helped participants persist through the highs and often lows of the profession. María recalled, “it always comes back to people. Leaning on folks that have been mentors for a really, really long time. And I still call them, I still reach out because it is hard doing this work.” 
	However, some participants did not resonate with having influential mentorship throughout their career. Given the demographics of Coach’s institution and her unique journey through higher education, she discussed her struggle with mentorship; “but I am that person for other people on campus, which is just as rewarding.” Grace also has a different perspective on mentorship and explained why she does not have a mentor 
Yeah, so mentorship, I have kind of an interesting relationship with that term. I guess because I've been in a lot of programs in my life that have had mentorship as a component. When I first went to college, it was like, we're going to match you up with this big sister and she's going to be your mentor. And then I never heard from her again. And then when I went to a leadership education program. I had a mentor and I never heard from her again. 
These experiences were disheartening for Grace and turned her away to the formalized process of mentorship.  
I don't know if it's me and I'm not good at being a mentee, but the whole artificial concept of matching someone and expecting them to be your mentor or even approaching people right after college. I approached some people and said, “would you be my mentor?” And it just never ended up really being very impactful. But I definitely have mentors, and I don't even know if they know that they're my mentors.
Sage also expressed not having a true mentor throughout her professional life. She mentioned supervisors that have helped shape her along the way and inspiring colleagues or people in leadership roles, but there is no one she would label as a mentor. Though she is open to the possibility of a mentor, Sage also prioritizes being a mentor herself. 
It has not worked for me, but I can tell you I'm probably one of the best mentors out there. I take that role very seriously. And it's not that I strive for it, it's just that the experiences that I went through, I don't think people should have to go through everything I went through. I think that folks’ experiences can be better, is the point I want to make. So I want to be a great supervisor. I want to be great! So I help those people who work next to me and work for me. 
Relationships, the final aspect of this sub-theme, is a common strategy used by participants to improve their workplace experiences and foster change on their campuses. As discussed earlier, there are not many People of Color at Coach’s institution. She explained how building relationships across campus has been critical to her success. 
The one thing that I felt like I had to do was to build relationships before I could really and truly do my job effectively… I went to the different departments, I ate in the cafeteria, and I went to faculty meetings. I got to know people because I could not effectively do my job and facilitate change unless I knew what the people around me and how they fit into the puzzle.
Coach said this strategy was not only helpful when she first started at her institution, but also when she became vice president. Building relationships is now a standard practice for her.    
So my road to getting to where I am is that I built relationships on the front end. From day one. I got to know my colleagues within the department, but I also made my way around campus to get to know people around the institution. And that's true today, I'm probably one of the first people that if there's a new person who comes on board, I want to go meet 'em. I want to see how I can build a relationship with this person so that I can better serve my division and each individual department. So I'm always going to go and introduce myself.
Participants noted that developing relationships was an intentional decision made to ‘cushion’ themself from hurtful or oppressive interactions. Sage stated:
I think one of the tactics that has helped me when it comes to how I navigate in [these] spaces, I build relationships with folks… We don't have to be best friends, but there's a level of respect that I'm going to give you and I'm going to expect that in return.” 
Phê-rô recalled putting differences aside to reach a common goal. Phê-rô suggested that due to his phenotype and identities, “individuals judge me at first glance.”. He explained that he tries to sit down and have a conversation with everyone he might work closely with so they can figure out who he really is. If that is not possible, he employs other relational strategies. He shared, “for me, it's about making a connection and understanding that at the end of the day, I can say, ‘what is it that you're trying to do? And is it aligned with what I'm trying to do? Let's put us aside and figure out what this looks like for who we're supposed to serve.’”
The sub-theme of community, mentorship, and relationships illustrates how relational influences can impact a professionals’ career. Participants cited leaning on their family and close friends during times of distress; confiding in their community and mentors; and fostering relationships on their campus to effect change. These relationships provided invaluable support, development, and social capital (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Yosso, 2005) that contributed to participants’ persistence.  
Institutional Leadership and Supervision
	Participants emphasized the influence supervisors, leadership, and institutional culture had on their willingness to stay in or leave an environment, their job satisfaction and actualization, and their persistence. Various participants cited encounters with supervisors or administrative decisions and leadership as reasons for leaving or remaining in a certain position. Leadership and supervisory satisfaction influence the way participants make decisions about career moves or job transitions, respond to challenges, and advance through their career. 
Brayden described it this way, “when places are good to me and allow me to do the work that I’ve been invited to do, I stay.” Brayden is loyal to his institutions, having been employed at his current campus for 15 years. However, he left his previous institution after only two years because he “didn’t buy what the president was doing or what [he was] selling with his leadership.” Grace, who is geographically bound for familial reasons, also voiced leaving spaces that did not serve her. Throughout her time at her current institution, Grace has made the choice to transition to different departments due to harmful treatment and lack of support from supervisors. After an “off putting” response from a supervisor about receiving equal pay, she noted, “I left [that] job shortly after because she basically said I was going to be paid what I was going to be paid, and there was no way to move up.” She emphasized how remaining at a singular institution can create barriers to promotion, “if you want to move up, you have to move around… Most people I've worked with have moved on and they've been able to promote a lot more quickly in the field than I have.”  
The influence of institutional leadership is bi-directional. Sage, an assistant vice president at a large Midwest public institution, serves on a student affairs leadership team with professionals who all hold marginalized identities. She gives credit to her current president for this representation, explaining that once he was appointed president, he committed to “enhanc[ing] the student experience by hiring and retaining more Faculty and Staff of Color.” Sage emphasized, “and the president did what he said he was going to do.” This started with more diversity on his cabinet and included administrators, other leadership positions, faculty, and staff. Sage has been employed at this institution for 20 years and disclosed that every person who has hired her for a new position has been a Person of Color.   
Jack admitted it was difficult to leave his previous institution after ten years because of supervisors and leadership who “had an understanding of who I was. They knew me as a person and my values and identities.” He also mentioned that when he experienced challenges, especially during the COVID-19 pandemic, the way his division and university’s mission and goals aligned with his values and purpose made it easier for him to persist. Jack started in an inaugural role, created practices and positions focused on student care and mental health, and developed a department for student wellbeing during the ten years at his previous institution. He credits this longevity to supervisory support, trust from administrators, and the institution’s commitment to student wellbeing.        
Coach also resonates with the mission of her institution and specified this as a reason for why she continues this work.  
[My] institution is a Christian institution, and part of the reason why I've stayed in this role is because I believe in the mission and vision of the institution. But I also believe in the Christian environment. And what I see as my role is not just to be an administrator, but to use what I do as a ministry because my division has the opportunity to touch the life of every student on this campus… If I were doing it for the money, I wouldn't be doing it. I could move and do something else. I've had opportunities to go to state schools and there's nothing against state schools, but I see what I do here as a ministry, and I feel like God planted me here. 
These experiences highlight the influence supervisory treatment and leadership decisions have on participants' career experiences and advancement. Participants cited specific examples of leaving or remaining in an environment based on administrative decisions, alignment with the institution’s mission and values, and relationships with supervisors. This sub-theme illustrates how participants’ persistence is shaped by institutional leadership and supervision.  
Knowing Yourself and Your Limits
	I identified knowing yourself and your limits as the final sub-theme within persistence pathways. This sub-theme encompasses participants’ commitment to understand and accept what was in their control, learn their limits, and consistently strategize decisions. Persistence came in the form of understanding their own needs, setting boundaries, prioritizing wellbeing, strategizing career changes, and reflecting on their purpose. 
Brayden discussed being deliberate and intentional throughout his career when considering opportunities or making decisions. He shared, "I'm very thoughtful and strategic when I think about my career, when I think about what I can contribute, where I should be contributing and who to share my talents with." This has led Brayden to be strategic about what he “says yes to” so he can prioritize what he needs inside and outside of work. He also acknowledged knowing his limits when it came to challenging oppression.
The other strategy for me is “it can't always be me.” There are times when it needs to be someone else, and so I need to call upon someone else to address an issue or a person or a community… Calling on my White colleagues to step into these spaces is really important.  
Phê-rô had a pivotal experience which influenced his limits to accepting oppressive treatment or ways of thinking. He shared a conversation between him and a friend who also works in higher education and holds marginalized identities. The friend was discussing a situation with his son at school and after explaining what happened, Phê-rô said “I think we just need to give people grace.” Phê-rô explained his friend’s response. 
He checked me pretty hard [during] that conversation… He asked me, “why do I have to be the person to give that person grace? Why can't that person understand what they did first? So it's always me as a marginalized person needing to give grace, needing to be the explanation, needing to be the person?” And he was like, “I'm tired of that. I don't want to give grace. They just need to understand that they messed up.” And I was like, “you know what? You're right. I'm so sorry.”
Phê-rô is reminded of this story frequently, and has applied the lesson he learned in many ways. He stated, “strategically over the last few years, I’ve been prioritizing my health and my priorities over what it looks like to please others within the systems that we're a part of. You gotta do what you gotta do.” 
The concept of doing what is needed, and understanding what you are able to do, is common among participants. When challenging oppression, Sage described how she accepts what is in her control and strategically moves forward.
I can't fix it for everybody. But in the spaces and places where I have an opportunity, or I have an influence, or I have a relationship, I will say something. And more often than not, it's received much better than if I were to say something to a stranger. And sometimes strangers deserve it, too.
Jack also stressed the importance of understanding what is in your control. He shared that he has been intentional to learn more about himself throughout his career. 
I think I just have a deeper self-awareness of what works well for me in professional and personal environments. I have a deeper awareness of what this idea balance looks like. I have a deeper sense of what my purpose is, and that grounds me a lot more… I just know what my limit is now, right? I am never going to go on and say, “I'm going to change the world.” I'm going to change individual things. I'm going to change individual policies. I'm going to change individual systems."
Additionally, Jack mentioned that he has engaged in more self-talk as he advances through his career. As a newly appointed dean of students, Jack described his first few months in the role. 
This sounds silly, but I've had to do more self-talk in the past two months than I'm used to. I’m constantly like, “[Jack], calm it down, [Jack], relax, you're not going to F up, and if you do, it’s okay.” And I say it out loud, honestly, because I know that I need it.
Coach also referenced self-talk and determination. When asked how she persisted with limited sources of community on campus, she responded “sheer determination that I was going to make myself relevant at this university and in this community.” She explained that she knows her purpose and has faith in what God has planned for her, and that understanding motivates her to continue this work, “Even on the hardest days, I tell myself the sun will come up tomorrow.”  She also stressed the importance of self-care, “this position can consume you.” Coach prioritizes finding time to watch sports, engage with family and friends, and laugh at work as much as possible to balance the heaviness of her role. 
Knowing oneself has been important for Jerome as well. He noted self-awareness and boundaries as key strategies for persistence and voiced having “non-negotiables” that he prioritizes and communicates to the people around him. These non-negotiables can be simple, such as prioritizing rest and sleeping well; but they can also involve setting clear boundaries and expectations with supervisors. 
I look at my schedule a month in advance and I start blocking off time for stuff. Whether it's, I know I need days off here, or I see that I have a longer day on a Tuesday, so I block off time on the Wednesday… And manage your expectations around me too, because I'm contracted to be here for this amount of time. And not that I don't care about my work, I do deeply care about my work. But some of it is really leaning into what does [Jerome], the person need, and communicating that when [Jerome], the person gets his needs met, he can come and he can deliver. But those needs have to be met first in order for me to come and be the professional that I need to be on this campus. 
Brayden also discussed communicating your needs clearly and consistently, not just with supervisors, but for those you supervise as well. He highlighted those needs can change and you have to be clear and communicative when they are not being met.   
I have a new supervisor here. In our first meeting I said, “Here's what I need from you as a supervisor, and here's what will not work for me.” And in the first few weeks, there've been some moves that don't work for me. And I talked with her about it. I am really clear about what my issue is. Being real concrete and being able to cite examples has been really helpful for me.
While Coach’s children are adults and out of the house, Grace, María, and Sage all have children at home. The three of them shared making decisions or setting expectations and boundaries about their time at work and ability to care for their children. Grace is a single mom and is geographically bound to her current institution to stay close to her parents and extended family. She mentioned that this continues to be a difficult decision for her due to decreased career mobility, but she understands it is what she needs. 
 María and Sage shared experiences of setting boundaries with supervisors who expected them to work atypical hours. Sage said that when her children were under a certain age, she had to be direct in these conversations. She recalled an interaction with a new supervisor. 
So the first thing I did was I had a conversation with her to say, “Hey, I don't know what expectations you have in terms of working and time. But I need to leave here and pick up my children before six o'clock. So I will be leaving at 5:00 p.m. because the aftercare only keeps them to 6:00 p.m. and my husband is away most of the time, so it's all on me. 
Participants expressed that it has taken years to not only understand their needs and boundaries, but also prioritize them. Many noted that as senior administrators, you cannot say ‘no’ to certain expectations, appearances, or on-call duties; however, knowing yourself and your limits allows you to prioritize the most important boundaries and practice the strategies that support persistence. Participants also shared how modeling these practices helps to foster healthy and empowering work environments for those around them, especially other professionals with marginalized identities. 
Critical Praxis Analysis
	After the phenomenological analysis, data were coded for elements of critical praxis to explore the ways in which conscientization, reflection, and action materialize in the experiences of persistence for student affairs professionals with marginalized identities. Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model for critical praxis in student affairs provides a framework for challenging systems of oppression in higher education. Critical praxis involves conscientization, the awareness of one’s position, power, and commitment to transformative change (Freire, 1970); reflection, the process by which individuals acknowledge and contemplate their positionality in relation to others and the world; and intentional action which challenges and transforms systems (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). As participants cited how they persisted as a student affairs professional with marginalized identities, the elements of critical praxis emerged in various ways. 
Conscientization
	Conscientization typically develops through encounters with inequity, either personal or observed, and compels professionals to “revisit and reconsider long-held assumptions about the educational process, about rule making and rule following,” (Marine & Gilbert, 2022, p. 188). Some encounters with inequity were discussed within the experiences in the workplace theme, such as participants' experiences with supervisors, assumptions and stereotypes, representation, and internalized pressure. 
When Grace was navigating pay concerns early in her career, she quickly noticed this was not an isolated experience. She talked about the challenges to receiving equitable pay or promotions, but also concerns regarding the institutional normalization of this inequity. She also noted a “turning point” when she attended a conference for Asian and Pacific Islanders and was able to connect with higher education professionals with similar identities. Likewise, when María was explaining her experience of differential treatment from her supervisor, she had a moment of pause, “And I think that's the first time that I was like, oh, okay.”. These experiences are examples of individuals becoming aware of oppression, how it manifests, and how it affects them (Freire, 1970; Freire et al., 2014; Gonzalez et al., 2020; Marine & Gilbert, 2022; Torres, 2019). Though Grace and María had experienced oppressive interactions before, these moments highlight the development of critical consciousness (Freire, 1970; Marine & Gilbert, 2022) and understanding of how identities influence workplace experiences.  
The process of conscientization involves recognizing injustices and their cause, questioning the status quo, and reconsidering beliefs and worldview (Freire, 1970; Marine & Gilbert, 2022). Participants expressed specific components of conscientization while they were discussing encounters with oppression or difficult workplace experiences. Conscientization also occurred for participants throughout their career as they have been consistently reminded of their positionality and the need for transformative change. 
Reflection
	Reflection is the process by which individuals acknowledge and contemplate their positionality in relation to others and the world. The process requires honesty and vulnerability. Core components of reflection include asking critical questions, reframing assumptions, and envisioning a better world (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). Participants engaged in reflection as they reacted to their workplace experiences. Responses to oppressive encounters, questions regarding lack of representation, and reflecting on and reimagining cultural or institutional norms are some of the ways participants engaged in reflection. As Coach’s interview was ending, she voiced, “I wish there was more of me… I hope that changes in my lifetime.” This was a moment of reflection for both of us as we envisioned the transformation within higher education as more diverse professionals attain leadership positions. Phê-rô and I also shared a moment of reflection as we were concluding our interview. 
I think the value of higher education is being questioned. The value of grad school is being questioned. And then along with that, I think the value of a person is being questioned. And there are certain groups that have been privileged and will continue to be privileged. And there are the groups that now if we don't have the conversations like [we’re] having now, then there will be no one to speak up for us.
We discussed that if barriers and systems continue to go unchallenged, higher education will continue to do a disservice to students and professionals.  
Multiple participants cited moments of reflection as they strategized their “next move” when addressing barriers or challenges. Jack recalled, “I remember having to say to myself, “[Jack], you're either going to double down or you're going to give up.” Jerome shared an anecdote about supervising a person with similar marginalized identities who was struggling to actualize their job responsibilities. He recalled saying to himself, “Am I doing something to perpetuate systems of oppression with this management relationship? Should I be doing anything different?” These moments of self-talk are common among participants and illustrate the ways they question and reframe assumptions. 
Action
The final element of critical praxis is intentional action which challenges and transforms systems. Action can occur interpersonally or institutionally, and focuses on challenging dominant narratives, disrupting power dynamics, and resisting neoliberal forces (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). Participants have engaged in action throughout their professional journey, and some since childhood. Participants who identify as first-generation college students have been challenging norms and resisting neoliberal forces since they decided to go to college. As Jack stated, “I often have said the system wasn't created for me or parts of me.” Still, all participants have engaged in action by choosing to work in student affairs and transform the educational system that was not built with them in mind. More specifically, participants engaged in action by embracing their unique characteristics and leadership styles; calling out and naming oppressive experiences and educating others when they can; eliminating barriers and changing the systems within their control; and creating environments where individuals with marginalized identities can thrive. This was seen in the ways participants embraced authenticity, directly addressed harmful interactions, set clear boundaries and expectations, and supported those with similar identities through mentorship or friendship. 
Participants cited increased action as they progressed through the profession. María asserted, “Now that I'm at this stage in my career, I can take barriers away.” This sentiment is common among participants. Brayden recollected, “As a senior leader on my campus and in this field, I feel more obligated and I have more of a voice.” Sage mentioned a specific example of how she actively engages in hiring processes. In her words, “if you put me on the search committee, you're going to catch it.” She explained that she takes hiring seriously, especially after seeing “foolishness” on search committees. Now, she prioritizes human resource (HR) training and transparent communication, and does not tolerate biased or unfair questioning for all search committees of which she has hiring authority.
Participants also engage in action through their intentional care for others, especially students, colleagues, and mentors with marginalized identities. Whether through formal mentorship or informal support and guidance, participants recalled several instances of providing transformative care. When explaining why her answer is always ‘yes’ if a student or colleague asks to meet to discuss identity, the student affairs profession, or experiences on campus, Sage noted, “it's just that the experiences that I went through, I don't think people should have to go through everything I went through. I think that folks' experiences can be better.” Phê-rô shared a similar thought when reflecting on barriers he has experienced and why he makes a conscious effort to challenge them as a senior-level administrator, “I know what it was like [experiencing] some of those struggles, and I know that some of that has formed me into the person that I am today, but some of it was very unnecessary.” This commitment to others and challenging systems is a regular practice for participants. They have only become more dedicated as they progress through their career. 
Essence of Career Persistence Amongst Student Affairs Professionals with Marginalized Identities
	The final step of phenomenological analysis is to coalesce participant experiences and the textural and structural descriptions to construct the essence of the phenomenon (Husserl, 1965; Leigh-Osroosh, 2021; Moustakas, 1994). I captured the essence of senior student affairs professionals with marginalized identities experience of persistence. The description of the essence includes language and words participants used to describe their experiences (Santos et al., 2015; Thomas & Pollio, 2002). 
The essence derived from participants’ experiences illuminated the challenging environments senior student affairs professionals with marginalized identities navigate. Participants encountered barriers related to assumptions and stereotypes, inequitable or unfair treatment, and an overall lack of representation of marginalized identities at their institutions. Simultaneously, participants highlighted the unique talents and perspectives they bring to their campuses; and how they influence future generations of professionals with marginalized identities through eliminating barriers, changing systems and cultures, and mentorship. Participants currently serve as senior student affairs administrators on their campuses and attribute their persistence to relationships, institutional leadership, the growing ability to call out oppression when it happens, and understanding themselves and their limits. Relationships with family and friends, campus colleagues, individuals with shared identities, and mentors have been crucial sources of support for participants throughout their career. Institutional leadership and treatment from supervisors significantly influenced participants’ career journeys and persistence. As participants have advanced in their careers, they have developed the confidence to ‘name’ oppression when it happens and change systems to create environments that help professionals with marginalized identities thrive. Throughout their career, participants have practiced intentional reflection to know their limits, create and prioritize boundaries, and understand what is within their control. Through strategic decisions and actions, participants persisted through systemic and contextual barriers to reach their current position. 
Summary 
	In this chapter, I presented the findings from eight phenomenological interviews and reflexive participant collaboration (Motulsky, 2021) follow up conversations with senior student affairs professionals with marginalized identities. I surmised the two themes that emerged from a phenomenological analysis of the data: workplace experiences and persistence pathways. The first theme encompasses the barriers and unique experiences of professionals with marginalized identities who reach senior-level positions including the following sub-themes: encounters with oppression, representation, internalized oppression, and identity and cultural influence. The second theme relates to the shared strategies and contexts that supported participants’ persistence through their career. I identified four sub-themes: challenging oppression; community, mentorship, and relationships; institutional leadership and supervision; and knowing yourself and your limits. I also provided a conceptual analysis of the data using Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model for critical praxis in student affairs and illustrated the ways conscientization, reflection, and action appeared in participants’ experiences. Finally, I concluded with a description of the essence of persistence for student affairs professionals with marginalized identities. In Chapter 5, I connect the study findings to the literature, discuss implications for higher education practitioners and administrators, and present recommendations for future research.   


Chapter 5 
Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of senior student affairs professionals with marginalized identities. More specifically, this study sought to understand how these professionals perceive their career persistence. When researchers are interested in a specific shared experience, or phenomenon, they employ phenomenological research methods (Hayes & Graham, 2022; Husserl, 1965; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Moustakas, 1994; Weiss et al., 2020). A critical, qualitative, phenomenological design was used to uncover the essence of persistence among student affairs professionals with marginalized identities. Critical phenomenology goes beyond typical phenomenological methods by giving purposeful consideration to the historical and societal structures that shape experiences through the research process (Weiss et al., 2020). This research methodology provides opportunities to describe experiences of oppression, and also develop strategies for dismantling oppressive structures. Weiss and colleagues (2020) assert the aim of critical phenomenology is “not just to interpret the world, but also to change it” (p. 24).  
The study was guided by the following research question: “What are the experiences of student affairs professionals with marginalized identities who are able to persist through systemic and contextual barriers and reach senior-level roles?” Eight senior student affairs professionals with marginalized identities participated in an interview and reflexive participant collaboration (Motulsky, 2021) follow up conversation. Data were analyzed through a phenomenological and critical praxis framework, which resulted in two themes and eight sub-themes. In this chapter, I provide a summary of the study’s findings (presented in Chapter 4) and discuss the findings in relation to the literature review and the conceptual framework. I also present implications for higher education practice and provide recommendations for future research. 
Summary of Findings
	Through a phenomenological analysis, I identified two overarching themes and eight sub-themes from the data. Table 4 provides a summary of the findings. I also coded data for elements of Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model for critical praxis in student affairs, which are further discussed later in this chapter.  
















Table 4: Summary of Findings 
	Theme
	Sub-theme
	Summary of Findings

	Workplace Experiences



	Encounters with Oppression


	Participants revealed instances of oppressive treatment or environments throughout their career; encounters ranged from experiences with inequitable pay to assumptions, excessive expectations, or added pressure placed on participants by colleagues and supervisors.

	
	Representation





	Representation refers to the deficiency in diverse staff within higher education student affairs and the influence that had on participants, the impact of seeing and connecting with professionals with marginalized identities in leadership positions, and the experience of serving as representation for others upon obtaining a senior-leadership position.

	
	Internalized Oppression



	As a result of encounters with oppression, participants expressed internalizing the perception and pressure from others. Participants have second-guessed their decisions or identity validity, and experienced emotional and mental distress due to internalized oppression.

	
	Identity and Cultural Influence


	Participants described special talents, valued characteristics, and unique backgrounds that allow them to engage in student affairs work in creative and intentional ways. Participants also cited specific influences from their family or culture that shaped their career experiences.









Table 4: Continued
	Theme
	Sub-theme
	Summary of Findings

	Persistence Pathways




	Challenging Oppression




	Participants emphasized how they challenge oppressive systems and create environments where others, especially those with marginalized identities, can thrive. They do this through directly calling out oppressive or harmful comments and using their positionality to support others, eliminate barriers, and effect change.

	
	Community, Mentorship, 
and Relationships






	Participants cited multiple people who supported their career journey or relational strategies that supported their persistence. Community encompasses the family, friends, and close colleagues participants confide in; mentorship is the formal or informal relationships participants have with older professionals, or the experience of serving as a mentor to younger professionals; and relationships refer to the intentional relationship building that is a common practice among participants to promote change and support their persistence.

	
	Institutional Leadership and Supervision 



	Participants noted the influence supervisors, leadership, and institutional culture had on their willingness to remain in or leave a certain position or environment. Supervisory satisfaction and institutional leadership influenced the way participants make decisions about career moves or job transitions, responded to challenges, and advanced through their career.

	
	Knowing Yourself and Your Limits



	Participants stressed the need to understand and accept what was in their control, learn their limits, and consistently strategize decisions. Persistence came in the form of understanding their own needs, setting boundaries, prioritizing wellbeing, strategizing career changes, and reflecting on their purpose.




Discussion
Connection to Foundational Theories and Concepts  
When an individual becomes aware of oppression, how it manifests, and how it affects them, they embark on the process of conscientization (Freire, 1970; Freire et al., 2014; Gonzalez et al., 2020; Marine & Gilbert, 2022; Torres, 2019). 	Conceptualized by Freire (1970), conscientization describes the continual process of critical consciousness, when an individual begins to recognize injustices and their cause, question the status quo, and reconsider beliefs and worldview. Freire (1970) also conceptualized the term praxis, the combination of reflection and action which challenges oppression and transforms society. The findings of this study illustrate that as participants navigated workplace experiences as professionals with marginalized identities and persisted through systemic and contextual barriers, they engaged in conscientization and praxis. The sub-theme descriptions and participant narratives highlight specific moments of critical consciousness and examples of professionals challenging transforming oppressive environments. 
	In Chapter 4, I discussed how Grace and María experienced conscientization when confronted with inequitable and unfair treatment from supervisors. Though Grace and María had experienced oppressive interactions before, these moments highlight the development of critical consciousness (Freire, 1970; Marine & Gilbert, 2022) and understanding of how identities and oppressive systems influence workplace experiences in higher education (Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Kortegast, 2021; Pease, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020; Trejo, 2020). Coach grew up in a diverse community and interacted with many people with similar identities. She began working in higher education later in her career, and when she started at her current institution, she had a moment of realization that she might not see “a ton of people who look like [her].” Although Coach has been serving at her current institution for 12 years, this encounter with conscientization is a consistent experience for her.     
Participants also described how their consciousness has developed throughout their career and the ways they engage in praxis to transform the oppressive systems or environments on their campus. Brayden, Grace, Jerome, María, and Sage emphasized their willingness to “call out” problematic and oppressive comments, behavior, and decisions. This praxis is intentional. Jerome stated, “I also understand the gravity of inaction and I understand how those things can over time create more harm if they're not addressed.” Study findings include several examples of praxis and the ways participants work to transform oppressive systems.  
Harro (2000a, 2000b) conceptualized the cycle of socialization and cycle of liberation as the processes one goes through when they learn about socialized identities, how the world treats certain identities, and the path for creating change in their society. Harro’s (2000a) cycle of socialization begins with the understanding that everyone is born into a society in which oppression exists (Nam et al., 2022; Rodgers et al., 2020). As individuals mature and experience the world, they are socialized by adults and institutions to follow certain rules and norms to maintain this oppression. These societal norms and rules are constantly reinforced, and often lead to negative outcomes for those with and without power. When an individual, regardless of identity or group, begins to engage in social change that challenges oppression, the cycle of liberation is placed into motion (Harro, 2000b). The cycle of liberation illustrates the process of gaining new understanding, a shift in worldview, engagement in social change, and challenging systems of oppression (Harro, 2000b). As participants shared about their career in student affairs, encounters with oppression, challenging systems, and strategies of persistence, they demonstrated experiencing Harro’s (2000a, 2000b) interconnected cycles of socialization and liberation. 
Study findings cite multiple examples of Harro’s (2000a, 2000b) cycles. Phê-rô shared that his first name is a native Vietnamese name, but he chose to go by his ‘American’ middle name for the first 30 years of his life. He explained how he was socialized to suppress his Vietnamese culture from a young age by neighborhood peers, and this continued into college. He said that using his middle name seemed “easier,” especially as the socialization was reinforced when he received negative responses from using his first name in professional settings. Phê-rô was empowered by his wife and family, and now proudly goes by his first name; but he further explained how people perceive his name influences assumptions and stereotypes made during phone calls, emails, and first-time meetings during his daily work experiences. Commitment to cultural identity expression despite barriers illustrates Phê-rô’s engagement in the cycles of socialization and liberation (Harro, 2000a, 2000b) and a strategy of persistence. 
During her interview, María shared her story of self-discovery and the process of coming out as Bisexual during graduate school. She disclosed receiving negative comments from friends and family during this time such as, “You’re fence sitting, you need to pick a side.” This was difficult for María as she was still exploring her sexuality and felt as if she was doing something ‘wrong.’ Her story developed as she learned of her Queer identity:
I encountered the word Queer, and it was being taken back by the community as a prideful term. And so I was like, I feel like this fits because I don't know that Bisexuality fits either. That one just felt good to me. And so I was like, this is great. Okay, this is who I am. 
Though she experienced barriers due to socialization and further challenges with family after coming out, María said she is now proudly Queer and open about her wife and adopted daughter. However, she continues to navigate socialized assumptions; “folks still assume since I wear wedding rings, I’m married to a man or I gave birth to my child. And so I have to correct them.” These experiences highlight an aspect of María’s development through the cycle of socialization and liberation (Harro, 2000a, 2000b).    
The more marginalized groups are mistreated, the more they may begin to believe the misinformation about themselves; this is internalized oppression. Individuals may participate in reinforcing stereotypes about their own group or perceive the identities and characteristics of their group as having lesser value than dominant groups, thereby perpetuating the system of oppression (Brookfield, 2019; DiAngelo, 2016; Harro, 2000a, 2000b; Pease, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020). Study findings highlight several experiences with internalized oppression. Jack emphasized how he feels as if any potential mistake he could make is a reflection on the identities he holds.  
For the folks who the system is built for, they don't have to think about their words because there isn't as big of an impact if they screw up. If I screw up and I either make a bad call or I say the wrong thing, it's a reflection on those marginalized communities that I feel like I carry. 
For Grace and Phê-rô, internalized oppression and socialization caused them to question if they were “Asian enough.” María expressed fighting an “internal battle” and asking herself, “will I ever be seen as legitimate?” These narratives illuminate the ways participants experienced conscientization and engaged in praxis (Freire, 1970), moved through the cycles of socialization and liberation (Harro, 2000a, 2000b), and navigated internalized oppression (Brookfield, 2019; DiAngelo, 2016; Harro, 2000a, 2000b; Hornak et al., 2016; Pease, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020). 
Connection to Existing Higher Education Research 
	The findings from this study highlighted the workplace experiences of student affairs professionals with marginalized identities. These experiences centered themes of oppression, representation, and identity and cultural influence. The study findings also illustrate the contexts and strategies that have contributed to participants’ persistence. The sub-themes related to persistence pathways are challenging oppression; community, mentorship, and relationships; institutional leadership and supervision; and knowing yourself and your limits. Findings from the study are consistent with existing research regarding the representation of professionals with marginalized identities in higher education, their experiences, and how they overcome challenges in the workplace. 
	Participants described various experiences with oppression throughout their career. These encounters ranged from supervisors engaged in inequitable treatment to unfair assumptions or expectations placed on participants by colleagues. Participants’ experiences are congruent with previous research on professionals with marginalized identities in student affairs (Bazner, 2022; Boss & Bravo, 2021; DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020; Duran et al., 2022; Espino & Ariza, 2022; Garland-Thomson, 2017; Garland-Thomas et al. 2022; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Kortegast, 2021; Wesley, 2018). Sage stated, “I always felt that no matter what I did or how I operated, if there was an opportunity to second guess my character or my work ethic, it was always second guessed.” She along with Brayden, Grace, Jerome, and María described being questioned about skill or decisions, given additional expectations, or assumed incapable or unprepared. This finding is consistent with existing research that indicates student affairs professionals with marginalized identities often feel as if they need to work harder (than their non-marginalized colleagues) and be overly prepared while also managing excessive expectations (Gardner et al., 2014; Hylton, 2012; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Moore, 2016; Pertuz, 2017; Wesley, 2018). 
	Jerome, who identifies as a Black, Queer man, described experiencing a “Black tax” in relation to additional or excessive expectations. He said that he is often called on to respond, support, or educate when an issue surrounding race, or another of his marginalized identities, happens on his campus. So often in student affairs, those with the most marginalized intersecting identities are called on to engage in intersectionality focused work or tasks (Kanagala & Oliver, 2019). Intersectionality work on campuses requires the professional to exert mental and emotional labor to meet additional expectations, typically without recognition or compensation (Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Moore, 2008; Pierce, 1996; Rodríguez et al., 2015; Trejo, 2020). This experience is referred to as the “minority tax,” (Trejo, 2020, p. 2753), or the uncompensated additional responsibilities, expectations, or burdens placed on underrepresented professionals to meet the needs of marginalized constituents or achieve diversity efforts at their institution (Rodríguez et al., 2015). Padilla (1994) named this “cultural taxation,” (p. 26) the exhaustion professionals from marginalized groups experience when expected to educate on diversity issues, regardless of content expertise or interest. Several participants noted experiencing increased expectations or burdens as a senior student affairs professional with marginalized identities. 
The influence of representation was a significant and recurring sentiment among participants. This finding reflects current research which cites that cisgender, straight, White women and men comprise the majority of student affairs and higher education professionals, advance at higher rates than Professionals of Color, and hold the majority of university presidencies (American Council on Education, 2023; National Center for Education Statistics, 2023; Pritchard & McChesney, 2018;). Each participant shared experiences of being the first or only (or both) person with marginalized identities at their institutions or in their departments, divisions, or certain leadership positions. Coach serves as the vice president for student services at a small, private religious institution in the Southern region of the United States. She is the first African American professional hired as a senior administrator at her institution and is currently the only Vice President of Color on a presidential cabinet of eight. She concluded her interview by asserting, “I wish there was more of me.” This further highlights how Women of Color, non-Christian, people with disabilities, and professionals with ethnic, gender, or sexually diverse identities are continually underrepresented in institutional leadership (American Council on Education, 2023; Gasman & Travers, 2015; National Center for Education Statistics, 2023). 
The combination of encounters with oppression and lack of representation resulted in identity conflicts and feelings of internalized pressure and emotional labor for some participants. Student affairs professionals with marginalized identities often report how navigating the intersections of their identities is emotionally taxing (Gardner et al., 2014; Smith, 2013; Wesley, 2018). The everyday experiences of navigating between dominant and marginalized cultures is referred to as living a bicultural existence, and can be incredibly stressful (Gardner et al., 2014). Professionals must make decisions on whether to engage or disengage from challenging oppression and discrimination within an institution and organization founded on exclusionary principles. This constant and draining decision process is referred to as emotional labor (Moore, 2008). María cited emotional labor in her interview and how it influences decisions she makes, from what she wears to how she should confront assumptions or problematic comments. Jack stated, “when I think about marginalized identities, those are the ones I obviously think about a lot and influence how I feel like I show up day-to-day.” These experiences illustrate the emotional burdens and subsequent effects of oppressive environments that professionals with marginalized identities experience in higher education (Gardner et al., 2014; Hornak et al., 2016; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Smith, 2013; Wesley, 2018).  
Participants’ persistence pathways also parallel documented strategies employed by diverse higher education professionals. DeCuir-Gunby and colleagues (2020) explored the ways African American professionals in higher education experience and cope with racial microaggressions. They noted adaptive coping strategies such as confronting racism, forming professional networks, seeking mentorship, turning to religion or spirituality, setting boundaries, and engaging in self-care as ways African American professionals address stress and racism in the workplace (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020). Latinx/a/o student affairs professionals at private institutions engage in resistance to improve the experiences and environments for younger Students of Color at elite universities (Espino & Ariza, 2022). Women of Color holding chief diversity officer positions develop strategies to “navigate, resist, and shift structures that oppress and marginalize” (Nixon, 2017, p. 308). The findings of this study are consistent with existing research on persistence strategies for professionals with marginalized identities.
Critical Praxis in Student Affairs 
The themes of workplace experiences and persistence pathways describe the shared experience of participants as it relates to oppression and challenging oppression, representation, identity and cultural influences, supervision and institutional culture, and knowing yourself and your limits. Participants noted specific examples of inequitable treatment, navigating assumptions and stereotypes, lack of representation, supportive or inadequate supervision or institutional leadership, and added pressure or expectations as influences on their persistence. These examples have connections to the strategies for critical praxis Marine and Gilbert (2022) provide in their edited text. 
Freire (1970) defined praxis as the combination of reflection and action which challenges oppression and transforms society. Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) model for critical praxis in student affairs provides a framework for challenging systems of oppression in higher education. Critical praxis involves conscientization, the awareness of one’s position, power, and commitment to transformative change (Freire, 1970); reflection, the process by which individuals acknowledge and contemplate their positionality in relation to others and the world; and intentional action which challenges and transforms systems (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). I presented the ways participants engaged in conscientization, reflection, and action in chapter 4. Marine and Gilbert (2022) provide examples of practitioners and scholars enacting critical praxis as a framework for creating transformation at their institutions. Analyzing the content provided by Marine and Gilbert (2022) in relation to the study’s findings offers specific insight into how a critical praxis framework can transform the experiences of professionals with marginalized identities in student affairs. 
Critical praxis can be operationalized interpersonally or institutionally, with the action centering challenging dominant narratives, disrupting power dynamics, and resisting neoliberal forces (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). Challenging dominant narratives involves expressing your questions about the status quo, pushing back, and encouraging a shift. This can expand to resisting neoliberal forces such as commodification of knowledge, hierarchy and resource allocation norms, and capitalistic ideals, which inevitably reveals and disrupts power dynamics (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). The study findings include themes related to challenging dominant narratives, disrupting power dynamics, and resisting neoliberal forces by participants. Some participants highlighted experiences of directly calling out oppressive or harmful comments and interactions. Other participants told of using their positionality and experiences to support others, effect change, or create environments where individuals with marginalized identities can thrive. Brayden said that he directly “names it” when he hears or experiences oppressive behavior or comments, Sage emphasized that she does not tolerate “nastiness” on search committees that can lead to inequitable outcomes, and María discussed feeling a sense of responsibility to her staff to eliminate barriers. Coach is challenging dominant narratives as the only professionals with marginalized identities on her campus to hold an administrative position. Jerome resists neoliberal forces and disrupts power dynamics within his departments by “empower[ing] folks to exist in the fullness of their authenticity, to challenge norms.”   
Participants also described witnessing critical praxis in action by institutional leaders, mentors, and supervisors. Sage gave credit to her current president for the increased representation at their institution. Once appointed, he committed to “enhanc[ing] the student experience by hiring and retaining more Faculty and Staff of Color;” and he has followed through on that commitment. Jack expressed gratitude for the supervisors and administrators at his previous institution who supported him holistically and created opportunities for career advancement. His supervisors and administrators challenged dominant narratives and resisted neoliberal forces by providing him with adequate resources to establish and staff a new department, promoting his role, and supporting students’ needs alongside Jack’s advancement. Brayden, Jerome and Phê-rô cited mentors’ guidance and encouragement to continue challenging dominant narratives as a contributing factor of persistence.          
Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) edited text also provides two specific strategies that, if employed by supervisors and colleagues, could have eliminated certain challenges and barriers experienced by participants. Gilbert (2022) illustrates a critical praxis approach to supervision that incorporates a Black feminist theory and trauma-informed lens. Gilbert’s (2022) approach expands on the insights from Quiros and Berger’s (2013) five assumptions of trauma-informed practice and Quaye and colleagues’ (2018) Strategic Imperative for Racial Justice and Decolonization framework, and involves elements of safety, trust, choice, empowerment, and collaboration in the supervisory relationship. Gilbert (2022) describes how these elements can be operationalized through reimagining the performance evaluation process, leveraging professional development, and advocating for policy change. She emphasized that interrogating policy is a significant form of advocacy and critical praxis for supervisors. Professionals who wish to holistically support their staff and disrupt oppressive norms can ensure parental leave, family medical leave, disability accommodations, and other human resource policies are equitable and do not create barriers for certain populations (Gilbert, 2022). In considering the study findings, especially the experiences of Grace and María, this type of critical trauma-informed supervision could have created different circumstances for participants. 
Ashlee and Ashlee (2022) applied a critical praxis framework to their social justice and coalition building efforts at their institution. Through conscientization and reflection (Freire, 1970; Marie & Gilbert, 2022), the authors realized the most meaningful way to engage in social justice change was to change themselves. Ashlee and Ashlee (2022) noticed that merely insisting or encouraging others to change their ways to reduce oppression was not always effective or sustainable; instead, they realized there was tangible action that could be taken to “reduce [our] complicity in the harm done to others” (p. 90). Grounded in an interconnectivity (Keating, 2013) model, Ashlee and Ashlee (2022) began practicing an ethic of interrelatedness, connecting through difference, and listening with raw intention in their everyday interactions with others, especially those with marginalized identities. An ethic of interrelatedness is the idea that every life is intricately connected to the life of everyone else (Moraga & Anzaldúa, 2015). Rather than viewing differences as fixed, unchanging barriers between individuals, interconnectivity suggests connecting through differences can encourage transformation and coalition building (Ashlee & Ashlee, 2022). Listening with raw openness is an active form of interconnectivity engagement which requires intention, vulnerability, and a willingness to change (Ashlee & Ashlee, 2022; Moraga & Anzaldúa, 2015). Multiple instances of oppressive encounters are included in the findings. If an interconnectivity (Keating, 2013), or similar, approach was applied by more student affairs professionals, participants and professionals with marginalized identities might experience less oppressive interactions. 
Implications for Higher Education 
	The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences of senior student affairs professionals with marginalized identities. More specifically, this study sought to understand how these professionals perceive their persistence and the contexts and strategies that supported their career advancement. I explored the experiences of eight senior student affairs professionals through a critical phenomenological approach and identified eight sub-themes from the data. I also analyzed data for elements of critical praxis (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). The study findings have implications for non-marginalized administrators, supervisors, and professionals in student affairs, as well as professionals with marginalized identities.
Implications for Non-Marginalized Supervisors, Colleagues, and Administrators
	I identified the following implications for non-marginalized supervisors, colleagues, and administrators: 1) invest in the recruitment and retention of more diverse professionals; 2) educate yourself and reflect on how you uphold systems of oppression; and 3) engage in critical praxis to challenge and transform oppressive systems. This study gave intentional consideration to how traditional education systems have been used by dominant groups to maintain their power and perpetuate oppression (Freire et al., 2014); therefore, I identified implications specifically for non-marginalized professionals in higher education.  
  Findings from this study emphasized the lack of representation of professionals with marginalized identities in higher education and within leadership positions, and its effect on participants. Numerous studies highlight the need for greater representation within higher education (Brooms, 2020; Brooms & Davis, 2017; Gasman & Travers, 2015; Luedke, 2017; Museus et al., 2017). Administrators and supervisors must begin to prioritize recruiting, hiring, and retaining professionals with marginalized identities at all levels of the institution. Ensuring position announcements reach diverse networks, prioritizing equitable hiring and search committee standards, and improving onboarding practices can support the recruitment, employment, and retention of professionals with marginalized identities on college campuses (Gardener et al., 2014; Gause, 2021; Robbins et al., 2019). Greater representation will create increased opportunities for connection and community between other professionals with marginalized identities or students from diverse backgrounds, and provide more diverse perspectives for decision making and practice.   
As more professionals with marginalized identities are employed at higher education institutions, professionals with non-marginalized identities must interrogate the rules, roles, and assumptions they have been socialized to believe about themselves and individuals from non-dominant groups (Bañales et al., 2020; Harro, 2000a; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Pease, 2021; Rodgers et al., 2020). “Presence on campus neither guarantees integration into campus life nor does it lead to realization of the pedagogic benefits of diversity,” (Tienda, 2013, p. 473). Engaging in critical reflection and identity education is essential to minimizing oppression and fostering affirming work environments in student affairs (Robbins et al., 2019). 
 If institutions wish to retain diverse professionals, they need to deconstruct oppressive campus structures. This begins with acknowledging existing barriers or challenges for marginalized professionals and uncovering the factors that contribute to or sustain these barriers or challenges. Institutions can examine employee hiring and retention trends to better understand which populations or identities struggle to thrive on their respective campuses, then employ strategies to better connect with, support, and retain these professionals (Gardener et al., 2021; Gause, 2021; Trejo, 2020). Human resource departments and administrators can conduct policy reviews to ensure professionals with marginalized identities are not unfairly treated due to inequitable practices (Kortegast, 2021; Robbins et al., 2019). Campus accessibility audits can help administrators determine existing barriers and where to prioritize resources and universal design (Evans et al., 2017). As professionals with non-marginalized identities understand their role in perpetuating or dismantling oppressive systems, they should begin to engage in critical praxis and transformative change. Marine and Gilbert’s (2022) critical praxis in student affairs model provides a framework for challenging structures of oppression and supporting the aspiration of equity within higher education. Critical praxis involves conscientization (Freire, 1970), reflection, and action (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). Supervisors can engage in critical trauma-informed supervision and colleagues can incorporate an interconnectivity (Keating, 2013) model to their work to disrupt oppressive systems and holistically support their staff and peers (Marine & Gilbert, 2022). Higher education administrators, colleagues, and supervisors can confront their personal biases and how they may show up in individual interactions; continue to educate themselves and accept critical feedback from others; reimagine policies and practices to consider the needs or experiences of professionals with marginalized identities; directly challenge oppressive behavior or comments; and foster empowering campus environments where individuals with marginalized identities can thrive (Espino & Ariza, 2022; Gause, 2021; Karunaratne et al., 2016; Moriña, 2017). Ensuring professionals with marginalized identities can persist through student affairs begins by working to eliminate the barriers and challenges they might encounter.     
Implications for Professionals with Marginalized Identities 
I identified the following implications for professionals with marginalized identities: 1) embrace who you are; 2) find and confide in your community; 3) identify your limits; and 4) engage in critical praxis to challenge and transform oppressive systems. This study sought to understand how professionals with marginalized identities perceive their persistence and the contexts and strategies that supported their career advancement. The study’s findings cite specific approaches and circumstances which supported participants’ persistence in student affairs. 
Participants highlighted special talents, valued characteristics, unique backgrounds, and specific influences from their family or culture that shaped their career experiences and allowed them to engage in student affairs work in creative and intentional ways. The presence and leadership style of professionals with marginalized identities provide invaluable elements of diversity and perspective to the workplace. Though institutions can benefit from the unique identity characteristics and perspectives professionals with marginalized identities bring to campus, the field of student affairs continues to do harm by centering White, cisgender, masculine, heterosexual, able-bodied, nonindigenous, Western, and Christian perspectives in research and practice (Duran et al., 2022; Garland-Thomson, 2017; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Kortegast, 2021; Robbins, 2019; Singer & Bacon, 2020). Professionals with marginalized identities can disrupt this narrative by embracing their identity and cultural characteristics, questioning the norms within the student affairs profession, and challenging oppressive structures in higher education. 
The influence of community and mentorship on participants’ experiences and persistence was significant. To find support and respite amid oppressive environments in higher education, practitioners with marginalized identities can identify colleagues with similar identities or those they trust on their campus. Developing relationships with these colleagues and leaning on them for support and guidance are key strategies to support persistence. Furthermore, connecting with professionals with similar identities and interests outside of one’s institution can also be beneficial. Jack explained how colleagues at other institutions can offer a varying perspective because they are “outside of the bubble.” This expansive network can also connect professionals with transformative mentorship. Unconditional support and thoughtful advice from various types of mentors can provide invaluable guidance for professionals with marginalized identities (Bazner, 2022; Blackshear & Hollis, 2021; Boss & Bravo, 2021; Gause, 2021).  
As student affairs professionals with marginalized identities advance through their career, they must ensure they know themselves and their limitations. Identifying needs, setting boundaries, prioritizing wellbeing, strategizing career changes, and reflecting on purpose are ways participants supported their own persistence. Professionals with similar identities must reflect on what they need in terms of supervision, scheduling, and boundaries to support their job actualization and career success (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020; Marshall et al., 2016).  
Professionals with marginalized identities can also engage in critical praxis to challenge and transform oppressive systems within student affairs and higher education. Some individuals with marginalized identities have not yet recognized certain injustices and their cause, began to question the status quo, reconsidered their beliefs and worldview, and experienced true conscientization (Freire, 1970; 2014). When professionals with marginalized identities lack this level of critical consciousness, they can perpetuate oppressive systems and cause harm to those individuals with whom they work and supervise. Professionals with marginalized identities are encouraged to regularly reflect on their positionality and engage in critical praxis. Critical praxis can involve confronting dominant narratives, disrupting power dynamics, resisting neoliberal forces, and employing the multiple examples of critical praxis cited in chapters four and five. Some participants highlighted experiences of directly calling out oppressive or harmful comments and interactions. Other participants told of using their positionality and experiences to support others, effect change, or create environments where individuals with marginalized identities can thrive. 
Recommendations for Future Research
	While studies (Bazner; 2022; Boss & Bravo, 2021; DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2020; Duran et al, 2022; Espino & Ariza, 2022; Gunzburger, 2017; Jourian et al., 2015; Kanagala & Oliver, 2019; Kortegast, 2021; Pertuz, 2017; Wesley, 2018) have explored the experiences of student affairs professionals with marginalized identities and their treatment, minimal research exists on the experiences of professionals with marginalized identities who persist and reach senior-level roles and the contexts and strategies that supported their career advancement. To fill this gap in the research, I sought to understand the ways in which senior student affairs professionals with marginalized identities perceive their career persistence. I offer several recommendations for future research that could complement or expand this study.
	This study was intentionally designed to explore the experiences of those who have been historically marginalized within Western society and education. Study participants hold a variety of backgrounds and various gender, racial, and sexual orientation identities; however, not all marginalized identities are represented in this study, nor do this study’s participants speak for every member of the marginalized communities in which they exist. Additionally, though participants work at varying institutions, hold distinct positions, and reside in different geographical regions, not all higher education settings and structures were represented. This study could be replicated to include additional, yet diverse perspectives, from professionals whose identities were represented, along with professionals from different institution types, geographic locations, or marginalized communities not previously represented. This may yield different or additional findings, or increase the credibility of the study findings. The study could also be replicated as a longitudinal, quantitative or mixed-methods study to better understand how experiences of student affairs professionals with marginalized identities and their persistence influences overall retention and career progression.     
To better understand the specific experiences of a particular marginalized group, the study could also be replicated and the population narrowed to a certain identity or community. As mentioned previously, the women who participated in this study had distinct career experiences specifically related to motherhood or gender. Further exploration of the experiences of women with compounding marginalized identities is needed. Additionally, a comparative study could be designed to focus on specific geographic regions or institution types to better understand how these settings and contexts influence the experiences and persistence of student affairs professionals with marginalized identities. Lastly, while this study focused on current senior student affairs professionals, future research should consider engaging retired professionals to increase the understanding of how professionals with marginalized identities experience and persist through student affairs. Since student affairs is one of many functional areas in higher education, a comparative study focusing on institutional presidents and chancellors with marginalized identities could provide more expansive perspectives on how diverse professionals persist and reach pinnacle positions within higher education.  
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I provided a summary of the findings and discussed how they connect to the literature review and the conceptual framework, critical praxis in student affairs. The study findings are consistent with existing research on the experiences of professionals with marginalized identities in higher education. Participants have been the first or only (or both) person with marginalized identities at their institutions or in their departments, divisions, or certain leadership positions. They have encountered oppression, internalized oppression, and identity and cultural conflicts. Participants have also determined the strategies and contexts that support their career persistence. They emphasized their need to challenge oppression, rely on their community, strategize their role and decision making, and prioritize boundaries to reach their current position. Findings from this study provide implications for student affairs professionals with marginalized identities who wish to persist through their career and attain a senior-level position. Study findings also provide implications for non-marginalized administrators, colleagues, and supervisors who can assist in dismantling oppressive structures within higher education.  
Participants and professionals with marginalized identities are reimagining student affairs and what it means to succeed in higher education. They are breaking institutional glass ceilings and serving as representation and inspiration for students and fellow professionals from diverse or underrepresented backgrounds. Through their authenticity, boundary-settings, care for others, and willingness to challenge oppression, professionals with marginalized identities are revolutionizing workplace environments, student experiences, and higher education institutions.     
Moving forward, institutional leaders and student affairs professionals must acknowledge that professionals with marginalized identities cannot transform campuses on their own. While personal support strategies related to boundaries and relationships can be implemented, the future success of professionals (and students) with marginalized identities within higher education relies on faculty, staff, and administrators engaging in critical praxis at all levels. With more professionals intentionally engaging in critical praxis and challenging systems of oppression at their institution, professionals with marginalized identities should have more opportunities to thrive and advance within student affairs.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Informed Consent

 Consent for Research Participation

Research Study Title: Perceptions of Persistence: Examining the Experiences of
Senior Student Affairs Professionals with Marginalized Identities
Researcher(s):  	Ciara Gazaway, University of Tennessee, Knoxville
                         		Dorian McCoy University of Tennessee, Knoxville 
 
[bookmark: _g6sz9fuya84]Why am I being asked to be in this research study?
We are asking you to be in this research study because you have identified study eligibility as being a senior higher education professional, have experience with persisting through the field, and hold at least one marginalized identity. We hope you will consider this invitation to participate in this study.
[bookmark: _kj7h5eo7he1y]What is this research study about?
The purpose of the research study is to understand the experiences of professionals with marginalized identities who have persisted and progressed through higher education, and understand the contexts that supported their career advancement utilizing a qualitative, phenomenological framework. Existing literature does not specifically address how professionals with marginalized identities overcome systemic and contextual barriers, progress in their career, and ultimately persist. Data from this study have the potential to broaden perspectives for non-marginalized colleagues and inform practice for university leadership and supervisors. Further, findings from this study may provide a framework to support future generations of student affairs leaders with marginalized identities. 
[bookmark: _is3dmyvqfvfn]How long will I be in the research study?
If you agree to be in the study, your participation will last for approximately 150 minutes (an interview lasting 60-90 minutes and follow-up conversation lasting around 60 minutes in length).
[bookmark: _xtvaav15nay8]What will happen if I say “Yes, I want to be in this research study”?
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to participate in one interview and one follow-up conversation, each lasting approximately 60 minutes in length. Both the interview and conversation will take place virtually via Zoom and both will be recorded via Zoom. Participants will meet with the co-principal investigator (Ciara Gazaway), who will use that time to ask participants questions about their experiences with systemic, personal, and contextual barriers to career advancement, and the ways in which they persisted and reached their senior level role. If you agree to participate in this study, you will choose a pseudonym (fake name) to protect your identity.
[bookmark: _wtznot42f0b]What happens if I say “No, I do not want to be in this research study”?
Being in this study is up to you.  You can say no now or leave the study later. Your decision to participate or not participate in this research study will not affect your relationship with the University of Tennessee – Knoxville. 
[bookmark: _d8gm9wk8vn4x]What happens if I say “Yes” but change my mind later?
Even if you decide to be in the study now, you can change your mind and stop at any time.
If you decide to stop before the study is completed, contact Ciara Gazaway at cgazaway@utk.edu or 919-632-1347, and any information collected because of your participation will be destroyed. Collected information includes, but is not limited to, your informed consent document, interview responses, interview recordings and transcripts, pseudonym (fake name), email correspondences, and scheduling logs.
[bookmark: _67f2c5bisula]Are there any possible risks to me?
It is possible that someone could find out you were in this study or see your study information, but we believe this risk is small because of the procedures we use to protect your information. These procedures are described later in this form.
Possible risks include psychological, mental, emotional, or otherwise. For example, reliving experiences may cause anxiety or depression, and mental stresses that may cause fatigue, sadness, crying, or otherwise. Risk will be minimized by delaying or stopping interviews, offering breaks during interviews, referral to psychological/mental health providers, and/or reasonable requests you may have.
[bookmark: _l9kd5da6f1yr]Are there any benefits to being in this research study?
There are no direct benefits to research participation. There is a possibility that you may benefit from being in the study, but there is no guarantee that will happen.  Possible benefits include feelings of empowerment and encouragement. You will be telling your personal and professional story, which may foster feelings of relief or contribution to understanding the experiences of professionals with marginalized identities in student affairs. Even if you don’t benefit from being in the study, your participation may help us to learn more about the persistence of professionals with marginalized identities in student affairs. We hope the knowledge gained from this study will benefit others in the future.
[bookmark: _tznzi7swikq9]Who can see or use the information collected for this research study?
We will protect the confidentiality of your information by conducting research procedures in a private setting or reasonable setting of your choosing. Only authorized research study personnel will participate in research-related activities. The collection of your information is limited to the amount necessary to achieve the aims of the research. Data will be captured and reviewed in a private setting. Participants will not be approached in a setting or location that may constitute an invasion of privacy or create unwanted attention. A pseudonym (fake name) of your choice will be used to refer to you and no identifying information will be included in data collection documents.
If information from this study is published or presented at scientific meetings, your name and other personal information will not be used.
We will make every effort to prevent anyone who is not on the research team from knowing that you gave us information or what information came from you. Although it is unlikely, there are times when others may need to see the information we collect about you. These include:
• People at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville who oversee research to make sure it is conducted properly.
[bookmark: _c5e6ugwgdfmn]What will happen to my information after this study is over?
We will retain research data for future research purposes. Only the principal investigators will have access to these data and we will not share your research data with other researchers.
[bookmark: _7f9p18w5gsne]Will I be paid for being in this research study?
Participants who complete both the initial interview and follow-up conversation will receive a $120 Visa gift card. The gift card will be sent via email to the address of their choosing within 1-3 business days after completing the follow-up conversation.
[bookmark: _yeu9253m5ohj]What else do I need to know?
About 10 people will take part in this study. Because of the small number of participants in this study, it is possible that someone could identify you based on the information we collected from you. We may need to stop your participation in the study without your consent if you no longer meet the study’s eligibility requirements or if the study is stopped for any reason. If we learn about any new information that may change your mind about being in the study, we will tell you. If that happens, you may be asked to sign a new consent form. We use procedures to lower the possibility of these risks happening. Even so, you may still experience problems or injury, even when we are careful to avoid them. Please contact the researcher in charge, Ciara Gazaway, at 919-632-1347 or cgazaway@utk.edu about any injuries, side effects, etc. or other problems that you have during this study. If psychological injury occurs during or after the study interviews, please seek psychological/mental health attention. Additionally, we can offer referral to psychological/mental health providers. The University of Tennessee does not automatically pay for medical claims or give other compensation for injuries or other problems.
 
Rev.com will be used for interview transcription. Rev.com may use participant transcript information for testing, tuning, optimizing, validating, or otherwise enhancing the analytics, models, or algorithms underlying their service.
[bookmark: _mcx73opnafch]Who can answer my questions about this research study?
If you have questions or concerns about this study, or have experienced a research related problem or injury, contact the researchers,
Ciara Gazaway
cgazaway@utk.edu
919-632-1347
 
Dr. Dorian L. McCoy (Associate Professor, College of Education, Health, and Human Sciences)
dmccoy5@utk.edu
865-974-6140
 
For questions or concerns about your rights or to speak with someone other than the research team about the study, please contact:
Institutional Review Board
The University of Tennessee, Knoxville
Phone: 865-974-7697
Email: utkirb@utk.edu
[bookmark: _jl0ycj9s11s7]STATEMENT OF CONSENT
I have read this form and the research study has been explained to me.  I have been given the chance to ask questions and my questions have been answered.  If I have more questions, I have been told who to contact.  By signing this document, I am agreeing to be in this study.  I will receive a copy of this document after I sign it.
 
                                                           	                                                                    	                                
Name of Adult Participant                       	Signature of Adult Participant                    	 	Date
 


Appendix B: Semi-structured Interview Protocol
 
Phenomenological Interview 
 
Date: _____________________
 
Pseudonym: ______________________________
 
Opening Statement:
 
Thank you so much for participating in this study. I look forward to learning more about you and your career journey. During the next 60 minutes or so, I will ask you a series of open-ended questions about your identities and background, career and work experiences, experiences with oppression in the workplace, and overall experience with persistence in student affairs.
 
Depending on how comfortable you are, I encourage you to be as open and honest as possible.
Your responses will provide insight into the phenomenon of persistence for professionals with marginalized identities in higher education. These findings may provide new understanding of the contexts and practices that support these professionals, in addition to guidance for new and mid-level professionals with marginalized identities to support their career success. All information collected in this study will be kept confidential. Any publications or reports resulting from this research study will not include identifying information about participants without prior written consent. 
 
As a reminder, your participation in this interview and research study is always your choice. If you need to stop or take a break at any time, please let me know. You can also withdraw from the study at any point. With your permission, I would like to record our Zoom interview today. Are you okay with me recording? Do you have any questions or concerns before we begin? With your permission, I will begin recording and start the interview.
 
1. Please describe your social identities including but not limited to, race, gender, sexual orientation, ability, and religious or spiritual affiliation?
 
2. Please share your journey as a student affairs practitioner-educator and the various roles and functional areas you have worked in? 
 
3. Why do you work in this field? Why do you continue working in this field? 
 
4. Do you believe you have persisted through systemic or contextual barriers to reach your current role? 
 
5. What barriers have you experienced in the workplace? 
 
6. What strategies supported your persistence in overcoming the barriers you mentioned? 
 
7. Who in your life supported your persistence in overcoming the barriers you mentioned? 
 
8. What other strategies or contexts supported your persistence? 
 
9. Have you ever considered leaving the field? 
 
10. What motivates you to stay in this field? 
 
11. Is there anything else you would like to share? 
 
Closing Statement:
 
Thank you so much for giving your time to participate in this interview. I am grateful for your willingness to share about your experiences with persistence. Once I am able to transcribe your interview and code and analyze the data, I will reach out via email to schedule a follow up conversation. During this conversation I will engage in reflexive participant collaboration (Motulsky, 2021) and seek your feedback on my understanding and description of your experiences.  











Appendix C: Follow up Conversation Protocol
 
Reflexive Participant Collaboration Conversation
 
Date: _____________________
 
Pseudonym: ______________________________
 
Opening Statement:
Thank you so much for participating in this research study. I appreciated learning about your experiences and understanding how you’ve persisted through your career. After transcribing your interview, I began analyzing the data through a phenomenological approach. During the next 30-60 minutes, I will share my initial analysis and findings with you. We will have a dialogue about my interpretation and I will ask questions to ensure my understanding and descriptions are accurate. 
 
After initial analysis, these themes emerged: 
 
The initial descriptions I have of the themes are:
 
Specific statements from your interview that align with the themes are:
 
Would you agree with this synthesis?
Do the themes accurately reflect your career experience? 
Is there anything missing from the descriptions? 





Appendix D: Recruitment Email
Hello!
 
I hope this email finds you well! My name is Ciara Gazaway, and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville in the Higher Education Administration Program. My dissertation is focused on the persistence of student affairs professionals with marginalized identities.
 
I am seeking participation from individuals who identify as holding at least one marginalized identity, serve in a senior level student affairs or higher education administration role, and have persisted through systemic and/or contextual barriers to reach their current position. Data collected from participants in my research study will be used to better understand how professionals with marginalized identities persist through systemic and contextual barriers and reach senior level roles in higher education. I will be using a qualitative, phenomenological framework for my study which allows participants to tell their own stories. Findings from the study have the potential to broaden perspectives for non-marginalized colleagues and inform practice for university leadership and supervisors. Further, findings from this study may provide a framework to support future generations of student affairs leaders with marginalized identities.
 
My goal is to present collective, yet diverse participant experiences. Participation in this research study will include an initial interview (60-90 minutes) and follow up conversation (60 minutes), totaling no more than 150 minutes. If you are interested in participating or know someone who fits the criteria, please let me know. In an effort to honor participants and their experiences, those who participate fully in the research study will receive a $120 Visa gift card.
 
Please reply to this email or reach out to me at cgazaway@utk.edu if you are interested in participating.
You can also contact co-principal investigator, Dorian McCoy, at dmccoy5@utk.edu if you are interested or have any questions.
 
Thank you and take care,
Ciara Gazaway

Vita
	Ciara Lexene Gazaway was born in Rocky Mount, North Carolina on September 27, 1996, to Alex and Charlene (Gentile) Gazaway. Ciara grew up in the small town of Apex, North Carolina with her parents and younger sister, Giana. She graduated from Apex High School in 2014 and moved to Greensboro, North Carolina where she attended the University of North Carolina at Greensboro (UNCG). Ciara graduated from UNCG with a Bachelor of Science in human development and family studies, and was a highly involved student. This led her to pursue a graduate degree in higher education student affairs. In 2018, Ciara moved to Knoxville, Tennessee to begin the College Student Personnel master’s program at the University of Tennessee, Knoxville (UTK). She graduated in 2020 at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, which drastically shifted her job prospects and personal security. Ciara decided to stay at UTK and pursue a doctoral degree in higher education; she also began a full-time role in the Office of the Dean of Students at UTK. 
Ciara started her full-time career in higher education in August 2020 as the bias education coordinator in the UTK Office of the Dean of Students. In this position, she managed the bias incident reporting process at the university. During her time at UTK, Ciara has expanded this reporting process, and now oversees campus climate support services, in addition to education and programming focused on mattering and belonging. Ciara currently serves as a program director in the UTK Office of the Dean of Students. She will graduate with a Ph.D. in Higher Education Administration in December 2024.  

 



