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Scholarship on women leaders in higher education has broadly emphasized diversifying leadership roles and improving 
women’s representation in presidential roles, with more attention paid to gender alone than to the intersections of gender and 
racial/ethnic diversity (Garza Mitchell and Garcia 2020; Santamaría et al. 2022). However, as research demonstrates the posi-
tive impact of diverse leadership on student success, there is growing interest in expanding racial, ethnic, and gender represen-
tation in higher education leadership (Cross and Carman 2022; Hines 2023). 

Despite this interest, significant gender disparities persist in college presidencies, especially for women of color. According to 
the most recent American College President Study (ACPS), women in leadership roles are still outnumbered by men two-to-
one, with fewer than one in three women presidents identifying as women of color (Melidona et al. 2023). Notably, Latinas 
are rising to the presidency more quickly after application and appointment than other women, yet little is known about their 
experiences once in the role. This brief focuses on the distinct ways Latinas lead as college chief executive officers (CEOs) once 
they reach the position.

Women are represented in higher education leadership primarily at associate degree–granting institutions (or community col-
leges), holding 43.6 percent of presidencies (Melidona et al. 2023). These positions are especially attractive to Latinas because 
community colleges enroll the highest proportion of students of color, aligning with Latina leaders’ dedication to advancing 
equity and supporting the communities they represent (Estrada et al. 2024). 

Latina presidents continue to find themselves as trailblazers—being the first Latina to lead their respective institutions—a 
role that presents both challenges and opportunities. However, their leadership journeys frequently meet with obstacles such 
as limited mentorship opportunities, underrepresentation in leadership networks, and the complex task of addressing racial 
justice issues within their institutions (Melidona et al. 2023; Sangha-Rico and Hernández 2021). 

According to The American College President: 2023 Edition, more than half (55.2 percent) of Latina presidents had initiated 
steps to tackle racial justice, yet some encountered criticism (13.8 percent) or external inquiries on topics like critical race the-
ory (10.3 percent). The Latina leaders whose experiences are shared in this brief are deeply attuned to issues that arise because 
of white supremacy. They understand that oppression is systemic, intersectional, and very real. Most importantly, they try to 
actively combat structural racism on campus despite the pushback they receive. 

Despite the challenges they face, Latina presidents exhibit a strong sense of preparedness and resilience. In responses to ACPS, 
a majority felt equipped to address racial justice issues (51.7 percent); had a clear understanding of board expectations (65.4 
percent); and possessed a realistic assessment of their institution’s challenges (66.7 percent). This resilience is deeply rooted 
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in lived experience. Research shows that Latina community college presidents draw upon cultural intuition, a leadership 
approach grounded in their experiences with marginalization, professional expertise, scholarly training, and the realities of 
leading in complex institutional settings (Estrada et al. 2024). This profound connection to culture, community, and purpose 
fuels their resilience and unwavering commitment to advancing equity, even when met with resistance. 

Many of these presidents also seek guidance from peers, with 41.4 percent expressing a desire for mentorship and support. 
These insights highlight the importance of fostering robust leadership networks and pipeline programs to support Latinas in 
their presidential journeys.​  To truly support aspiring Latina college presidents, the field must deepen their understanding 
of what it means to lead as a Latina in these spaces—what it takes to break barriers, navigate resistance, and persist in a role 
where so few have before. 

Community colleges are engaged in a major leadership transition, with retirements creating openings for new leaders and 
fresh approaches (Eddy and VanDerLinden 2006; Royal et al. 2023). These shifts present an opportunity to reimagine lead-
ership in ways that honor the lived experiences and cultural intuition that Latina presidents bring to their roles (Estrada et al. 
2024).

This brief offers an intimate look into their journeys, the struggles of being the first, the weight of expectations, and the 
moments of joy that remind them why they stay. Rooted in conversations with Latina presidents, our insight provides distinct 
narratives of the ways Latinas lead as CEOs. By sharing their stories, the field can understand Latina leaders’ experiences in 
community colleges beyond the numbers. It is not enough to simply open doors; the field must understand their experiences 
once in the role. For the Latinas in this study, this means grappling with heightened visibility, exclusion, and the constant 
pressure to prove themselves in ways their counterparts may not be expected to. It requires navigating institutional politics, 
resisting pressure to assimilate, and fighting for equity despite workplace opposition. However, what may be most inspiring is 
that despite these challenges, Latina presidents find deep fulfillment in shaping institutions that serve marginalized communi-
ties, knowing they are paving the way for future leaders. 

Methods
The following are narratives of five powerful mujeres whose identities must remain confidential. At the moment, representa-
tives of U.S. state governments and the federal government are attacking diversity, equity, and inclusion efforts while actively 
devaluing the unique contributions of communities of color. For this reason, I am careful in providing any identifying infor-
mation outside of their position and ethnic identity. 

The Latina community college presidents highlighted in this brief are deeply committed, highly qualified, and in many cases 
more prepared for their leadership roles than their counterparts. During our time together, we—as a research team predomi-
nantly made of women of color—engaged in platicas, a Chicana feminist methodological approach that honors the lived real-
ities of Latinas (Fierros and Bernal 2016). Platicas are holistic conversations with an emphasis on culture, vulnerability, and 
reciprocity. Through our platicas, it was evident that Latinas are drawn to community colleges, where their identities reflect 
those of many of the students they serve. Their personal experiences as first-generation college students from low-income 
families, daughters of immigrants, and English language learners acted as a source of motivation to lead in ways that positively 
impact the lives of students, including those most marginalized by society. 

These Latina leaders hold presidencies across a range of community college contexts (i.e., rural, suburban, and urban) at 
Hispanic-Serving Institutions. Each president holds a doctoral degree and brings decades of experience in education, and their 
tenures in their current roles had spanned from six months to five years at the time of our platicas. While I do not include 
their names or institutional affiliations, what remains unchanged is the level of insight, vulnerability, and strength they shared 
in recounting their journeys as Latinas in power. If you are an aspiring Latina leader in the community college system, let the 
reflections that follow guide you. They offer insight into what you may encounter, what you have the power to change, and 
what values can keep you grounded as you lead.
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You May Be the First. You Are Not the Last.
All the mujeres who participated in this study were the first Latinas to lead their institutions. Early in our conversations, it 
was evident that this reality shaped how they viewed their presidency and the pressure they carried in the role. One powerful 
image that emerged more than once in our platicas was the “wall of presidents”—the collection of portraits of their predeces-
sors in the role—which serves as a visual and symbolic reminder of the absence of leaders who look like them. 

As a result, aspiring Latina leaders must recognize: You will stand out.

One leader said, “I am serving as the first Latina, first woman of color to be the president of [my institution], and the college 
is over 70 years old. I share a wall of presidents where I am the only person of color. I think that says a lot.…I think it com-
municates that a path is possible and a path is being created for others here at the college for our students.”

Often, Latina leaders find themselves as the only ones in positions of power. The “wall of presidents,” executive cabinet, and 
trustee board are glaring reminders that higher education leadership has long been reserved for white men. This reality is 
not lost on any of them; they know they are the first to sit in these roles and to be responsible for institutions that were not 
designed for them. The “wall” is a constant and static physical representation of the groundbreaking nature of their presi-
dency. Being the first does inspire a deep sense of pride in Latina leaders, especially when they can define the presidency in 
ways that reflect their authentic selves. 

Still, this trailblazing role also carries considerable challenges. Being the first comes with significant pressures and height-
ened expectations, which these mujeres all acknowledged in our platicas. Because they are the first—as one Latina president 
shared—“they [higher education institutions] are not used to it.” These presidents are defying norms, which can feel like a 
huge responsibility. Many explained that as the first Latina president of their institutions, they feel as though they are “repre-
senting all Latinas.” 

Thus, future Latina leaders may expect to carry the weight of representation.

There is no template to follow; this can present challenges, especially when others expect you to fail. All Latina presidents 
expressed feeling added pressure to perform well within their roles because of their underrepresentation as leaders. 

They said, “As women of color who are in these leadership positions, we feel a greater sense of responsibility. And if other 
people are not going to get what they need to get done, I need to make sure it gets done. And I assure you a male does not 
feel that way. They probably would not be as concerned—much less pushing a participatory governance structure forward. 
But we gotta do what we gotta do. No matter what, [Latinas] have to be better prepared than anyone walking into any room. 
They have to do the homework. They have to be better prepared than they need to be knowledgeable, because there are many 
people that will doubt you.”

Latina leaders can also feel this sense of responsibility extending beyond their official duties. One leader shared, “I’m being 
invited to a number of community organizations that in the past did not feel they had a place at the college, like the His-
panic Chamber.…So in addition to your regular work, you have a responsibility because now you represent women and you 
represent Latina women.…So you’re being invited, and you’ve been asked to participate in a number of things. So that’s part 
of that responsibility. But I’m just grateful that I’m able to do that.”

These statements illustrate the dual burden and privilege that Latina leaders experience as they navigate leadership roles within 
higher education. On one end, there is a sense of pride and gratitude in being invited to be seen and recognized. On the 
other end, it is added labor. And while community spaces like the Hispanic Chamber may appreciate their efforts as Latina 
presidents, others do not. 
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People can and will question your leadership.

Many of the Latina leaders in this study recounted experiences where others made assumptions about their identity, often 
dismissing or overlooking their status as presidents altogether. More than one Latina described an instance where they were 
assumed to be supporting staff to the president. One said, “I can’t tell you how many times people have questioned my role. 
When they say, ‘What do you do?’ and I go, ‘I’m the president,’ they think [I am] the [Associated Student Body] president....
And I say, ‘of the college,’ and they’re like, ‘The whole college?’ And I’m like, ‘Yeah, the whole college.’ That’s because, like you 
said, there’s [so few] of us. I can probably name several of them [Latina presidents].” 

Because Latina community college presidents are so few and far between, they encounter assumptions that undermine their 
authority and credibility and reveal persistent racial and gender biases about who holds power. Another Latina leader shared 
an instance where a campus constituent assumed that the white man in the room was the president, ignoring her through-
out the meeting. She stated that when she walked in, “he asked me if I was in the right place” and then “spent 10 minutes 
thinking he was talking to the man in charge.” These interactions send a clear, harmful message that Latina presidents do not 
belong in leadership roles and cast doubt on their legitimacy. Undermining their positions of power creates additional barriers 
Latina presidents must overcome to be seen and respected as leaders. 

Despite these added challenges as “one of the few,” there is a silver lining. There is a sense of pride in having made it. They 
recognize that their pathway to the presidency has been anything but easy and to be granted the opportunity to shape their 
campus cultures is exciting. As one Latina president stated, “[higher education] structures were not created for us.…so you get 
to pave your own way.” It is a chance to change the way the field understands leadership and set a course for a new generation 
of presidents. 

Something that keeps Latina leaders going is the fact that you are needed to shape the future.

One leader said, “Because this [points to self ] is not what the president looks like. This is not how a president behaves, 
right?...I embrace that because women of color deserve to see people like them in leadership positions....It’s a privilege; it’s an 
honor to serve in this role and represent. It’s kind of like I’m paving the way, and it comes with its trials and tribulations, but I 
think it will have an impact on people who come after me.”

While confronting racism and sexism can be exhausting, it also serves as motivation to continue paving the way for future 
generations. The Latina presidents in this study found immense satisfaction in embracing their identities whilst rejecting nor-
mative notions of leadership. They drew strength and inspiration in knowing that their presence and equity-oriented efforts 
would open doors for future Latinas who may or may not necessarily see themselves as leaders. 

Navigating Power & Institutional Politics
The ability to redefine leadership in new ways is one of the added benefits of serving as president. At some point throughout 
their presidency—whether it be from the first day to a few months in—Latina leaders have recognized that “you can only 
listen and give space so much as to why things have been done a certain way.” At some point, they must “insert [themselves]” 
and lead in their own way. That too, however, comes with its challenges. Among the many critiques Latina presidents face, 
their appearance is often scrutinized and policed, adding another layer of pressure to conform to traditional leadership stan-
dards (i.e., cis-White men). 

As such, future Latina leaders can expect to be pressured to assimilate, but they don’t have to.

One leader stated, “I wear dresses. I wear high heels. I don’t want to be placed in a box just to make someone else feel com-
fortable about what a college president should look like.” 

How Latina leaders chose to present themselves played a significant role in how they experienced their role. Their appear-
ance—from their hair to the clothing they wore—was often commented on or outright scrutinized. One president shared 
that she felt like she had to “have a [specific] appearance and maybe [even] a demeanor that was different than [her] own.” 
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The Latinas in this study shared that they were often perceived as hypersexualized because of their identity, leading to pressure 
to “tone down” their appearance. They described being told to wear longer dresses and muted colors, shorten their hair, and 
adopt a more traditionally masculine presentation to be taken seriously. Despite this reality, the Latina leaders of this study 
described ways they actively reject the pressures to assimilate to the dominant culture (i.e., White men). They wear heels, their 
natural hairstyle, bold colors, and gold jewelry as acts of resistance. As one Latina stated, “...being fully present in my work 
doesn’t mean that I have to abandon family or cultural roots or upbringing, [instead, it is] an intentional merging of them.” 

But visibility alone is not enough. You have to fight for equity—constantly.

All of the Latina leaders in this study would describe themselves as student-centered and driven by equity. In fact, many of 
them stated that the reason they chose to serve in leadership roles within the community college system was because of their 
diverse student body and open access structure. One study participant shared that she would not “want to work anywhere 
else other than a community college” because their purpose is to “create opportunity and access for everyone, regardless of the 
choices they’ve made in life [or] their ethnicity.” Another stated that her inspiration came from knowing she would be work-
ing with and for “first-generation, low-income students of color.”  

As presidents, they recognized the power of their positions and were committed to using them to create lasting change in 
service of minoritized student populations. One Latina leader described feeling “a sense of urgency to do something in terms 
of equity and inclusion.” This urgency was experienced by all the Latina presidents in this study, especially following the 
COVID–19 pandemic and the unrest following the murder of George Floyd in May 2020. Such efforts, however, did not 
come easy. More than one Latina leader described instances where assumptions were made about who they would select 
during the hiring selection process based on their own identity. 

One Latina shared, “I was told in my very first year by a couple of individuals that the faculty thought that I was talking 
too much about equity.…It did make me wonder if I was a white woman, or a white male, would we be having a different 
conversation?...[At the time], I think [there were] two or three faculty hiring processes in motion….As it turns out, there were 
Latinos in the pool, but the committees did not want to put them forward because they said that if they forwarded any Lati-
nos, that as a Latina president, I was going to automatically pick them. And so I pushed. I shut these committees down, and I 
said, “If you can’t give me three candidates.…then apparently we don’t have a good pool, so we need to go back out.”

Despite their intentions to serve all students, their actions are often met with scrutiny, especially when advocating for equity. 
Even with these pressures, the Latinas in this study understood the importance of representation and led with conviction, 
pushing institutions to live up to their mission to promote diversity, equity, and inclusion. Part of leading institutional change 
means gaining board approval for key decisions, which is often a political process that requires strategy and resilience. 

For this reason, aspiring Latina leaders should consider that the board is another political arena they must navigate.

One president said, “As the president, I have to be very strategic and intentional about really managing up, educating the 
board, so that they ultimately support the work I’m doing.”

As Latina leaders work to transform their campuses into more equity-oriented institutions, they must also navigate the com-
plex dynamics of their boards. Board meetings require careful political strategy and can present complex and often unseen 
challenges. It involves building buy-in from board members who may not see eye to eye with them on their vision. One of the 
study participants shared that dealing with her board is one of her “major challenges” because of “the politics.” 

Educating or negotiating with board members takes time and energy that Latina leaders could better spend transforming their 
colleges. Another leader stated that she found herself having to engage in “code-switching to the degree that [she] didn’t even 
know [she] had in [her].” To her, interacting with the board required a level of performativity that felt tiresome. It feels perfor-
mative because—like the other Latina leaders of this study—they value leading with authenticity, which is an approach that 
is not always recognized or appreciated in higher education institutions, where leaders are often expected to assimilate into 
dominant norms. Rather than conform, many Latina presidents push back by intentionally centering their cultural identity 
and authentic leadership style as a form of resistance. 
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To aspiring Latina presidents, the leaders who participated in this study say there is power in leading as yourself.

For Latina leaders, authenticity is not just a form of leadership; it is an act of resistance, a source of strength, and a guiding 
principle. In spaces that demand assimilation, the Latina presidents in this study find power in bringing their full selves to the 
table. Their culture, family, and communities are all a part of who they are and how they lead. They recognize that because 
they are underrepresented in their roles, they must be unapologetic about who they are and what they care about. Being seen 
requires intention, and for these Latina leaders, that means embracing and expressing their identities with clarity and pride. 

As more Latinas seek to enter leadership roles, they should remember: your stories are needed in these spaces.

Whether at the start of their presidency or later in their term, the Latina leaders in this study consciously decided not to hide 
who they are but to lead authentically and center what matters most to them. One leader reflected on preparing for her first 
speech at the college, where she felt tempted to focus on something more conventional or—as she put it—“academic.” She 
said, “My husband told me, ‘Just tell them who you are. Tell them why this is important for you. Tell them about your jour-
ney.’ That’s how we communicate. We tell stories about family. So that’s what I did.” 

Prompted to “tell them who [she was],” she focused on her cultural values through storytelling. She shared “a bit of [her] 
heart, a bit of [her] journey....[and] a piece of who [she] was.” For Latina presidents, storytelling is a powerful way to build 
connections with their campus communities while modeling a leadership style rooted in vulnerability and authenticity. Make 
no mistake; while their leadership is grounded in authenticity and vulnerability, these women are also bold, assertive, and 
unapologetically powerful in how they show up. 

One president said, “I’m not fulfilling a job title. I’m fulfilling a purpose. And as long as I know that, I can keep going.” 

For Latina leaders, showing up fully and unapologetically is about honoring why they are in these roles, which is to create 
institutional change for those most in need. This is especially important in the context of California, where nearly a quarter 
of all enrolled community college students identify as Latinas themselves. These leaders draw motivation and power from 
knowing they are disrupting the status quo to build “long-lasting change.” To the Latina presidents in this study, their work 
matters, and what they do makes a difference for those often oppressed by the structures they lead. 

Your Presence Alone Inspires Others
Latina visibility in leadership roles matters significantly. For students, staff, and community members, seeing a Latina 
president can shift their beliefs about what is possible. Even in our platicas with them, it was difficult not to constantly find 
ourselves in awe of their brilliance, humility, and steadfast devotion to their students. 

As a research group predominately made up of women of color researchers, we were inspired after each platica; all of us left 
with a desire to agitate the status quo in higher education. These moments of connection and recognition serve as powerful 
reminders of the impact authentic leadership can have; one that is rooted in culture, heart, and community. 

One leader said, “I can’t tell you how many people—particularly women and women of color—tell me, ‘Oh my God, seeing 
you in this role makes me believe it’s possible.’”

Another said, “I wasn’t sure whether my story would resonate, but I took the risk and shared my immigrant background. 
After my speech, the entire room stood up and applauded. Later, people told me, ‘I’ve never heard a president tell a story like 
that before.’” 

And another said, “Students have come up to me and said, ‘I never thought I’d see a Latina president. Now I know I can do it 
too.’ That’s why I do this work.”
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When Latina leaders share their stories and lead authentically, they inspire belief, belonging, and possibility in others. Their 
presence disrupts long-standing norms about who belongs in leadership and affirms that culture and lived experience can be 
an asset in higher education. As a result, their presidency extends far beyond policy or position; it lives in the hearts of those 
who see themselves reflected in their leadership. And while some of the impact is immediately visible, some of it unfolds 
quietly. 

One leader said, “I had a faculty member tell me, ‘I used to question all this talk about racial equity. But after seeing the way 
you lead, I get it now.’ That was huge.” 

Another said, “I was at a national conference, and a young Latina came up to me and said, ‘I’ve been following your work. 
You inspire me.’ I didn’t even know she knew who I was.” 

In the day-to-day grind of navigating politics, pushback, and all the challenges of leading for equity, it can be easy for Latina 
leaders to lose sight of their impact. The constant demands of the job and resistance from campus constituents can over-
shadow the quiet ways their presence and commitment are shifting culture. And even when it’s not immediately visible, their 
leadership is planting seeds for future generations through everyday interactions, tough decisions, and the values they embody. 

Hold Onto Affirmations in Hard Moments
Doubt and isolation are real experiences for Latinas, but the affirmations they receive from students and their communities 
are anchoring reminders of why they lead. Holding on to moments of influence becomes a strategy for resilience, helping 
them push through the noise and stay aligned with their purpose. The words ground and sustain them.

One leader said, “I’ve had nights where I thought, ‘Maybe I don’t belong here.’ And then I remember the student who told 
me, ‘Because of you, I didn’t drop out.’ That’s what keeps me going.”

Another said, “People will doubt you, challenge you, undermine you. But when you go home, look in the mirror and ask 
yourself three questions:

1.	 Am I a woman of integrity?
2.	 Did I do everything I could for my students today?
3.	 Did I support my team as best as possible?

If the answer is yes, then nothing else matters.” 

When the work is hard and the resistance is strong, Latina leaders are reminded that their presence, stories, and leadership 
matter deeply to those who have never seen themselves reflected in positions of power. Ultimately, Latina leaders measure 
success not by external validation but by their integrity, service to students, and support of their communities.

Conclusion and Tangible Takeaways
The narratives shared in this brief emphasize how much work higher education must do to support Latina leaders—partic-
ularly those who are firsts. The stories of these five Latina leaders challenge the field to reflect on how our institutions are 
structured, who they are designed for, and what must change to make leadership more inclusive, sustainable, and affirming for 
Latinas. The experiences shared here are not outliers; they are evidence of systemic barriers that require intentional disruption 
and not at the expense of women of color. Higher education must move beyond performative commitments and invest in 
structural change to better support Latina leaders. Below are key takeaways and recommendations to help institutions proac-
tively assess and transform their practices.
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Key Takeaways:
•	 Latina leaders are often the first. Being the first means heightened visibility, added scrutiny, and the constant 

pressure to prove oneself while carrying the weight of representation.
•	 They face persistent oppression at the intersection of race, ethnicity, and gender. Latina presidents are often 

mistaken for support staff or student leaders, revealing deeply entrenched stereotypes about who belongs in power.
•	 They are driven by purpose. Despite systemic resistance, Latina leaders remain focused on serving students, 

especially those who need it most, such as those from low-income, first-generation, and racially minoritized back-
grounds.

•	 They face institutional and political challenges. Leading equity efforts often causes backlash, and board politics 
can consume significant emotional and strategic energy.

•	 They lead with authenticity. Rejecting assimilation, these leaders embrace their cultural identity and use it as a 
foundation for their leadership approach.

•	 Their presence and efforts have an impact. Latina presidents inspire belief and possibility in others, even when 
they may not realize they are being seen.

•	 Affirmation sustains them. In the face of doubt and exhaustion, students’ words and reminders of their purpose 
keep them grounded and moving forward.

Recommendations:
•	 Move beyond representation. It is not enough to hire Latinas into presidential roles; institutions must also foster 

environments where they are valued, supported, and allowed to lead with authenticity. Visibility without respect 
and authority reinforces harm rather than progress.

•	 Redefine what leadership looks like. Latina leaders bring relational, community-rooted, and equity-centered 
approaches to their institutions, often challenging traditional, hierarchical models. Institutions must expand their 
definitions of leadership to include culturally grounded practices.

•	 Rethink preparation pipelines. Leadership programs must go beyond assimilation-focused training and instead 
uplift the strengths, experiences, and values that Latinas already bring. Preparation should not require them to 
leave parts of themselves behind to be considered “presidential.”

•	 Train boards to understand equity leadership. Boards of trustees play a critical role in enabling or undermining 
presidential leadership. Board members must be required to undergo ongoing professional development in racial 
equity, cultural humility, and anti-bias practices.

•	 Center mentorship and comunidad. Latina presidents often experience isolation in their roles. Institutions and 
professional associations must create intentional support networks rooted in cultural understanding, sisterhood, 
and collective care.

•	 Protect time for purpose-driven leadership. The emotional labor of equity work is real. Latina leaders should 
not have to spend the majority of their energy justifying their vision. Create institutional structures that honor 
their time, values, and well-being.

While each leader in this study faced unique challenges, what unites them is a deep sense of purpose, a commitment to equity, 
and the courage to lead as their whole selves. They are transforming not only their campuses but also the very meaning of 
leadership in higher education. The question that remains is not whether Latina leaders are ready; it is whether our institu-
tions are prepared to receive, support, and grow with them.
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