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Learning Objectives

1. Gain awareness on how the SBW phenomenon manifests itself in Black 
graduate students’ well being, productivity and relationships (i.e. burnout, 
illness, isolation, withdrawal).

2. Gain resources that can help to empower Black women graduate students.
3. Be able to incorporate at least one strategy into current advising practices with 

Black women graduate students.



Strong Black Women 



Strong Black Woman Phenomenon

● Generational ideal to be “upheld” → 
Living up to societal standards of 
invincibility & indestructibility 

● Internalizing strength can buffer 
anxiety of dealing with racism and 
sexism

● Related to belief of what it means to 
be a Black Woman



Strong Black Woman Phenomenon

● Strength and independence: ability to handle all stressors w/o complaint
○ Emotional containment, resiliency and self-reliance value

● Caretaker: willingness to put everyone’s need before her own including 
immediate and extended family, as well as community

● SBW traits linked to slavery
○ Justification for the exploitation, abuse and dehumanization of Black women

○ Image used as a way to humanize and privilege White women traits (caring, docile, innocent, 

weak, vulnerable)



Strong Black Woman Phenomenon 

● Cultivated generationally for the 
survival of Black Women
○ Independence and strength requisite 

for personal survival

○ Communal and caretaking requisite 

for community survival

● Stereotypical images of Black 
Women
○ Matriarch-strong and independent 

also uncaring and emasculating

○ Mammie-caring and self-less, as well 

as subservient and dependent



SBW in Education

May include:
● Negative outcomes i.e.  depression, self-silencing, overeating, lack of self-care and help-seeking

● Perceptions of Black women as strong (study with White college peers)

● Internalization of being strong and “alright” or “fine” can prevent  asking for help or addressing needs 

(support, guidance, resources)

● Maintaining a strong exterior impedes the expression of negative emotions (sadness, anger, fear, 

frustration, feelings of inadequacy, questioning competence)

● Values such as educational achievement, ambition  and independence are utilized in educational 

themes present in Black graduate students (e.g. academic perfectionism)



SBW & Advising

So what does the SBW phenomenon have to do with advising?



Advisory Relationships

● Support systems are important for the retention of Black grad students (e.g. 
family, friends, mentors)

● Black female grad students indicated that having the “right” mentor was crucial 
to their success, especially when faced with adversity inside and outside of the 
classroom

● Research shows that Black students who have positive relationships with 
White faculty members at PWIs tend to have better experiences 



Advisory Relationships

● The “proper” mentor can increase self-efficacy & self-esteem; provide 
necessary support

● Require cultivation of skills to navigate  system, trust in the  relationship and 
validation of experience (cultural and social capital)



Case Study Example

You are the advisor of a Black woman graduate student. She is in the first year of her 
master’s program and has been assigned to your office for her assistantship duties. 
She is always on time to class and work, completes all of her assignment and tasks 
and never asks for help with anything. She is friendly and you think that she seems to 
be adjusting well to the program and her new responsibilities. You overhear her 
telling an older Black woman in the office that she is tired and  feeling overwhelmed, 
but refuses to ask for help. 

What do you do?

How do you address this student as well as her concerns?



Culturally Responsive Strategies

● Engage advisees in conversations on current events
○ Check in with them when events occur that may impact them

● Share personal experiences to bond with advisees
● Attend trainings that will educate you on culturally responsive advising 

practices
● Creating institutional spaces that reflect inclusivity (i.e. office spaces)



Questions, Comments, Suggestions?
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