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of nationalist language that sought to diminish our worth. Yet, I also 
had to grapple with right-leaning students and faculty who embraced 
Trump’s language, believing it to defend traditional conservative values 
and national pride. In these moments, I felt torn between my responsi-
bilities as a leader, tasked with maintaining an objective stance guided 
by internal policies, and my own convictions as a Chicana feminist, 
who understood too well the damage such rhetoric can inflict on 
marginalized communities.

Trump’s inflammatory characterizations and generalizations of 
immigrants as “rapists” and “blood-thirsty criminals” ignited not just 
campus-wide debates but internal conflicts within me. As a second-gen-
eration Mexican American whose grandparents migrated to the US 
and whose parents labored as migrant workers, these cruel depictions 
stood in stark contrast to the lived experiences of my own family and 
community. I reflected on the dignity, resilience, and sacrifice my 
grandparents embodied in their journey to this country, and how my 
parents, shaped by the hardships of migrant work, instilled in me the 
values of hard work and community. Their story is one of persever-
ance and contribution, making Trump’s dehumanizing rhetoric not 
only offensive but also deeply personal. This tension—between public 
discourse and my personal truth—exacerbated conflicts over topics of 
race, identity, and belonging, both within my institution and within 
myself.

The overarching theme of anti-other that is veiled in extreme 
rightwing rhetoric also includes public attacks on LGTBQ+ people, 
women’s healthcare access, and public education. These topics have left 
college and university leaders with decisions of how to respond (or not) 
to hateful rhetoric and the state of national policies that impact their 
students, employees, or communities. With the threat of “new white 
nationalism” with the aim of “reduc[ing] the number and narrow[ing] 
the demographic of people included in the construction of American-
ness” (Gavin 2023), how we learn how to lead in higher education has 
never been more critical. It is my purpose to offer a deeply personal 
and insightful exploration of how I navigate these dynamics, grounded 

CHAPTER 12

Language and Identity Politics in 
Leadership
Cultivating Comunidad

Candace de León-Zepeda, Our Lady of the Lake University

In an era of intense political polarization, US higher education institutions 
have become arenas where language, identity politics, and leadership 
collide—spaces that I, as a Chicana academic leader, navigate daily. 
The resurgence of white nationalism, a driving force behind Donald 
J. Trump’s presidency and his 2024 bid for reelection, has emboldened 
public expressions of white national pride, bringing deeply personal 
issues of identity and belonging to the forefront of my work. As public 
accusations of universities promoting a liberal agenda and “woke culture” 
saturate public discourse, the surge of this rhetoric challenges not only the 
foundational values of higher education but also my personal commitment 
to fostering inclusive academic communities.

During Trump’s first presidency, divisive slogans like “Build the 
Wall!” and “Make America Great Again” didn’t just increase tensions 
on campuses nationwide—they brought those tensions directly into my 
office. Located in San Antonio, in the heart of South Texas and near 
the US-Mexico border, our campus is also federally recognized as the 
birthplace of the Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI) designation. With 
more than 76 percent of our student population identifying as Latino/a or 
Hispanic, I frequently witnessed students voicing their fears and discom-
fort, calling for leadership intervention when peers wore MAGA hats. 
Their pain was palpable, and it mirrored my own struggles with the rise 
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Aztec mythology, Coyolxauhqui is the moon goddess and daughter 
of Coatlicue. Her brother Huitzilopochtli, the god of the sun and war, 
butchered and decapitated her for planning to kill her mother. Her 
myth was commemorated on a large stone disk which was excavated at 
the base of the Templo Mayor, Tenochtitlan, and dates back to c. 1473.)

Coming to Consciousness: la Gloria
For over twenty years, I have been deeply drawn to the transformative 
theories and creative scholarship of Gloria Anzaldúa. To me, she is 
not just a scholar but la Gloria, a guiding presence, almost like a close 
friend, who has challenged me to unlearn and relearn ways of being 
and thinking about myself, my community, my language, and my 
education. She holds a special place in my academic journey as the 
first Chicana scholar I was introduced to in a college classroom. This 
moment came during a graduate seminar, a pivotal experience that 
not only shaped my intellectual path but also underscored the glaring 
absence of curriculum or authors reflecting my lived experiences and 
the realities of my community. That absence was both troubling and a 
powerful reminder of the urgent need for representation in academic 
spaces. Through her essays and creative scholarship, Gloria gave voice 
to Latinxs and borderland communities, while also centering those 
marginalized within their own communities, including women and 
queer identities.

Early on in my education, Anzaldúa taught me to shift conscious-
ness toward a decolonial framework that was transformative, inclusive, 
visionary, and unapologetic. Gloria boldly called out how spaces either 
foster or deny the visibility of one’s gender, race, culture, or class. I was 
captivated by her vision and theoretical framework of “conocimiento” 
(Anzaldúa 2002, 540), or consciousness, a profound process of trans-
formation that offers the possibility of a more just and equitable world. 
Conocimiento is an iterative journey, a deliberate act of deconstructing 
and reconstructing oneself, others, and the social world in ways that 
transcend normative hierarchies and dualistic ways of thinking and 
being. As I transitioned from faculty to administrator, I found that 

in my lived experiences as a Chicana feminist, cultural rhetorician, and 
the sole Dean at a small, faith-based university grappling with the dual 
crises of enrollment declines and budget cuts.

Transitioning from a faculty role to an administrative position amid 
a deeply politically divided country has required me to navigate the 
complex linguistic and cultural terrains of academia, where norms of 
communication and the politics of identity are often shaped by historical 
power structures. To explain, I am acutely aware of my otherness and 
marginalization in the following ways: as an academic dean who identifies 
myself publicly as Chicana and feminist; as one of 4 percent of full-time 
faculty who are labeled as “Hispanic females” teaching in degree-granting 
postsecondary institutions (National Center for Education Statistics 2024); 
as a woman of color who makes up less than 1.5 percent of identified 
academic deans in the nation (Silbert, Punty, and Ghoniem 2022, 12); 
as an unapologetic caregiver to my three school-age children; and as a 
first-generation college graduate from a low-income family background.

Without question, these facets of my identity profoundly shape how 
I approach and respond to issues of diversity, equity, inclusion, gender 
and sexual identity, and racial justice. Central to my leadership philos-
ophy is a commitment to fostering inclusive and impactful community 
engagement—what I refer to as cultivating comunidad. This authentic 
leadership approach is not merely about creating a sense of belonging; 
it is about actively challenging and disrupting the traditional narratives 
and practices that have long marginalized voices like mine.

This practice involves acting on a commitment to fostering inclusive 
and impactful community engagement with my team of department 
chairs and school directors while embracing a pedagogy of disruption—
one that catalyzes transformative shifts in both perspective and imagi-
nation, which I later introduce as shapeshifter leadership. Through the 
lens of Chicana feminist theories, particularly Gloria Anzaldúa’s concepts 
of “mestiza consciousness” (Anzaldúa 1987, 100), “a theory in the flesh” 
(Moraga and Anzaldúa 1981, 23), and the “Coyolxauhqui imperative,” 
(Anzaldúa 2015, 50), I share ways I learned how to lead and cultivate 
community during periods of political discord and public tensions. (In 
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lived reality. Gloria’s ideas focused on language and identity form the 
foundation of my leadership approach, as I will demonstrate in the 
following section of this chapter.

Language and Identity
The practice of cultivating comunidad, grounded in the framework of 
mestiza consciousness (Anzaldúa 1987, 100), recognizes that language is 
inseparable from identity. In my leadership, I approach communication 
with my team of eleven department chairs and school directors through 
a lens of authenticity that acknowledges and embraces the multiplicity 
of both my identity and theirs. (The team includes two men, one of 
whom identifies as African-American and first-generation American) 
and nine women, three of whom identify as Latinas, and three as 
first-generation Americans.)  This approach manifests in various ways, 
including but not limited to the following two examples.

Consistent and Authentic Communication
Each week, I send out a Monday email that weaves together personal 
reflections with professional updates for the week ahead. One example 
of this occurred when I was late to a meeting because my toddler, 
captivated by a butterfly, kept my attention. That week, my email 
included the following message:

Dear friends, at times, the universe sends us messages to slow 
down and invite the beauty of nature into our day. I was late 
to a meeting this morning. “It’s dancing, mama!” My daughter 
pulled at my arm to take notice of a beautiful monarch that 
seemed to float around us as if dancing. “Come see, come see it 
dance!” I placed my work bag down, grabbed her small hand, 
and took time to notice the beauty of the butterfly and my 
daughter’s wonder. With the help of a toddler, I slowed down. 
I share this experience to encourage you to take notice this week 
of the beauty that surrounds you. We need these moments to 

Gloria’s theoretical concepts were not only relevant but also invaluable 
in the practice of leadership. To me, her work offers a blueprint for 
navigating and transforming institutional systems while centering equity, 
inclusivity, and collective growth.

Navigating Identity and Language in Academia
Navigating identity in academia is a multifaceted challenge, particularly 
for those who occupy marginalized or intersectional identities. Even 
as a tenured professor, I fully understand that language is still often the 
first battleground where identity is contested. For many, like myself, 
this journey begins long before entering the ivory towers of higher 
education—it is rooted in the lived experiences of our communities, 
our families, and our cultural heritage. In my experience, the struggle 
with language began in my early education, where the dominance of 
English and the suppression of Spanish were clear indicators of the power 
dynamics at play. My parents, both products of a segregated education 
system in South Texas, instilled in me an awareness of the social location 
of schools as unwelcoming spaces for people of color. Their experiences 
of being punished for speaking Spanish in school and being discouraged 
from pursuing higher education were reflections of broader systemic 
efforts to erase cultural identities and enforce assimilation.

The process of navigating language in academia is not merely about 
linguistic competence; it is about negotiating the value of one’s cultural 
and linguistic heritage in spaces that often devalue or dismiss it. This nego-
tiation is deeply tied to identity formation. Gloria Anzaldúa’s theoretical 
concept of mestiza consciousness is particularly relevant here. Anzaldúa 
explains that this consciousness is the struggle of living in a constant state 
of flex, shifting between borders, cultural codes, languages, rituals, and 
identities (Anzaldúa 1987, 78–81). For Anzaldúa, a mestiza conscious-
ness embraces multiplicity and celebrates dualistic ways of thinking and 
collective consciousness. It is a consciousness that deconstructs patriarchy 
and colonialism and reclaims spirituality and feminist archetypes, while 
voicing the experience of living in marginalized spaces. For marginalized 
individuals, this consciousness is not just an intellectual exercise but a 



243  |  LEARNING TO LEAD, LEADING TO LEARN Language and Identity Politics in Leadership  |  244

not a matter of political correctness but a recognition of the value of 
multiplicity in knowledge production. My leadership approach centers 
on first understanding the individual—their unique knowledge base, 
lived experiences, and the influences that shape their identity. 

This leadership approach is influenced by Anzaldúa’s scholarship, 
which I learned challenges the notion that there is one correct way to be 
or to know. She advocates for a pluralistic approach that acknowledges 
the legitimacy of different ways of knowing, including those rooted 
in lived experiences, cultural practices, and community wisdom. Her 
introduction of “a theory in the flesh” (Moraga and Anzaldúa 1981, 
23) is another framework I have adopted when cultivating comuni-
dad in leadership. This framework transgresses boundaries of genre, 
method, or content as any theory should also recognize collective 
experiences of those othered (Hurtado 2003, 215). Namely, a “theory 
in the flesh” supports a Chicana feminist saying that the personal is 
political, a frequent assertion of feminist scholarship that draws attention 
to Mexican-Americans living in the borderlands. In the next section 
I provide ways I adopt this theory by using everyday life experiences, 
thereby drawing attention to the bodily space of the learner (to include 
their homes and communities).

A Theory in the Flesh
The practice of cultivating comunidad, grounded in the framework 
of “a theory in the flesh,” recognizes that lived experiences have rich 
meaning and theory should emanate from what we live and breathe. 
This framework also posits that knowledge is partial in relation to the 
spiritual, which includes the emotional. How I embrace this concept 
while building community can be seen in the following examples:

Testimonio: A Unique Qualitative Tool
Although I recognize making data-informed decisions, when I need 
richer insight into the experiences of my team, I practice the tool of 
testimonio when collecting information. Telling to Live: Latina Feminist 
Testimonios defines testimonio as complex genre that has multiple uses 

refuel and encourage us to take notice. Sending love and light for 
a week where you can capture beauty in nature.

Personal messages like this foster vulnerability, create connection, and 
invite my team into my life as a mom with school-age kids. This practice 
of sharing personal insights and reflections has created a culture where 
authenticity is encouraged, and both my team and I are able to show up 
as our full, multifaceted selves.

Individual Chats Shaped by Language
I hold bi-monthly thirty-minute sessions with each chair and school 
director, either in person or remotely. To maximize the value of these 
meetings, I have found great success by anchoring each conversation 
around three consistent themes, using reflective questions: (1) Joyful—
What is currently bringing you joy, personally or professionally? (2) 
Messy—What challenges or complexities are you navigating, in your 
personal or professional life? (3) Mindful—What should I be mindful of as 
we move forward, in both your personal and professional worlds? These 
topics create space for meaningful conversation that acknowledge the full 
scope of their experiences, both within and beyond higher education. I 
also encourage my colleagues to reflect on and write about these themes 
beforehand, which helps track their epistemological growth and reveals 
how their knowledge is either nurtured or constrained in academic 
spaces. This approach has been overwhelmingly well-received, allowing 
my team to celebrate personal growth and professional wins (e.g., new 
publications, grandbabies, grant ideas, or completing their first 5k run) 
while also addressing “messy” concerns (e.g., faculty conflicts, promotion 
and tenure challenges). Additionally, it invites them to share matters I 
should be mindful of before our next meeting (e.g., health, financial, or 
relationship issues). This structure fosters trust, transparency, and holistic 
support within our leadership team.

This approach fosters community with others, celebrates diversity of 
experience, and rejects traditional binaries between supervisor and direct 
report. Including diverse voices and perspectives in meaningful ways is 
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servant leaders. My team has used these opportunities to express their 
advocacy or call to action in, to name a few, the following events: the 
mass school shooting on May 24, 2022, at Robb Elementary in Uvalde, 
Texas, where nineteen students and two teachers lost their lives, and 
seventeen others were injured; Russia’s invasion of Ukraine; the call 
for a ceasefire in Palestine; and natural disasters—hurricanes, tornadoes, 
wildfires, etc.

These two examples highlight how I cultivate holistic support and 
opportunities, drawing on the interconnections of mind, body, spirit, 
and lived experiences. Anzaldúa’s scholarship taught me to view such 
interconnections as an ongoing, dynamic process with her theory, a 
“Coyolxauhqui imperative” (Anzaldúa 2015, 50). For Anzaldúa, the 
imperative of Coyolxauhqui—the vital importance—lies in the under-
standing that with every act of deconstruction comes an opportunity 
for reconstruction, and with this process comes fragmentation and 
imperfection. This framework, symbolized through Aztec mythol-
ogy, offers a visual metaphor for the continuous, lifelong process of 
learning and unlearning. Anzaldúa reclaims this ancient symbol to 
represent the cyclical nature of growth and transformation which has 
profoundly shaped my approach to leadership. I strive to lead as an 
authentic agent of change, recognizing that identity is never static but 
constantly evolving and refiguring our identity like Coyolxauhqui. 
Cultivating comunidad embraces not only the journey of growth and 
healing but also the recognition of our brokenness, where the true 
evolution of identity takes place. 

The “Coyolxauhqui imperative”
By viewing my colleagues as engaged in their own journeys of self-
reconstitution, I approach academic spaces with a deep commitment to 
validating and uplifting their diverse identities an experience, especially 
those from marginalized backgrounds This perspective not only fosters 
a culture of inclusivity but also cultivates a deeper, more empathetic 
engagement with the diverse community I am honored to lead.

to include storytelling, narratives (i.e., witness narratives, confessional 
narratives, autobiographical narratives), ethnographic work and life 
histories (Latina Feminist Group 2001, 17–19). Testimonio emphasizes 
how knowledge is produced through experiential epistemologies credited 
to the cultural and social marginalized communities. Unlike traditional 
surveys or feedback, testimonio delves deeper, inviting participants to 
engage with reflective questions that draw on memory in meaningful 
ways. For instance, at retreats I have invited my team to enter the space 
as dynamic storytellers. Testimonio guided reflection is mirrored in the 
following examples: (1) Locate a personal photo or picture that represents 
what initially drew you to the vocation of teaching. How has this memory 
evolved over time, particularly in your experience teaching at a Hispanic 
Serving Institution? (2) Reflect on the resources that were most helpful to 
you as a student in higher education. What additional resources or support 
would have enhanced your journey? Focus on two to three words that 
come to mind when reflecting on your experience. (3) Draw a culturally 
competent classroom using words, images, symbols, etc. 

Centering the Spirit
A truly just society nurtures the holistic journey of individuals, honoring 
the development of the whole person—mind, body, and spirit. This means 
recognizing the importance of not only intellectual growth but also 
emotional, intuitive, and spiritual well-being. While secular frameworks 
often prioritize logic and reason, a holistic approach emphasizes the 
balance and harmony between intellectualism and intuition, and teaching 
and learning. It acknowledges that education is not just about acquiring 
knowledge but about fostering deeper connections to self, others, and 
the world around us.

How I adopt this practice is not difficult, as I take full advantage of 
our faith-based mission. At each meeting, chairs and school directors 
take turns centering our meeting in either prayer, a practice of mind-
fulness, meditation, or guided reflection. I encourage each leader to also 
draw in connections to local or national news that are meaningful to 
them and find connections to our mission and our call to action to be 
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my fluid identity as a Chicana and Dean, but Zaytoun’s broader concept 
of a “shapeshifter” captures the reality of my leadership style. My 
leadership ambition is to empower chairs and school directors “toward 
interconnection, creativity, hope, and loving transformation” (Zaytoun 
2022, xv). I adopt Zaytoun’s position that Anzaldúa’s scholarship 
“reminds us that we can change shape, that we have a ‘dreaming body’ 
one that, if we are paying attention, feels as real as flesh and bones” 
(Zaytoun 2022, xiii-xiv). The shapeshifter is an outsider (Zaytoun 2015, 
70) who “encourages a change in how experiences of subjectivity and 
identities are created” in an effort “that will facilitate more harmony, 
personally and collectively, and more potential for coalitional work 
across differences” (Zaytoun 2015, 74). Due to the existing disparities 
of representation among women of color in leadership roles in higher 
ed, I accept my otherness as an outsider and draw on my distinctiveness 
to provide an alternate leadership style. I am drawn to the philosophical 
concept of shapeshifting and that spaces can be transformative, leading 
one to shift consciousness. 

Strategies I adopt as a shapeshifter that other marginalized univer-
sity leaders might find useful include some of the following examples:

Navigating Roles to Empower Diverse Perspectives
It is fair to assert that in most universities and colleges, leadership 
transitions and preparation for department chairs are often lacking 
in structure and support. From the first day of my appointment, I 
announced the need for our university to develop a successor model for 
all leadership positions, including my own, and I would be developing 
an emerging leadership plan. During meetings I host, instead of simply 
leading from the front, I shift between facilitator, listener, and peer 
contributor roles. I actively encourage team members to take on 
leadership positions temporarily by assigning them to lead specific 
discussions or projects. This approach fosters collaboration, and you 
can model adaptability by shifting between authoritative and supportive 
roles, depending on the needs of the conversation. This example shows 
fluidity in leadership styles and allows chairs and school directors to see 

Holistic Performance Review
An example of how I adopt the framework of the Coyolxauhqui imperative 
can best be represented in my version of holistic performance review. 
Traditional annual evaluations often focus on basic performance metrics 
and future goals, but I find it far more impactful to encourage my team 
to reflect on their inner growth to learn. Instead of simply reviewing 
job performance, I ask them to consider how they’ve evolved personally 
and professionally throughout the year, urging them to reflect on their 
own journeys of learning and transformation. Assessment aligned within 
this framework takes the following form: What have you learned about 
yourself (i.e., community member, scholar, faculty member, and campus 
leader) this year that brings you joy or pride? What burdens or learned 
behaviors are weighing on your spirit or leadership that you wish to 
release or unlearn? 

This example shows mestiza leadership in action with the ultimate 
goal of fostering deeper, more intentional conversations about holis-
tic development of the mind, body, soul, and experience. When chairs 
and school directors recognize my commitment to nurturing both their 
personal and professional growth, we cultivate a shared sense of comu-
nidad—growing together not just as colleagues, but as individuals on 
a collective journey. This approach to leadership demands adaptability 
and fluidity, particularly for those of us from marginalized backgrounds, 
and is best described as shapeshifter leadership. I borrow Zaytoun’s 
(2022) broader concept of “shapeshifter” in Shapeshifting Subjects: Gloria 
Anzaldúa’s Naguala and Border Arte to define a style of leadership that is 
not a fixed role but a dynamic, multifaceted process that requires us to 
continuously shift between identities and responsibilities, while actively 
transforming the very structures we inhabit. 

Leadership as a Shapeshifter
The concept of leadership within the context of higher education is often 
narrowly defined, focusing on hierarchical structures, administrative 
efficiency, and institutional prestige. I find Anzaldúa’s study of la naguala, 
or shapeshifter, meaningful in my administrative role as it best describes 
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—
Shapeshifting is a powerful metaphor for the kind of leadership that is 
necessary in today’s academic environment. A shapeshifter is someone 
who can move fluidly between different identities and roles, who 
can adapt to changing circumstances, and who can challenge and 
reconfigure established norms and practices. This ability to shapeshift 
is not about deception or inauthenticity, but about the strategic use of 
one’s positionality to effect change.

To explain, as a Chicana feminist, I am acutely aware of how my 
identity positions me within the institution. I am often the only person 
of color in leadership meetings, and one of the few women, which 
places me in a unique and sometimes isolating position. However, 
rather than seeing this as a limitation, I view it as an opportunity to 
bring new perspectives to the table and to advocate for policies and 
practices that support diversity and inclusion.

Shapeshifter leadership also means being able to navigate the 
tension between institutional expectations and personal values. There 
have been times when my own institution prioritized goals or initiatives 
that did not align with my commitment to social justice and equity. 
For instance, like many other small, faith-based institutions, we are 
grappling with budgetary constraints driven by low enrollment. In 
response, executive leadership is exploring difficult options, including 
program closures and faculty layoffs. A shapeshifter approach to lead-
ership is acutely aware of audience and language. Rather than publicly 
criticizing decisions from leaders who are disconnected from faculty, I 
propose strategic compromises and finding creative ways to integrate 
social justice principles in decision-making. I proposed the need to 
reframe our liberal arts core courses into a university College which 
will serve as a port of entry for all incoming freshmen and potentially 
reallocate faculty positions. This reimagining of our College of Arts 
and Sciences can help transform our liberal arts legacy in new and 
innovative ways. This isolated example illustrates how shapeshifter lead-
ership is about reimagining what is possible. This involves questioning 
(or disrupting) existing structures and practices and envisioning new 

themselves in various roles, encouraging them to explore their potential 
as leaders.

Encouraging Interconnections and Creativity
When approaching a new project or challenge, instead of dictating a 
solution, I encourage chairs and school directors to sign up for projects 
that are meaningful to them, such as defining a program head’s duties and 
responsibilities, defining service, defining wellness, providing mentoring 
support, and completing course release activity reports. In those spaces, 
smaller teams brainstorm and contribute innovative ideas for a solution. 
I often encourage teams to consider unconventional solutions that might 
work, which opens the space for creative thinking. This example shows 
how I shift from a directive leadership role to one that empowers creative 
freedom and collective input, creating a space where diverse voices can 
shape solutions.

Leveraging Outsider Perspectives to Challenge Norms
I frequently bring in diverse speakers who address topics related to 
inclusion, diversity, equity, and access. I do so to encourage chairs and 
school directors to think critically about representation and inclusivity 
in their work as campus leaders. This example embraces the outsider 
experience and encourages my team to reflect on their own identities 
and how they can inform inclusive, boundary breaking work as campus 
leaders.

Facilitating Coalition Building Across Differences
Every bi-monthly meeting I organize for chairs and school directors 
includes guests from across the university including vice presidents, 
student affairs, graduate admissions, and student retention staff. The 
goal is for us to identify synergies between our programs or divisions. 
A question I frequently ask is, “How we can leverage strengths to create 
something more successful together?” This strategy promotes coalition 
building and unity in diversity. It also encourages adaptability, inclusivity, 
and a dynamic approach to problem solving and personal growth.
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formal dynamics and creates an opportunity for genuine connection. 
Gathering around food allows for natural, open conversation, breaking 
down hierarchical barriers and fostering a sense of camaraderie. This 
simple act also encourages faculty to engage with one another on a 
personal level, building trust and mutual understanding that enhances 
collaboration.

Frequent Student Forums
Disruption also involves challenging the traditional power dynamics that 
often exist in the classroom and in the broader academic community. 
I request that chairs and school directors create spaces where students 
and faculty can engage in open and honest dialogue, where they can 
share their experiences and perspectives without fear of judgment or 
retribution. A pedagogy of disruption means recognizing and valuing 
the knowledge and expertise that students bring to the table and finding 
ways to incorporate their voices into the decision-making processes 
of the institution. 

Language of Inclusion
The language of academia is often rigid, steeped in tradition, and 
reflective of dominant cultural narratives that marginalize diverse voices 
and perspectives. To cultivate truly inclusive academic communities, I 
ask chairs and school directors to critically examine and actively reshape 
the language used in their departments and programs. I advocate for 
frequent decolonization of academic language that demands that 
students conform to modes of expression that may feel unnatural or 
disconnected from their lived experiences and cultural identities. 

—

As a Chicana feminist scholar, I have often faced pressures to conform 
my voice to dominant academic norms. In early drafts of this manuscript, 
I was struck by how frequently the editors flagged moments where 
I had unconsciously distanced myself through formal academic 
language. Decades of past trauma, publishers dismissing my work as 

ways of organizing and leading that are more inclusive, equitable, and 
just. It is about leading with a vision for the future, one that prioritizes 
the well-being and success of all members of the academic community, 
particularly those who have been historically marginalized. In my experi-
ence, cultivating comunidad as a shapeshifter in higher education requires 
a personal commitment and the courage to disrupt the status quo.

Cultivating Comunidad Through Disruption
A core element of my leadership philosophy embraces what I call a 
pedagogy of disruption, not to incite division, but to courageously challenge 
entrenched structures and practices that sustain inequality and exclusion. 
My approach fosters an inclusive environment that empowers every 
member of our academic community to feel genuinely seen, heard, and 
valued. By intentionally creating spaces that welcome diverse voices and 
experiences, I strive to cultivate a culture where transformative learning 
and growth can thrive, empowering individuals to redefine their roles 
and contributions within our institution. This approach to teaching and 
leadership is rooted in the belief that authentic learning and meaningful 
growth emerge when we are pushed out of our comfort zones to engage 
with new ideas and diverse perspectives. This praxis is exemplified in 
the following ways:

Staff Connections
Faculty often overlook the valuable insights and broad institutional 
perspective that staff members bring, from administrative personnel to 
housekeeping and groundskeeping teams. I actively encourage chairs and 
school directors to forge intentional, respectful connections across all staff 
roles, recognizing these relationships deepen our collective understanding 
of the university’s dynamic and foster a more cohesive, inclusive academic 
community. 

Pláticas y Comida (Talks and Food)
I encourage chairs and school directors to share meals together with 
their faculty as frequently as possible. This act disrupts the typical 
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IDEA (Inclusion, Diversity, Equity, and Access) Council
At the institutional level, cultivating comunidad through disruption 
involves a call to action for policies and practices to adopt language 
rooted in diversity, equity, and inclusion. At my university, I led a 
strategic planning team to advocate to our former university president 
the adoption of an IDEA Council. The Council included faculty, staff, 
and student members and focused on ways to change our institutional 
culture, where exclusion and marginalization are deeply entrenched. 
Some of the earlier projects included implementing mentorship 
programs for first-generation students, developing initiatives to support 
the recruitment and retention of faculty of color, and advocating 
for changes to admissions policies that take into account the diverse 
backgrounds and experiences of applicants​. This example shows why it 
is important to build alliances with like-minded colleagues, students, and 
administrators who can help to amplify efforts to decolonize language 
and promote inclusion. It also involves engaging in ongoing dialogue 
and reflection, being open to feedback, and continually refining our 
approaches to ensure that they are effective and aligned with our goals. 

—

In summary, one of the most important aspects of this work is the 
recognition that disruption is an ongoing process. It is not something 
that can be accomplished through a single initiative or policy change 
but requires sustained effort and commitment over time. It involves 
continually questioning and challenging the status quo and being 
willing to take risks and make sacrifices in the pursuit of a more just 
and equitable academic community. Disruption also requires resilience. 
There will inevitably be resistance to change, both from within the 
institution and from external forces. I have faced pushback from faculty, 
staff, and students on various fronts, including something as foundational 
as my commitment to using equitable language. Yes, you read that 
correctly—my consistent use of equitable language. In response to a 
recent survey after our fall convocation, one faculty member wrote, “I 
am tired of all this DEI language used by administrators and especially 

“non-academic,” serve as a powerful reminder of how the language of 
academia can operate as a gatekeeping tool, marginalizing those who do 
not fit the narrow mold of the ideal scholar. This experience highlights 
the subtle yet pervasive ways in which academic discourse excludes voices 
that challenge its conventions, making it crucial to resist these pressures 
in my writing and scholarship. The editors’ encouragement to embrace 
my most authentic voice has been profoundly liberating, affirming a core 
principle of my pedagogy of disruption—that decolonizing language is 
not about rejecting academic discourse but about expanding the horizons 
of expression and knowledge creation. This approach is committed to 
crafting spaces where multiple languages, dialects, and registers are not 
only welcomed but valued, allowing diverse cultural and intellectual 
traditions to coexist meaningfully. This means recognizing that there is 
no single “correct” way to speak, write, or think, but rather a rich tapestry 
of linguistic and cultural practices that can contribute to the collective 
work of learning and scholarship. In practice, this requires a deliberate 
and sustained effort to challenge the linguistic norms of academia. For 
example, I ask chairs and school directors to discuss with faculty in their 
departments the ways they could recognize and value diverse linguistic 
expressions or provide resources and support for multilingual students. By 
promoting linguistic inclusivity, we can begin to dismantle the barriers 
that prevent marginalized voices from fully participating in the academic 
community. Other examples include: 

Curriculum Assessments
I often advocate for departmental programs and curricula to include more 
diverse voices and perspectives. This has also included rethinking the 
ways courses are structured and taught. I ask for all faculty to reconsider 
traditional lecture-based models and incorporate more collaborative and 
experiential learning opportunities, where students can engage with the 
material in ways that are meaningful and relevant to their own lives and 
experiences​. 



255  |  LEARNING TO LEAD, LEADING TO LEARN Language and Identity Politics in Leadership  |  256

can thrive, where everyone can contribute to the collective work of 
learning, teaching, and leading.

Conclusion: Towards a Radical Transformation of 
Academia
The work of cultivating comunidad in academia is both urgent and 
ongoing. It requires a radical reimagining of the ways in which we 
think, speak, and act within these spaces. The example strategies 
I’ve shared show that the path to creating truly inclusive academic 
communities is neither straightforward nor easy—it demands a deep 
commitment to equity, justice, and the continuous disruption of 
entrenched power structures. The process of navigating identity and 
language in academia, as discussed, is foundational to this work. 

Leadership as a shapeshifter offers a powerful model for effecting 
change in these environments. Shapeshifter leadership is inherently 
flexible, adaptive, and transformative. It allows us to navigate the 
complexities of institutional life while maintaining a commitment to 
social justice. It empowers us to challenge existing structures and to 
imagine new possibilities for what academia can be. As leaders who are 
willing to disrupt the status quo, we can create spaces where diverse 
voices are heard, valued, and respected. Moreover, the act of cultivating 
comunidad through disruption is about more than simply challenging 
the status quo—it is about building a new kind of academic commu-
nity, one that is rooted in principles of mutual respect, solidarity, and 
collective action. Disruption, in this context, is a form of care. It is a 
way of showing that we believe in the potential of our institutions 
to be better, to do better, and to serve all members of the academic 
community with fairness and dignity.

The language of inclusion, as we have seen, is both a tool and a goal 
in this work. It is through inclusive language that we can begin to break 
down the barriers that have historically marginalized so many voices. 
Inclusive language recognizes the diversity of experiences, identities, 
and perspectives that make up our academic communities. It challenges 
the idea that there is a single, correct way to be, know, or speak in 

the dean. It is useless and the language excludes people like me. Let’s just 
stay focused on serving our students and doing our job in the classroom.” 
Another example came from a student majoring in Criminal Justice who 
approached me to say, “My professor is always trying to teach us about 
equity and justice. I just want to learn my major without this DEI stuff.” 
A staff member once complained to me after our Center for Teaching 
of Excellence Director posted a lecture series rooted in DEI, “Candace, 
this stuff is useless and doesn’t serve me in my day-to-day job. Can’t we 
just learn how to use Microsoft?”

These are just a few examples, and each response I provide is tailored 
to the specific situation, always beginning with careful listening. I 
frequently turn to our university’s mission: “Founded and sponsored by 
the Sisters of Divine Providence, Our Lady of the Lake University is a 
Catholic, Hispanic-serving, inclusive learning community. Through 
quality, innovative undergraduate and graduate education, we foster 
spiritual, personal, and professional growth.” I also turn to our core values 
of Community, Integrity, Trust, and Service, which underscore our 
commitment to “social justice, embracing equity, access, and care of 
creation for the common good.” They serve as guiding principles, rein-
forcing our shared responsibility to uphold these ideals in our work and 
interactions. Anonymous faculty feedback can often be valuable—it gives 
me insights to help chairs and school directors anticipate resistance and 
equip themselves with strategies to address it. Deciding how, when, or 
even if I choose to respond is an exercise in patience and in gauging the 
most effective language to use. 

At my institution, we are fortunate that the entire executive leadership 
team of vice presidents and our university president are committed to 
social justice and mindful of inclusive language. Cultivating comunidad 
through disruption is about creating a sense of belonging and empow-
erment for all members of the academic community. It is about recog-
nizing and valuing the diverse experiences, perspectives, and identities 
that people bring to the table, and finding ways to incorporate these into 
the fabric of the institution. It is about creating spaces where everyone 
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academia. By embracing linguistic diversity, we open the door to new 
ways of thinking and learning that enrich the entire academic enterprise. 
Yet, none of this work can be done in isolation. The transformation of 
academia into a space where comunidad thrives requires collective effort. 
It demands that we build alliances across disciplines, identities, and roles 
within the institution. It calls on us to be both leaders and collaborators, to 
share our insights and to learn from others. Most importantly, it requires a 
shared commitment to the values of equity, justice, and inclusion—values 
that must be at the heart of everything we do in academia. In conclusion, 
the work of cultivating comunidad in academia is about creating a future 
where everyone belongs—a future where the diversity of our identities, 
languages, and experiences is celebrated, not marginalized. It is about 
transforming our institutions into spaces where every individual can 
thrive, where the richness of our collective humanity is reflected in the 
knowledge we produce, the relationships we build, and the communities 
we create. This is the work of a lifetime, and it is work that must begin 
now, with each of us taking up the mantle of leadership, disruption, and 
inclusion. Together, we can build an academic community that truly 
embodies the spirit of comunidad—a community where all voices are 
heard, all identities are respected, and all contributions are valued.
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