
ABSTRACT 

TOWNSEND, ALBERTINA PATRICIA. Against the Odds: An Examination of Aspects that 
Contribute to the Academic Success of First-Generation College African American Males 
from Rural Communities. (Under the direction of Dr. Lisa Bass). 

 This qualitative research study focused on the examination of the circumstances and 

elements that contribute to the academic success of first-generation college African American 

males, despite the difficult odds they face in our culture. The current study contributes to the 

limited body of literature focusing on African American males from rural communities who 

persist academically to the point of attending and graduating from college. This qualitative 

study considered the stories of six first-generation African American males who participated 

in a focus group session and semi-structured interviews to share their experiences and 

challenges. Two theoretical frameworks guided this study: Critical Race Theory and 

Resilience Theory. The data gathered were analyzed for common themes and patterns. 

 Based on the participants’ responses, the following aspects were found to have 

influenced African American males’ educational persistence toward earning an undergraduate 

degree: 1) supportive relationships (peers, faculty or staff, and family); 2) self-motivation; and 

3) a spirit of resilience. The findings from the current study can provide educational leaders 

with vital insight as they seek to improve degree attainment rates for this often underserved 

and underrepresented population in American colleges and universities. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 Chapter Introduction 

 In the realm of education, numerous publications have documented the ongoing 

inequities that place African American male students at a disadvantage. (Barton, 2003; 

Ferguson, 2002; Lee & Burkham, 2002; Peske & Haycock, 2006). Moreover, our country’s 

educational system has historically failed African American males more than any other 

subgroup, which has made it especially difficult to erase the “education debt” (Ladson-

Billngs, 2006), created by the cumulative, damaging impact of economic, sociopolitical, 

moral, and historical inequities for African American males. (Jackson & Moore, 2006, 2008; 

Ladson-Billings, 2006; Levin, Belfield, Muennig, & Rouse, 2007; Tate, 2008).Thus African 

American males emerge less likely to realize the benefits of obtaining a postsecondary 

education, including greater opportunity for higher wages and better job security (Bush & 

Bush, 2005; Cuyjet, 1997, 2006; Jackson & Moore, 2006). For African American males who 

are first-generation and from  rural communities, I posit that the stakes are even higher due to 

the intersection of the potential challenges posed by their race and gender, as well as their low 

socioeconomic status which is often associated with rural communities (Warde, 2008; 

Morales, 2014).  Rural communities are becoming more diverse than in past decades. 

Additionally, one in five students attend rural public schools in the United States. Yet, rural 

education research remains a much smaller branch of literature (Pendall, Goodman, Zhu, & 

Gold 2016).  According to previous research, youth of all races have similar aspirations for 

higher education. However, many African American students from rural communities attend 

high schools with limited resources, including access to college preparatory courses (Agger, 

Meece, & Byun, 2018). In America, more than half of school districts are rural and enroll 
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nearly one-quarter of all our nation’s students. Yet, the state of rural education is often 

ignored in the arenas of educational research and reform (Schafft & Biddle, 2014; Sipple & 

Brent, 2009). More important to this study is the even greater lack of research that sheds light 

on the academic aspirations of Black males in rural areas (Means et al., 2016). 

 While some progress has been made, the disparities in educational outcomes for Black 

males nonetheless persist. For example, the estimated high school graduation rate for Black 

male students in public schools was 59% in 2013, compared to the markedly higher 80% rate 

for White males (Schott Foundation, 2015). For those who do graduate and pursue a 

postsecondary education, the struggle continues as achievement in high school has been found 

to affect the participation and completion rates of African American males in higher 

education. According to Anyaso (2007), Black males only make up 4.3% of the students 

attending American colleges and universities, and 67% of those who begin college never 

receive their bachelor’s degree. These statistics make clear that African American males 

continue to be left behind their White counterparts, arguably by an educational system which 

is an extension of the dysfunction at work in our society. Critical race theorists would 

attribute this to the permanence of racism embedded in U.S. societal structures (DeCuir & 

Dixson, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1998). 

 With such bleak statistics published constantly, it is easy to see how a society could 

easily give up hope and label this group “at-risk” or even an “endangered species” (Fultz & 

Brown, 2008; Haywood & Sewell, 2016; Howard, 2013). However, we may avoid the 

inclination to become absorbed into the problem and miss its root cause. An honest and 

thorough examination of the societal systems and policies reveals injustices which serve to 
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perpetuate unjust educational outcomes for African American males. As leader of the 

Effective Schools Movement, Edmonds (1982) wrote: 

We can, whenever and wherever we choose, successfully teach all children whose 

schooling is of interest to us. We already know more than we need to do that. Whether 

or not we do it must finally depend on how we feel about the fact that we haven’t so 

far. (p. 1) 

Edmonds expresses here what I believe stands at the root of the longstanding disparities in 

education regarding African American males—there is not enough emphasis placed on 

thinking toward solutions. Instead, too much time in educational settings has been dedicated 

to “deficit thinking” rather than “dynamic thinking” (Ford & Grantham, 2003) when it relates 

to African American males. Deficit thinking inhibits equitable access and opportunities for 

groups which have been traditionally marginalized. Beliefs and assumptions that these groups 

are less valuable, less capable, and inferior frame them as the problem, rather than considering 

the impact of the schools and school policies that often operate in concert to their detriment 

(Ford & Harmon, 2001; Howard, 2012, 2013; Lewis, James, Hancock, & Hill-Jackson, 2008). 

Because African American males are often labeled “at-risk” even before they step inside their 

first classroom, their intellectual gifts and abilities are frequently overlooked or remain 

unidentified (Grantham, 2002). Thankfully, not all African American males experience 

negative outcomes as a result of matriculating through educational institutions—there is 

another side to this story. That is, many African American males do matriculate successfully 

through the halls of academia, thrive, and become college graduates, and thereby defy the 

negative statistics and stereotypes often associated with being an African American male.  
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 Increasing educational outcomes for African American males remains one of the most 

exigent issues necessitating the immediate attention of our nation’s public institutions of 

learning, particularly institutions of higher learning. Not pursuing a postsecondary education 

is becoming less of an option if one is seeking a livable wage and adequate housing. Thus, 

barriers related to access to and affordability of a postsecondary education must be overcome.  

The continued increase in college tuition rates makes the goal of attaining postsecondary 

education especially difficult for students from rural, lower socioeconomic backgrounds, who 

are also often first-generation minorities (Hemelt & Marcotte, 2016; Means, 2016). When the 

barrier of financial strain is combined with the systemic racial inequities of postsecondary 

education, the odds seem nearly insurmountable. However, some African American men 

persist academically through degree completion, despite the many obstacles they face. 

Research Questions 

 The current study examined the experiences and perceptions of first-generation 

college African American males to provide insight on the aspects that contributed to their 

academic success.  Furthermore, this study adds to the limited body of literature focusing on 

the college persistence of Black males from rural communities.  Following are the central 

research questions used to guide the study and capture the perceptions of its participants: 

1. To what aspects do first-generation college African American males from rural 

communities attribute their academic success? 

 2. What obstacles have first-generation college African American males from rural 

 communities had to overcome in order to attain academic success? 
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The findings from this qualitative study can be used to provide educational leaders with vital 

insight as they seek to improve rates of achievement for this often underserved and 

underrepresented population in American colleges and universities. 

Statement of the Problem 

 Black males are the least likely to graduate from high school (Schott Foundation, 

2010). Research and data published throughout educational research on the low achievement 

rates of African American males leads to a negative perception of them by others and allows 

for the persistence of detrimental stereotypes. This deficit ideology, particularly in education, 

often provides a limited view of the academic performance and intellectual ability of African 

American males, which results in lowered expectations of Black males as the achievement 

gap becomes a diagnosis of intellectual inferiority based on standardized tests (Ford, Harris, 

Tyson, & Trotman, 2002). Even more, there is nearly a 70% chance that an African American 

male without a high school diploma will be imprisoned by his mid-thirties (Western & 

Wildeman, 2009). Deplorable statistics like these can be found throughout social science 

literature, and as a result, too many in our society have just reconciled to labeling this group 

“at-risk” rather than working to address the underlying issues.  

 Attention would be more wisely spent combating the statistics instead of accepting 

them as the norm. Imagine if educators and policymakers moved away from thinking of this 

as an inherited, pathological problem and began acknowledging it as a perpetuated, systemic 

social issue? What if more educators immediately viewed African American males as “at-

promise” instead of “at-risk?” Geoffrey Canada, renowned leader of Harlem Children’s Zone, 

expresses this sentiment aptly in stating, “Everything in my professional career has pointed to 
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the fact that there is no reason that the same Black boys who are heading for prison cannot be 

heading for college and to the workplace” (Schott Foundation, 2010, p. 3).  

 The correlation between unequal educational outcomes and unequal economic 

consequences has been well-documented (Bush & Bush, 2005; Cuyjet, 1997, 2006; Jackson & 

Moore, 2006). It is widely recognized that those who do not have access to a postsecondary 

education are likely to see poor educational outcomes and, in turn, experience serious 

setbacks later in life related to job attainment, livable wages, affordable housing, and 

healthcare, as well as have increased potential for involvement in criminal activity (Bush & 

Bush, 2005; Cuyjet, 1997, 2006; Jackson & Moore, 2006). Hence, responding to the historical 

miseducation of African American males is an urgent matter. While a plethora of literature in 

education attempts to explain why Black males have the lowest college completion rate in the 

United States,, fewer studies provide insight on the journey of accomplished Black men and 

the aspects contributing to their success (Bonner, 2001; Fries-Britt,1997; Harper, 2004, 2005, 

2006a, 2006b, 2006c; Harper & Quaye, 2007). 

 Multiple barriers faced by African American males who pursue higher education have 

been discussed throughout literature, including obstacles such as financial hardship, 

insufficient preparation for academic rigor, systemic racism, “acting White,” and lack of 

connection to college cultures (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Hrabowski, 2003; Polite & Davis, 

1999). In addition, a set of unique challenges are faced by minority students from rural 

communities, who are often first-generation. (Means, Clayton, Conzelmann, Baynes, & 

Umbach, 2016). The current study sought to understand these challenges and to learn which 

protective factors are most successful in helping African American males from rural 

backgrounds to overcome barriers in order to achieve academic success.  The intersection of 
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race and locale were expounded upon in this phenomenological study. There is a need to hear 

directly from this segment of our population and listen intentionally to glean from their stories 

what can be done to equip African American males with the tools that promote positive 

collegiate experiences and persistence. To investigate this issue, the current study examined 

the perceptions of first-generation college African American males from rural North Carolina  

as related to the aspects that influenced their  ability to become college graduates.  In order to 

help break the cycle of economic inequity faced by many Black males, especially in today’s 

ever-growing and increasingly competitive global economy, ensuring that more Black men 

are able to obtain a postsecondary education resulting in positive returns such as quality 

employment with higher wages, is in America’s overall best interest.  

Purpose of the Study 

 Much attention in educational research and conversations are rendered from a place of 

deficit, and hence African American males are portrayed as at risk for failure (Howard, 2013) 

. However, this qualitative study seeks to dig beneath the surface of the disparaging statistics 

by examining the experiences of college educated Black males. According to 2015 United 

States Census data, 1,341,000 Black men held a bachelor’s degree or higher, and Black men 

have improved their college graduation rate from 28% to 35% over a 15-year period 

(Anonymous, 2005). This study worked to uncover which aspects these accomplished men 

credit for their academic success, and led to their persistence despite the numerous challenges 

encountered by first generation African American males during their collegiate experience as 

a result of being underprepared for academic rigor and limited access to information regarding 

the college process (Thayer, 2000) . This study serves to add to the limited body of literature 

on this topic while providing a counter-narrative to the overwhelmingly negative discussions 
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concerning Black males. My hope is that this can help educators, policymakers, and other 

stakeholders to see them as individuals filled with promise and recognize their role in 

preparing Black males for aa postsecondary education rather than labeling them as the 

primary problem. In addition, I wanted to shed light on the experiences of rural Black males 

in particular. Although more than half of the nation’s school districts are in rural America, 

few studies have considered the unique challenges of rural youth who pursue a postsecondary 

education often as first-generation students (Means et al., 2016). Thus, this phenomenological 

study also attempts to fill the literature gap pertaining to the challenges faced by Black males 

from rural communities when pursuing a postsecondary education. Furthermore, 

recommendations for steps to improving the college attrition and graduation rates are 

presented in light of their narratives of persistence. 

Significance of the Study 

 This study is significant because it adds to the limited body of research examining 

aspects that contribute to the college persistence of first-generation African American males, 

thereby serving as a counter-narrative to the negative headlines and images that flood 

mainstream media and scholarly works. Furthermore, this phenomenological study focused on 

Black male college graduates from rural communities. While other studies have considered 

the academic achievement of Black males, the majority of these emphasize major urban areas 

(Means, Clayton, Conzelmann, Baynes & Umbach, 2016). Yet approximately 60 million 

people, or 1 in 5 Americans, live in rural America (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). According to 

data from the National Center for Education Statistics (2013), more than half of school 

districts in the nation were rural, with nearly one-quarter of all students enrolled in these 

schools. Given these statistics, it is troubling how much rural education is overlooked in 
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public policy discussions and scholarly literature (Schafft & Biddle, 2014; Sipple & Brent, 

2009). More important to this study is the even greater lack of research that sheds light on 

Black males in rural areas (Means et al., 2016). 

 The current study explored the challenges posed by the intersectionality of race, 

gender, and locale as it seeks to inform public school stakeholders of effective practices and 

supports needed to increase the college completion rates forAfrican American males in 

general, and those from rural communities in particular, who are often first-generation. 

Recommendations for supporting this historically marginalized group with the ongoing goal 

of closing opportunity gaps, especially in relation to preparation for, access to, and 

completion of postsecondary education are herein presented. This study also speaks to 

parents, faith-based and community organizations, and other stakeholders about the 

criticalness of this issue.  

Overview of Research Methodology 

 This study used a qualitative research design to analyze the stories of academically 

successful African American males who seemingly defied statistics when almost everything 

and everybody deemed them to be “at risk” of failure. For this study, an academically 

successful, first-generation African American male is defined as one who is the first in his 

immediate family to attend college and receive a bachelor’s degree. Data collection via audio 

recording occurred during two focus group sessions with six African American male 

participants whose Grades K-12 schooling took place in a rural community. The participants  

are the first in their immediate family to both attend college and earn a bachelor’s degree. 

Through the lens of Resilience Theory as well as Critical Race Theory (CRT), this study 

sought to answer its research questions 
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 Individual follow-up interviews were conducted to further explore topics of interest 

that emerged during the focus group sessions. The data were transcribed and analyzed for 

common themes and patterns in the narratives of the accomplished participants.  

Definition of Terms 

 African American or Black refers to any individual with origins in any of the Black 

racial groups of Africa (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). African American and Black are used 

interchangeably in this study. 

 First-generation college describes a student attending a college or university, whose 

parents have never earned a bachelor’s degree but may have some college experience (NCES, 

2017). 

Opportunity gap refers to the ways in which race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, 

English proficiency, community wealth, familial situations, or other factors contribute to or 

perpetuate lower educational aspirations, achievement, and attainment for certain groups of 

students (Opportunity Gap, 2013). 

Resiliency describes the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, 

tragedy, threats, or significant sources of stress, or the process of "bouncing back" from 

difficult experiences (American Psychological Association, 2018). 

Rural refers to areas that are sparsely populated, have low housing density, and are far 

from urban centers (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). 

Organization of the Study 

 Chapter 1 provides a brief overview and background of the study, statement of the 

problem, and purpose of the study, and it presents the central research questions. Additionally, 

a brief description of the research methodological approach and a summary of relevant 
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theories guiding the study are provided. Chapter 2 follows with a synthesis of the research and 

literature pertaining to the longstanding challenges faced by African American males in 

academia, particularly higher education. The unique challenges along with the intrinsic and 

extrinsic aspects that promote academic success for Black males from rural communities are 

also discussed. Chapter 3 explains the methodology and steps taken to answer the research 

questions including data collection and analysis.  In Chapter 4, a description of the 

participants is presented as well as a synthesis of the findings.  Finally, Chapter 5 summarizes 

the study, presents implications for practice and recommendations for future research.  

Chapter Summary 

 The long-standing miseducation of African American males in America’s public 

institutions of learning presents a critical issue that should be troubling to any who value 

education. The alarming statistics regarding the plight of African American males 

matriculating through our colleges and universities should sound the alarm for a movement to 

end this systemic injustice. . We cannot ignore the disparities in education that continue to 

plague African American males. Our nation should not subscribe to the notion that their 

academic success, particularly in higher education, is merely a dream. To right this wrong, a 

greater commitment to understanding and addressing the issue is needed. This includes policy 

changes geared at increasing efforts to recruit and retain African American males in higher 

education. Toward this end, the current study highlights Black men who earned a bachelor’s 

degree despite having to overcome the challenges of being first-generation and from a rural 

background. The participants provided valuable insight from their lived experiences  and 

suggested improvements needed to improve completion rates in higher education. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Chapter Introduction 

Addressing the underachievement of African American males in America’s 

elementary and secondary schools continues to be one of the most pressing challenges faced 

by educators and policymakers (Barbarin, 2010). A direct consequence of this 

underachievement in Grades K-12 education is the disproportionately lower retention and 

graduation rates of African American males at our nation’s colleges and universities. Some 

factors that play a role in these lower college completion rates include being underprepared 

for academic rigor, dealing with financial strains, and acculturation challenges (Davis, 2003; 

Hall, 2001). Some progress has been made, yet African American males continue to lag 

behind every other demographic group in the area of college completion, including their 

African American female and White male counterparts (NCES, 2011). As a result, many fail 

to attain the necessary knowledge and skills to compete in an ever-growing competitive global 

job market (Holzman, 2012; Lee, 1992).   

The most disappointing aspect of the status of African American males is the 

complacency with which the issue is being addressed. It seems as though associating African 

American males with failure and low expectations, while affirming their academic success is 

an anomaly is acceptable. The plight of inner-city African American males has been 

chronicled significantly (Harper, 2009; Jenkins, 2006). The deficits experienced by Black 

males are well documented throughout the literature, and include lower standardized test 

scores, higher dropout rates, poor college completion rates, troubling unemployment rates, 

and disproportionately higher incarceration rates (Bonner & Jennings, 2007; Brown & 

Donnor, 2011; Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002; Harper, 2008; Jackson & Moore, 2008). In 
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addition, much research pertains to the alarming attrition rates of African American male 

students who enroll in college or a university (Bush & Bush, 2010; Mason & Robertson, 

2008; Spurgeon & Myers, 2008; Strayhorn & Devita, 2010). However, there are in fact 

African American males who perform well academically, enroll in college programs, and earn 

an undergraduate degree, despite facing many challenges. This study sought to provide a 

counter-narrative by examining the intrinsic and extrinsic circumstances that lead first-

generation college African American males to academic success in higher education with the 

attainment of an undergraduate degree. 

Furthermore, this study contributes to the limited body of literature pertaining to the 

achievement of degree attainment for African American males from rural communities. While 

more than half of our nation’s operating school districts and one-third of all public schools are 

in rural areas (NCES, 2013), minimal attention in educational research is paid to the unique 

challenges faced by students living in rural America who aspire to attend institutions of higher 

learning (Means et al., 2016; Tieken & San Antonio, 2016). Even fewer studies have explored 

the college aspirations or access to a postsecondary education of African American students 

who reside in rural communities, beyond research examining the perceived racial and ethnic 

barriers they face (Means et al., 2016). This dissertation focused on the challenges 

encountered by African American males from rural communities and the impact of these 

challenges at the collegiate level.  

The goal of the current research was to explore the narratives of first-generation 

African American males to learn about the circumstances which led them to persist even as 

they faced the layered obstacles presented by race, gender and locale.  The findings can 

inform policy, programs and practices aimed at promoting persistence among Black males in 
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higher education and by suggesting supportive structures and systems that help Black males to 

mitigate these barriers. 

The current study used the theoretical frameworks of Critical Race Theory (CRT) and 

Resilience Theory to frame the analysis and synthesis of the literature on the subjects of: a) 

the history of educating African Americans, b) the specific struggles of African American 

male students in higher education contextualized by CRT and unique challenges related to 

being from a rural community, and c) Resilience Theory and protective factors leading to 

academic success. 

The Historical Miseducation of African Americans 

Unfortunately, our nation’s institutions of higher learning are not immune to the 

inimical consequences of institutional racism that continue to exist in American society 

(Brown & Donnor, 2011). The miseducation of African American males began with anti-

education legislation in the antebellum South. Blacks were viewed as “brutes” or “property” 

with inherent intellectual inferiority and were thus deemed unfit to be educated (Butchart, 

2010). Educating African Americans was illegal prior to the abolition of slavery, and even 

after the 1863 Emancipation Proclamation and the 13th Amendment passed in 1865 at the end 

of the Civil War, educating freedmen was effectually banned by custom (Butchart, 2010). 

This resulted in “a postwar South that was extremely hostile to the idea of universal public 

education” (Anderson, 1988, p. 4), due to societal fears that a literate Black population would 

demand more rights and disrupt the unjust state of the Union. Former slave owners greatly 

benefited from slavery and the laws that prevented education and promoted ignorance among 

Black citizens. Even in the North where there were more freed Blacks who had greater access 

to formal schooling, including institutions of higher learning, the education of African 
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Americans was still widely contested. More progressive institutions such as Oberlin College 

in Ohio opened its doors to African Americans as well as women in 1833; and other schools 

like Harvard University began accepting its first Black students in 1850; however, these 

schools later rescinded their invitations due to pressure from White students (Titcomb, 2018). 

Despite being refused the opportunity of an education, Black people maintained a 

desire to be educated. As renowned Civil Rights activist W.E.B. Du Bois put it, “the very 

feeling of inferiority which slavery forced upon them fathered an intense desire to rise out of 

their condition by means of education” (as quoted in Butchart, 2013, p. 2). Although the 

opposition to educating freed Blacks was unyielding during the Reconstruction period, the 

desire for education among Black people could not be dampened. Freed slaves demanded 

education, and their “fundamental belief in the value of a literate culture was expressed most 

clearly in their efforts to secure schooling for themselves and their children” (Anderson, 1988, 

p. 5). Blacks embraced opportunities for free public education during Reconstruction. From 

the late colonial period until the mid-nineteenth century, Black children attended private, 

tuition-based schools or free African schools funded mostly by White philanthropists through 

Black churches (Fultz & Brown, 2008). 

However, though public schools for African Americans became more accessible in the 

South by the early nineteenth century, subversive measures by Whites such as funding 

diversions caused significant setbacks in the progress of Blacks attaining education (Fultz & 

Brown, 2008). Many White southerners resented the advancements achieved by African 

Americans following the end of slavery. Blacks’ freedom brought with it more opportunities, 

certainly, yet at the same time was met with considerable resistance by White southerners 

who loathed the idea of equality and wanted to deny Blacks the civil rights they deserved. In 
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the south, Whites used their governmental power to enact Jim Crow laws permitting the legal 

separation of Whites and Blacks in every arena, including public education. The 

groundbreaking Supreme Court decision in the 1896 case Plessy v. Ferguson upheld the 

notion of “separate but equal” for Blacks and Whites, which effectually sanctioned 

inequitable fiscal resources and poor facilities to perpetuate a substandard education for 

Blacks in America (Butchart, 2010).  

This framework remained the law of the land for the first half of the twentieth century, 

until “separate but equal” in education was declared unconstitutional by the United States 

Supreme Court’s 1954 Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas decision (Butchart, 

2010). The landmark case brought about the integration of schools as well as numerous 

educational policy changes targeted at enhancing academic and social outcomes for African 

Americans, all of which faced great resistance from White southerners. Even social science 

literature from this era (Butcart, 2010) reflected a continued resistance to enabling the 

mobility of Blacks, with much of it focused on creating damaging negative stereotypes 

highlighting the “pathologies” and “disorganization” in Black families (Butchart, 2010). 

Black males were depicted as irresponsible and sexually promiscuous throughout studies that 

placed much attention on their social and behavioral patterns while ignoring the effect of 

social, political, and economic structures on them (Fultz & Brown, 2008). In fact, nearly three 

decades would pass after the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas decision before 

special attention would be given to educational policy and reform related to Black males 

(Butchart, 2010). 

In the years after the historic passing of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, much emphasis 

was placed on the “cultural deprivation” of Black children living in poverty in urban settings. 
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That is, the poor academic achievement of African Americans was simply attributed to 

cultural deprivation, particularly in their home environment, and mainstream educational 

literature failed to provide a more comprehensive explanation of underachievement by 

considering the structures in society that inhibit social, economic, and political mobility 

(Butchart, 2010). “Cultural deprivation” and “culture of poverty” theories were reinforced in 

the changing social and political context at the end of the twentieth century, which led to a 

vital conceptual shift in educational policy: recognition that differences in social and cultural 

backgrounds did not have to be—and must not be—labeled as “deficits” (Baratz & Baratz, 

1970; Leacock, 1971; Ford & Grantham, 2003). In educational policy discussions, narratives 

once heavily dominated by stereotypes of intellectual inferiority and cultural deprivation were 

challenged. I use CRT to contextualize the shift from a narrow discussion about race to one 

that considers the social, political, and economic structures that influence African Americans’ 

educational outcomes. 

Black Males’ Miseducation through the Lens of Critical Race Theory 

Overview of Critical Race Theory 

A serious discussion about the deplorable higher education outcomes when it comes to 

Black males cannot be rendered without acknowledging the politics of race in America. CRT 

was developed in the mid-1970s by Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman as a response to their 

discontent with the way race and racism were addressed within the United States justice 

system (Ladson-Billings, 2013). First and foremost, CRT asserts that, because racism is so 

deeply ingrained in American society, it has been deemed normal and will always exist. The 

perceived “ordinariness” of racism (Delgado, Stefancic, & Harris, 2012) makes eradicating it 

extremely difficult, so CRT suggests that people of color must be resigned to accept the 

permanence. The main goals of CRT are to: 1) provide a platform for people of color to share 
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their stories about prejudice and discrimination, 2) protest racial injustices and promote 

change, and 3) discuss other areas of difference and the maltreatment people of color face 

(Creswell, 2013). 

According to Henfield, Moore, and Wood (2008), “researchers who employ [CRT] 

make explicit their concern for marginalized groups and show a deep-rooted desire to expose, 

advocate and confront injustices concerning them” (p. 436). This study focused on literature 

devoted to CRT to provide a more comprehensive review of African American males who 

achieve academically despite being deemed “at-risk” and often stereotyped as intellectually 

inferior. The prominent tenets of CRT and how each tenet fits within the discussion of the 

academic performance of Black students in general, and Black males more specifically, are 

discussed. 

Prolific legal scholar and father of the CRT movement Derrick Bell introduced the 

CRT tenet of interest convergence (Delgado et al., 2012). Interest convergence or material 

determinism is the belief that efforts to bring about civil rights for minority groups are more 

successful if they also benefit the elite as well as working class Whites (Delgado et al., 2012). 

Bell (1980) used Brown v. Board of Education as a controversial example of interest 

convergence, positing that the 1954 ruling to desegregate schools was more about protecting 

America’s image as Black soldiers returned home to discriminatory practices after having 

been patriotically engaged in wars against fascism abroad, such as World War I (Delgado et 

al., 2012). 

Another major tenet of CRT is storytelling or counter-storytelling, which gives 

marginalized groups a means to address and disrupt the mainstream dialogue on the issue of 

race. Much is said about race in academic literature, but little time or space is devoted to 
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accurately representing the true interest or perspectives of people of color. Instead, the 

“bundle of presuppositions, received wisdoms, and shared understandings” (Delgado et al., 

2012, p. 139) by the dominant culture permeate the scholarly discourse pertaining to race. In 

this study, Black males share their lived reality regarding their collegiate experiences, 

providing the storytelling emphasized by CRT. 

The social construction of race with categories that can be designed, modified, and 

deleted when convenient is an additional theme of CRT. While certain physical traits exist 

among individuals with common origins, scientific studies reveal that there are more genetic 

differences within races than across them (Delgado et al., 2012; Delgado, 1995). Race as a 

social construct omits the greater portion of genetic makeup, including personality and 

intelligence, that unifies us as human beings. Further, this tenet of the permanence of race 

strongly rejects the notion of intellectual inferiority among African Americans (Delgado & 

Stefanic, 2007). 

Applying Critical Race Theory 

Many choose to dismiss the far-reaching impact of race in America and subscribe to 

the notion of a colorblind, “post-racial” society (Harper, 2015 However, race remains a 

relevant factor in current discourse focused on inequities throughout the educational 

landscape (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). The critical dialogue about the long-standing  

educational opportunity gaps and achievement outcomes, which often leave Black males 

behind is one that relates directly to the CRT tenets of permanence of race and interest 

convergence. The current study focused on the CRT tenets of the permanence of racism and 

counter-storytelling, as these must both be factored into the equation when considering 

inequities manifested in our institutions of higher learning. Disproportionate  graduation rates, 

evidence of pervasive stereotyping for criminality, as well as  students of color being ignored 
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or overlooked in the classroom (Smith, Hung, & Franklin, 2011; Feagin, 1992; Solorzano et 

al., 2000; Solorzano,  Allen, & Carroll, 2002). Just as CRT seeks to provide a platform for 

people of color to share their stories about prejudice and discrimination while protesting racial 

injustices, promoting change, and discussing the differences and maltreatment these 

individuals face (Creswell, 2013), this dissertation allowed Black males a forum to share how 

they accomplished their academic goals in spite of personal experiences with racism, “as a 

means of exposing and critiquing normalized dialogues that perpetuate stereotypes” (DeCuir 

& Dixson, 2004). According to Creswell (2013): 

…the use of CRT methodology means that the researcher foregrounds race and racism 

in all aspects of the research process; challenges the traditional research paradigms, 

texts, and theories used to explain the experiences of people of color; and offers 

transformative solutions to racial, gender, and class subordination in our societal and 

institutional structures. (p. 32) 

Aligned with the goals of CRT, this dissertation seeks to shed light on the lived experiences of 

first-generation college African American males, for the purpose of transforming systems and 

practices from those that hinder the educatBlacks’ education to ones which help. 

Introduced into educational scholarship by Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994), CRT is an 

appropriate tool to contextualize this dissertation because it seeks to counter the dominant, 

often negative narrative regarding the education of African American males by focusing on 

the ideologies, systems, and structures that are root causes of the long-standing disparities 

rather than focusing on the deficits they create. Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) provide an 

analysis of educational inequities situated within the context of CRT, and raise the following 
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three central propositions for understanding inequity in the general society as well as 

educational institutions:  

1. Race continues to be a significant factor in determining equity in the United 

States. 

2. United States society is based on property rights. 

3. The intersection of race and property creates an analytic tool through which we 

can understand social (and, consequently, school) inequity. (p. 48) 

The intersectionality of race and rights, especially property rights, is fundamental when it 

comes to looking at inequities in general, and specifically in education, for the purposes of 

this study. Historically, most Blacks in colonial America were slaves and equated to property 

as they were literally bought and sold to perform manual labor. The government, which 

profited greatly from the fruits of slave labor, instituted laws to protect the proprietary rights 

of slave owners and showed no interest in securing human rights for the enslaved Blacks 

(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 

In today’s education arena, race and property continue to collide. For example, the 

mechanism by which schools are funded through property taxes has been used to illustrate the 

perpetual marginalization of African Americans through the intersection of race and property 

(Kozol, 1991; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Higher property values generally mean that 

wealthier communities have “better” schools including but not limited to high quality physical 

plants, plentiful resources, fully equipped facilities, highly qualified teachers, and varied 

course selections (Kozol, 1991; Agger, Meece &  Byun, 2018). On the other hand, 

communities with higher pockets of poverty and more students of color struggle to generate 

revenue, yet are expected to perform at the same level academically and demonstrate college 
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readiness with considerably fewer resources (Kozol, 1991; Prager, 2011).  Additionally, the 

intersection of race and property is evident with the ongoing “separate and unequal” funding 

of historically Black colleges and universities which were created during the Reconstruction 

Era to give African Americans access to higher education (Arnett, 2015). 

Instead of mostly viewing the underachievement of African American males as a 

seemingly pathological issue, CRT pushes systemic racism to the forefront of the discussion. 

By using CRT to frame the discussion, the current study helps to dispel myths, disrupt the 

narrative, and offer recommendations for programs and policies that promote academic 

success for African American males. 

The Politics of Race and Culture 

America’s diverse population remains a challenging aspect of public education (Kirst 

& Wirt, 2009; Wirt & Kirst, 2005). Entrenched assumptions and attitudes about race and 

culture have permeated our society for centuries, and as a result, being Black in America has 

equated to being a subject to discrimination and injustice. Likewise, the politics of race plays 

out in our nation’s school systems each day. Attitudes and perceptions about race impact the 

decisions educators make and implement regarding policies and practices (Ford & Grantham, 

2003). There is evidence of such bias in the underrepresentation of African American students 

in gifted education and the overrepresentation of this minority group in programs for learning 

and behavior disabilities (Jackson & Moore, 2006; Moore, Ford & Milner, 2005a, 2005b; 

Rothstein, 2004; Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003). Author of the Fraiser Talent Assessment 

Profile, Dr. Mary Fraiser, described some of the pervasive attitudes that impede the equitable 

representation of historically underrepresented groups in gifted programs. Frasier (2001) 

maintained: 
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There is such a cause-effect relationship in gifted programs that create barriers, you 

know, I call them my list of prerequisites to being gifted. You must have two parents; 

they must be college educated. You must be White. You must be in the suburbs. I 

know this sounds a little bit facetious, but if you look at the enrollment in gifted 

programs, it’s not facetious. And any time you have any of those factors missing, then, 

it is very difficult for people to grasp this whole issue of giftedness in other groups. (p. 

50) 

Here, Dr. Fraiser’s thoughts capture the ongoing detriment created by stereotypes. She implies 

here that too much time in schools has been dedicated to “deficit thinking” rather than 

“dynamic thinking” when addressing African American males (Ford & Grantham, 2003). 

The politics of race and culture underlay the myriad of possible explanations for 

inequities. Discourse about race tends to spark emotional exchanges around beliefs and 

values, thereby forcing one to consider their own biases and prejudices. For example, some 

adopt the notion of African American intellectual inferiority, using historical psychological 

literature to support the erroneous notion that African Americans are innately or biologically 

at a deficit when it comes to intellect (Franklin, 1991). Theories and methodologies such as 

Herrnstein and Murray’s (1994) The Bell Curve likewise perpetuate the idea that the reason 

Blacks perform poorly in schools compared to White students could be intellectual inferiority 

instead of broader systemic institutional forces such as racism. Yet members of the 

mainstream culture are often blind to what others view as bias. English and Steffy (2002) 

assert: 

Tests are part and parcel of the culture in which they are embedded. They could no 

more be free of that culture than one could be free of certain idiomatic expression in 
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use in any of the world’s languages as one speaks and thinks with those languages. (p. 

17) 

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) similarly propose: 

While some might argue that poor children, regardless of race do worse in school, and 

that the high proportion of African American poor contributes to their dismal school 

performance, we argue that the cause of their poverty in conjunction with their schools 

and schooling is institutional and structural racism. (p. 55) 

Institutional inequities exist at the secondary level in the form of a lack of access to 

college preparatory courses and curricula.  According to Toldston and Lewis (2012), Black 

students are disproportionately impacted by limited resources as the schools they attend are 

underfunded.  As a result, should they aspire to apply for college admission, their academic 

profiles set them up for rejection or academic challenges upon enrollment. Specific data 

relative to this issue reveal the following: 

In public schools serving the fewest Latino and African American students, 82 percent 

offer Algebra II, 66 percent offer Physics and 55 percent offer Calculus. For schools 

serving the most African American and Hispanic students, 65 percent offer Algebra II, 

40 percent offer Physics, and only 29 percent offer Calculus  (United States 

Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2012). 

Such systemic school inequities contribute to a detrimental cumulative effect on the 

educational outcomes for Black students.  Though the author does not condone the notion that 

every impoverished and or low-achieving African American student’s circumstances can be 

attributed solely to racism, she does support the premise that institutional racism creates 
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obstacles which systematically marginalize and hinder the progress of certain groups, 

particularly Black males (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 

Microaggressions and African American Males in Higher Education 

 Rarely are systemic injustices blatant enough to sound the alarm for protest and 

change. Instead, they are often masked through microaggressions. Microaggressions are 

subtle, direct or indirect racist acts including insults, stereotypes, and alienation that 

perpetuate racism either intentionally or unintentionally by reinforcing stereotypes (Morales, 

2014). Societal notions of Black masculinity are often associated with violent and criminal 

behavior, and as a result, Black males have historically been overpoliced, disproportionately 

suspended from school, even mislabeled as menaces to society (Alexander 2012; Ferguson, 

2002; Lopez, 2003; Rios, 2011). In education, this can lead to Black students being 

unwelcomed and questioned for their academic legitimacy, especially at predominantly White 

institutions of learning. 

Researchers have also studied the negative physical and mental manifestations of 

microaggressions on African Americans themselves. Over time, microaggressions have been 

shown to result in tremendous stress and lead to low academic performance, increased blood 

pressure, and more emotional depression (Carroll, 1998; Landrine & Klonoff, 1996; Smith, 

Hung, & Franklin, 2011; Solórzano, Allen, & Carroll, 2002). In turn, Blacks’ low academic 

performance, as measured by their GPA, works to further increase the “opportunity gap” by 

placing these students in jeopardy of academic probation and suspension. 

This study allowed for the voices of African American males to be heard as they gave 

candid accounts of overcoming barriers while passing through the halls of our educational 

institutions. Furthermore, the systems that hindered the participants as well as the strategies 
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and practices that helped them along their collegiate journey were discussed, thus revealing 

insights which can both challenge and compel educators as well as policymakers to reexamine 

the education of Black men, especially as it pertains to improving their college retention and 

graduation rates. 

Elements Affecting Academic Success for African American Males in Higher 

Education 

Much of the literature dedicated to African American males in higher education 

addresses the issues from a deficit approach. However, there are studies that focus on those 

who are academically successful (Flowers, 2012; Fries-Britt, 1997; Fries-Britt, Burt, & 

Franklin, 2012; Goings & Bonner, 2017; Harper, 2006, 2008). For the purpose of the current 

study, academic success is defined by undergraduate degree attainment. Despite numerous 

obstacles, African American males do succeed in the arena of higher education. Several 

studies worth noting have focused on elements that influence persistence and positive 

outcomes for African American males in higher education. Fries-Britt (1998) and Strayhorn 

(2008) both found African American males demonstrated academic persistence when they 

were connected to peers of their same race, especially at PWIs. Peer bonding promotes a 

higher level of campus engagement for African American males who sense that they do not 

belong as a result of hostile campus climates where their legitimacy as scholars is questioned 

or even ignored (Brooms, 2019). Additionally, relationships with same-race peers provide 

African American males with a much needed extended connection to their families and 

cultural heritage (Jones, 2003). 

Previous research also points to the benefits of mentoring relationships for African 

American male collegians with faculty or staff  (Feldman, 1994; Fries-Britt, 1998; Strayhorn, 
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2008). One specific documented result of mentoring is increased college retention brought 

about by support and guidance toward reaching academic and non-academic goals (Dahlvig, 

2010). While same race mentor-mentee relationships have shown better results with 

academics, the need for cross race mentoring relationships since there are lower numbers of 

African American faculty accessible to students who attend PWIs (Dahlvig, 2010). 

Personal motivation  is another significant element found in successful Black male 

college students. Having a realization of the connection between earning a college degree and 

future financial stability has been reported to promote personal motivation and persistence 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Both internal and external forces influence the motivation for 

Black students.  However, according to Griffin (2006), “more internally based beliefs about 

agency and control positively affect confidence, achievement, and motivation, whereas 

externally influenced goals and beliefs about potential for success have a less positive (and 

often negative) impact”(p. 386). 

This examination of research supports the current study’s purpose of drawing attention 

to key aspects which influence the persistence demonstrated by African American males 

toward college completion.    

Struggles of Rural African American Males in Higher Education 

The likelihood of postsecondary educational attainment is often influenced by one’s 

socioeconomic status. In general, aspirations for college among high school students living in 

rural America are lower than those who reside in suburban and urban areas due to limited 

finances and other resources (Means et al., 2016). In rural America, limited forms of capital, 

especially financial and social capital, present barriers for youth in general, and for African 

American male students in particular. According to Khattri, Riley, and Kane (1997), poverty 
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and geographic location, influence student learning outcomes, and students living in poor, 

rural communities are at greater risk for academic failure. Youth from rural communities are 

more likely to experience poverty than those from metropolitan areas which results in 

numerous barriers as indicated below: 

One challenge for rural schools is the high level of poverty found in many rural 

communities. Nationwide, 64 percent of rural counties have high rates of child poverty 

compared with 47 percent of urban counties. Children living in poverty face a number 

of educational disadvantages. They are less likely to have adequate resources at home, 

and they have less access to enriching activities outside of school. These children enter 

school with a readiness gap that grows as they get older. Additionally, students living 

in poverty are more likely to drop out of college or never attend college (Public 

Schools First NC, 2019). 

As noted previously, few studies address the state of rural education even though more than 

half of the nation’s school districts are in rural America.  This study combines the risk factors 

of  geographic location and race as it looks closely at first-generation college African 

American males from rural communities who were resilient and successfully completed 

college despite these seemingly insurmountable challenges. 

As poverty rates continue to rise in America, so does the number of poor students who 

occupy our public schools (Milne & Plourde, 2006). While most Americans living in poverty 

are White, African Americans and Latinos overall have a higher poverty rate. According to a 

2011 report on poverty and education, the total percentage of American children in poverty 

was 22% while the percentage of African American children in poverty was 28% (ETS, 

2013). A plethora of research points to the effects of low SES or capital, including household 
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income, occupation, and parent education) on student achievement (Bradley & Corwyn, 

2002). 

Rural communities of today are more diverse than in past decades and this trend is 

expected to continue (Tieken & San Antonio, 2016). While most research has focused on 

urban areas, some scholars suggest that African American families in rural communities may 

face greater impact (Berkel et al., 2006). This is because rural families, as Kogan et al. (2006) 

note, “often lack the resources available to urbanites and, consequently, may confront greater 

challenges in their efforts to overcome the negative consequences of poverty” (as quoted in 

Berkel et al., 2006, p. 2). African American students in rural communities often attend high 

schools with high levels of poverty, greater concentrations of students of color, and less 

qualified teachers (Agger et al., 2018). Promoting college and career readiness for rural youth 

in general and those of color in particular, aligns with ensuring access to employment with a 

livable wage and building a globally competitive economy overall. According to a 2010 

report published by Alliance for Excellent Education, “Building the nation's capacity to 

prepare rural secondary students for success in college and careers will improve America's 

competitiveness, strengthen rural economies, and ensure that every child is a graduate with a 

reasonable chance for a viable future.”   

Other studies highlight a cohesiveness found in rural communities that is 

representative of the fortitude of the “village” concept and may shield rural students from the 

negative effects of deprivation while increasing resilience. Milne and Plourde (2006) suggest 

a need for more examination of the factors that contribute to how some low SES students 

overcome barriers that should have led to negative outcomes, according to statistics. This 

study explores the phenomenon by taking a closer look at African American males from rural 
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communities who achieved academic success by earning their undergraduate degree despite 

numerous challenges. 

Overview of Resiliency Theory 

Regarding schooling, McMillan and Reed (1994) explain that resilient students 

“acknowledge that a poor home environment can make things difficult, but they do not blame 

their performance on these factors” (p. 138). McMillan and Reed (1994) further describe 

resilient students as having a positive attitude and seeking assistance from those around them 

instead of viewing themselves as victims of insurmountable odds. Morales and Trotman 

(2011) provide a more specific description for academic resilient students in defining them as 

“statistically elite, those who avoid the dreadful educational outcomes associated with a 

historically underprivileged socio-economic status” (p. 1). Their definition suits the 

participants of the current study very well. According to statistics and a myriad of research 

that indicates an adverse trajectory for African American males, the participants in this study 

are not expected to succeed. The counternarratives documented here reveal stories of 

persistence and resilience, thus Resilience Theory is ideal to use for the analysis of the aspects 

affecting the participants’ attainment of a college degree. 

Resilience Theory provides a fitting conceptual framework for examining African 

American males who succeed despite numerous risk factors surrounding them. Resilience is 

defined as the “process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite 

challenging or threatening circumstances” (Masten, Best & Garmezy, 1990, p. 426). 

According to Masten et al. (1990), there are three different phenomena described by 

resilience: 1) individuals who recover well after experiencing a trauma, 2) persons in high-

risk groups whose outcomes exceed expectations, and 3) persons who adapt positively to life 
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stressors. For this study, the latter two phenomena were further explored as aspects attributed 

to the academic success of Black males who were the first in their immediate families to 

enroll in and complete college. As noted previously, extensive literature identifies Black 

males as being “at risk” for poor educational outcomes in higher education (Fries-Britt & 

Turner, 2002; Griffin, 2006; Jackson & Moore, 2006, 2008; Strayhorn, 2009) due to a myriad 

of reasons including a climate of pervasive racial stereotyping and inequitable opportunities. 

Acknowledging the risks faced by Black males in America is critical. Furthermore, 

identifying strategies and practices to cope with and even overcome these risks is a necessity. 

Unfortunately, few research studies of the experiences of Black undergraduates, particularly 

those who attend predominantly White campuses, give attention to the success of students 

who successfully complete college against the odds. Harper (2015) suggests: 

…most published evidence on Blacks at predominantly White institutions makes clear 

why so many of these students fail but reveals far too little about what can be learned 

from those who craft productive responses to racism and other environmental forces 

that undermine success. (p. 647) 

This study seeks to fill this gap in the literature by focusing on resilient African American 

male college graduates from both predominantly White institutions as well as historically 

Black colleges and universities (HBCU). Through this study, the author seeks to change the 

narrative regarding Black males in higher education and provide insight to assist in improving 

their attendance and degree completion rates. 

Garmezy, Masten, and Tellegen (1984) conducted perhaps one of the most notable 

studies of resilience at the University of Minnesota. Over two decades, Garmezy and his team 

conducted research on children found to adapt positively amidst high risks or tremendous 
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stress. Their study revealed that certain correlates of competence act as protective factors for 

resilient children (Garmezy et al., 1984). In addition, results from the study indicated that 

resilience of persons facing adversity is contextual and influenced by a myriad of protective 

factors and risk factors found in the family and greater society (Garmezy et al., 1984). 

Adversity is characterized as life events that cause stress and a significant disruption in 

normal functioning for many people (Masten, 1994). This stress often manifests due to the 

lack of correspondence between the demands of an event and the resources needed to cope. 

Risk factors influence the adaptation to the stress brought on by life events as these factors are 

related to an increase in probabilities of negative outcomes for certain groups. Poverty, low 

SES, family instability, and limited parental education are examples of adversities (Cicchetti 

& Garmezy, 1993). In addition, Masten (1994) suggests the risks can be proximal and 

impinge directly on the person, or they can be distal, and affect the person through indirect 

variables, such as class distinctions or racial discrimination. Notably, the risk factors of 

poverty and limited parental education are of special significance to this study. More than 

95% of the poorest counties in America are rural (Johnson & Strange, 2007), and studies 

suggest that African American youth in the rural South are the youth group most impacted by 

severe and chronic impoverishment (Lichter & Johnson, 2007). To gain insight into the 

aspects that influence the academic success of Black males growing up in rural areas, the 

participants in this study are African Americans who received their K-12 schooling in a rural 

community in the South. 

Results from Project Competence also revealed correlates between the positive 

adaptations to stress known as protective factors, which seemingly create shields from the 

psychological effects of stressors (Masten et al., 1990). The numerous protective factors that 
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have been identified throughout the research literature can be categorized as within the 

individual, within families, or in the greater environment (Benard, 1991). Protective factors or 

processes can change one’s adverse path and lead to more positive outcomes, and as noted in 

the literature, can include but are not limited to self-efficacy, problem-solving skills, close 

relationships with supportive adults, effective schools, and participation in social 

organizations (Snyder & Lopez, 2009). Outcomes related to such protective factors that 

researchers look for are academic success, thriving careers, and the lack of mental illness 

(Felsman & Vaillant, 1987). 

However, in considering resilience while moving from deficit-focused models 

centered on negative outcomes to examining which aspects lead to positive outcomes, a note 

of caution should be made that misconceptions about resilient children have been documented 

in the literature. Masten (2001) explains: 

The recognition and study of resilient children has overturned many negative 

assumptions and deficit-focused models about the development of children growing 

up under the threat of disadvantage and adversity. At the same time, the picture 

emerging from the systematic study of resilience suggests that some of the original 

assumptions about this class of phenomena were wrong, or at least misleading. Early 

images of resilience in both scholarly work and mass media implied that there was 

something remarkable or special about these children, often described by words such 

as invulnerable, or invincible (p. 227). 

While we marvel at the achievements of resilient children, a danger lies in branding them as 

superhuman. Certainly, they possess admirable traits, especially when observed in the early 

stages of schooling, but is it fair to expect all children to have such a keen sense of self-
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efficacy? What about those who cannot see beyond their current situation? Payne (1996) 

suggests, “We can neither excuse students nor scold them for not knowing. As educators we 

must teach them and provide support, insistence, and expectations” (p. 3). The adults in their 

lives, including educators, are responsible for providing the necessary support to help them 

manage and cope with the stressors of life. 

The characteristic of being resilient is often to thought to be uncommon, but Masten 

(2001) contends otherwise and claims that it is surprisingly ordinary: 

Resilience appears to be a common phenomenon that results in most cases from the 

operation of basic human adaptational systems. If those systems are protected and in 

good working order, development is robust even in the face of severe adversity; if 

these major systems are impaired, antecedent or consequent to adversity, then the risk 

for developmental problems is much greater, particularly if the environmental hazards 

are prolonged. (p. 227) 

“Environmental hazards” such as systemic racism have played a critical part in the ongoing 

educational disparities negatively affecting Black males. However, while Masten (2001) 

posits that resilience is common, the researcher of this study questions such a claim and 

cautions readers not to normalize the level of resiliency needed to overcome deep-rooted 

systems which are also very common, complex, and challenging. 

Chapter Summary 

While drawing attention to the troubling attrition and graduation rates for African 

American males is important, offering insight on possible solutions to change the course is 

needed. Yet the literature reveals little consideration of the other story, that of the Black male 

who is successful despite the odds (Cuyjet, 2006; Harper 2013; Strayhorn, 2008). This 
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counter-narrative sought to render a better understanding of the perceptions of first-generation 

Black males from rural communities related to their persistence in spite of   negative racial 

stereotypes and being from a rural background with limited financial as well as social capital. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Chapter Introduction 

The purpose of this study was to examine the lived experiences of academically 

successful African-American men from rural communities who were able to defy the statistics 

related to educational achievement disparities for Black males. A qualitative design was used 

to investigate the intrinsic and extrinsic aspects that first-generation college African-American 

males from rural communities say they attribute to their academic success and persistence. 

More specifically, the current study captured the subjective experiences of African-American 

males who were the first in their families to attend college and were successful in their 

academic endeavors despite the unique and distinct challenges faced by their minority 

subgroup. This research identified the aspects that have led these Black males to academic 

and collegiate success, thus providing valuable insight to help other Black males overcome 

adversity and see positive educational outcomes. 

Using a qualitative approach, the current study captured the perceptions of first-

generation college African-American males regarding what aspects led them along the path to 

college completion. Maya Angelou (1969) once said, “Words mean more than what is set 

down on paper. It takes the human voice to infuse them with the shades of deeper meaning” 

(p. 96). Likewise, hearing the counter-narratives of first-generation African-American males 

from rural communities provided deeper insight into their experiences as Black males on an 

academic journey rife with challenges and obstacles. As noted by Creswell (2013), qualitative 

research is appropriate when there is a need to explore or study a group with the intent of 

identifying specific variables that are not easy to measure, or when one wants to hear the 

voices of those who are often unheard. The use of qualitative research provides a platform for 
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individuals to share their stories, thereby promoting empowerment (Creswell, 2013). Even 

more, this qualitative study offers an opportunity to hear the silenced voices of historically 

marginalized African-American men. 

 Chapter 3 reports on the methodology used in this study. Elements of the study 

discussed include research design, the participant selection process, participant descriptions, 

data collection procedures, and the interview protocol. Additionally, the data analysis process 

and the theoretical framework used in analyzing the data are discussed, as well as limitations 

and delimitations of the study that should be considered. 

Research Design 

 A qualitative design was utilized to collect rich information that will bring about a 

better understanding of the lived educational experiences of African-American men who were 

the first in their immediate families to attend and complete college. According to Patton 

(2002), a qualitative research design is ideal for information-rich studies to provide in-depth 

understanding and meaningful insights as opposed to empirical generalizations. There is a 

danger in focusing on the numbers with this topic, as doing so often leads to negative 

stereotyping that labels this subgroup as the problem while ignoring the context in which 

inequities exist. Thus, as the current study seeks to move beyond the troubling numbers or 

statistics associated with the academic achievement of Black males, a qualitative approach is 

most appropriate for examining the stories of first-generation college African-American 

males. 

More specifically, this qualitative research employs the phenomenological approach. 

A phenomenon is defined as an “object” of human experience (van Manen, 1990), and a 

phenomenological study describes the element(s) all participants share as they experience a 
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certain phenomenon (Creswell, 2013). The phenomenon being studied may be a relationship, 

culture, emotion, or program. Examples of phenomena that apply to the experience of 

African-American male students in schools could include insomnia, grief, being bullied, 

learning, and pregnancy. The reason for selecting a phenomenological approach for the 

current research design was this study’s focus on the common lived experiences of Black 

males who earn an undergraduate degree. Notably, the researcher’s interest in education and 

concern about the ongoing inequities in the schooling of African-American males shaped the 

selection of this specific phenomenon. 

 Two types of phenomenology are noted in the field of qualitative studies: 

hermeneutical (van Manen, 1990) and empirical, transcendental phenomenology (Moustakas, 

1994). Hermeneutical phenomenology involves interpreting “texts” of life (hermeneutical) 

and lived experiences (phenomenology), with an emphasis on the researcher’s “interpretation 

of the meaning of the lived experiences” (Creswell, 2013). On the other hand, empirical, 

transcendental phenomenology is more focused on describing the lived experiences of the 

participants than making interpretations. The researchers set out to practice Husserl’s (1913) 

concept of epoché or bracketing by setting aside their own experiences to focus on those of 

the participants (Creswell, 2013; Katz, 1987). Transcendental phenomenology best suits the 

current investigation’s attempt to research the lived experiences of first-generation college 

African-American males from rural communities to learn how these men were able to persist 

in higher education despite many personal and financial obstacles as well as social 

inequalities. In studying and reporting on their experiences, the researcher will add to the 

limited body of literature that highlights characteristics shared by successful Black men.  
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Research Questions 

The following research questions were used to guide this dissertation: 

1. To what aspects do first-generation college African American males from rural 

communities attribute their academic success? 

2. What obstacles have first-generation college African American males from rural 

communities had to overcome in order to attain academic success? 

Participant Selection and Description 

 Qualitative research is characterized by the in-depth investigation of relatively small 

samples that are purposely selected to “inform an understanding of the research problem and 

central phenomenon in the study” (Creswell, 2013, p. 300). The current study selected a 

homogeneous group of participants using purposeful sampling, because this research focuses 

on a particular subgroup who share similar lived experiences related to their educational 

experiences and journey toward earning a postsecondary degree. Participants fit the following 

criteria: 1) African-American male of age 30 years or older; 2) completed Grades K-12 

schooling in a rural community in the southern United States; 3) the first in his immediate 

family to attend college; and 4) successfully earned an undergraduate degree. The study’s 

participants ranged in age from 23 to 50. Having a cross-generational sample offered much 

richer data with different perspectives on the topic of African-American males’ academic 

success over a period of multiple decades. 

 To locate or select participant(s), I used snowball sampling or chain sampling, which 

entails asking one’s immediate circle of family, friends, and acquaintances if they fit the 

specific criteria, or inquiring of people with strong social connections as to whether they 

know of anyone who does fit the criteria. As new connections are made with information-rich 
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cases, the snowball continues to grow, and more potential participants are located (Patton, 

2002). For this study, I asked well-connected individuals in my social circle if they knew 

persons who fit the participant criteria. In addition, connections on the social media network 

Facebook, particularly acquaintances who grew up in rural areas, were contacted to broaden 

the search since the platform allows for reaching many people quickly. To maintain 

anonymity, interested individuals were directed to respond to the researcher via private email 

only, by the deadline given. A more detailed explanation of the study, including an 

assessment of their willingness to participate in focus group sessions and one-on-one 

interviews, was sent to participants via email once they confirmed their willingness to 

participate. 

 Morse (1994) provides a guideline for a phenomenological sample size of at least six 

participants. This study set out to include 8 to 10 participants to reach saturation, or the point 

when the collection of new data no longer reveals additional information about the issue being 

investigated (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). However, only 7 participants were secured. A consent 

form was emailed to each participant once confirmed, prior to the first focus group session, to 

allow the participants ample time to review, sign, and return the documentation. Details 

regarding the date, time, and location of the focus group sessions were sent to participants two 

weeks prior, and follow-up phone calls and emails were completed to ensure receipt of this 

information. As a token of appreciation for their participation, each participant received a 

lapel pin displaying the emblem of their alma mater. 

 The researcher knew 5 of the 7 participants personally as they were either friends 

(from high school and college) or relatives. Pseudonyms were assigned in order to maintain 
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anonymity. Additionally, the majority of the participants knew at least one fellow participant 

from college, hometown or church. 

Data Collection 

 Miles, Huberman, and Saldana (2014) suggest that “qualitative data, with their 

emphasis on people’s lived experiences, are fundamentally well suited for locating the 

meanings people place on the events, processes, and structures of their lives and for 

connecting these meanings to the social world around them” (p. 11). It is in this vain that 

qualitative data was collected for this study in order to capture participants’ perceptions about 

the aspects which contributed to their academic success. Using this methodology enabled a 

better understanding of the participants’ accomplished educational experiences while placing 

emphasis on the aspects that shaped their positive educational outcomes despite the 

overwhelming negative literature and social constructs that tarnish their image and make 

success more difficult. The North Carolina State University Institutional Review Board (IRB). 

Approved the request for permission to conduct the study. 

 I organized two traditional focus group sessions. A focus group is an interview with a 

small group regarding a certain topic (Patton, 2009). Multiple sessions allow for the 

identification and comparison of themes that emerge during the discussions. In addition, 

multiple sessions result in varied perspectives, which increases overall confidence in patterns 

or themes (Patton, 2009). Moreover, focus groups provide a space for individuals of a shared 

cultural background to discuss topics and “tell stories in order to confirm their common 

experience and collective identity” (Munday, 2006). This is of significance in the current 

study because the participants were African-American men, a group that is often the target of 

negative stereotypes and marginalization. While some are critical of combining focus groups 
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and phenomenology, others argue that “focus groups are congruent with phenomenological 

research and extend this argument further by proposing that group interviews in 

phenomenology are actually beneficial because they stimulate discussion and open up new 

perspectives” (Bradbury‐Jones, Sambrook, & Irvine, 2009). It was in this vein that the 

researcher incorporated focus groups for this phenomenology study.   

 Once the location, date, and time for each focus group session was confirmed, I 

emailed each participant with a deadline for responding. I requested assistance from a local 

radio talk show host to facilitate the discussions as I thought having an African American 

male who was also a college graduate would create a richer and deeper discussion. His 

professional experience with interviewing also made him an ideal facilitator. Due to a conflict 

with his schedule, I facilitated the first discussion that was not recorded due to a malfunction 

with the device. The local radio talk show host guided the second discussion which was 

recorded.  Each session lasted approximately 90 minutes with 4 participants in the first 

session and 4 participants in the second session. Each participant was assigned a number to 

protect their identities during the recording of the focus groups.  Later, the researcher assigned 

pseudonyms to further maintain anonymity when presenting the findings.  

Two of the participants who reside in close proximity to the researcher participated in-

person for both discussions.  During the first session, one participant had difficulty locating 

the conference room in the library and was able to contribute to the discussion minimally. The 

Google Hangouts application allowed those who were not local or unable to be onsite to 

participate.  Each session took place in a conference room in the library of a university located 

in close proximity to the majority of the participants who could join the discussion in-person. 

This study set out to give relevance to the voices of these Black males as they share their 
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stories of academic success. Thus, each focus group session was to be recorded using an audio 

device so that I could fully and accurately capture the perspectives of all participants and 

easily review the gathered data.  However, only the second session was recorded successfully 

due to a malfunction with the recording device and it going unnoticed by the researcher until 

the session ended.  During the sessions, in the meeting space, I noted on paper major 

discussions that transpired.   

To provide participants with the freedom to speak openly about their experiences, 

three major open-ended questions were used to guide the focus group sessions (see Appendix 

B). Open-ended questions are essential for group interviews because they allow participants to 

voice their opinions, share their perspectives, and have flexibility in responses (Krueger & 

Casey, 2000).  In addition, follow-up one-on-one interviews of no more than 60 minutes in 

length each, were conducted with five of the participants to further explore and clarify points 

that generated a lively discussion, incited debate, or sparked further interest when considering 

the study’s research questions. The selection of participants for the follow-up one-on-one 

interviews was based on the high level of engagement in the conversation and noteworthy, 

unique elements in their responses. Prior to the interviews, I obtained informed consent from 

participants (see Appendix A). The individual interviews were guided by semi-structured and 

open-ended questions that allowed the participants to speak freely (see Appendix B). I 

developed the interview questions with the study’s research questions and the theoretical 

frameworks in mind. Additionally, I explored major themes that arose during the focus group 

sessions more deeply. To overcome barriers of time and distance, the one-on-one interviews 

occurred via Facebook Messenger. I, as well as the participants, agreed upon this method as 

the most convenient option. Instrumentation in the form of a voice recorder application on my 



 

44 
 

smartphone was used to fully capture the interviewees’ responses and ensure accurate 

transcription. 

Data Analysis 

Coding Emergent Themes 

 As stated previously, each focus group session as well as individual interviews were to 

be audio-recorded. My inexperience with the recorder borrowed from the library resulted in a 

malfunction and only having one focus group recorded. Once the focus groups, and interviews 

were completed, I listened to the recording and reflected upon the information captured by 

noting initial thoughts. Next, I uploaded all audio files to the online site Rev.com for quick 

and accurate verbatim transcription.  

 After receiving the transcriptions, the Atlas.ti software program for qualitative data 

analysis was utilized. First, I reread through all the data to further explore the whole set. Then, 

I began evaluating the data using the steps of phenomenological data analysis (Moustakas, 

1994; Polkinghorne, 1989) by searching for sentences, phrases, or quotes that were significant 

(Creswell, 2013) to determine aspects and habits which contribute to the success of first-

generation African-American males; this process is known as horizontalization (Moustakas, 

1994). Atlas.ti tools and features streamlined this process, through highlighting pertinent text 

and assigning code labels via open-coding. Once codes were assigned, auto-coding was 

applied which enabled the software to search all transcribed documents for the codes I 

created. Next, clusters of meaning were created from these statements, the step of 

phenomenological data analysis that involves grouping statements into themes while 

removing any repetition. Theme tables were created to indicate emergent themes along with 

supporting evidence in the form of quotes from the participants. I then used the significant 

statements identified to write various descriptions, including a textural description and a 
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structural description. A textural description describes what participants experienced while 

the structural description details how the participants experienced the phenomenon and in 

what setting. In the last step of the phenomenological analysis process in this study, I used the 

textural and structural descriptions to develop the essential, invariant structure, a “composite 

description that presents the essence of the phenomenon” (Creswell, 2013, p. 2). Furthermore, 

the essential invariant structure emphasizes the underlying structure in the common lived 

experiences of the participants. The noted themes from these descriptions and findings from 

the focus group and interviews will be discussed in Chapter 4. 

Connecting the Theoretical Framework 

 Throughout this dissertation, the theoretical frameworks CRT and resiliency are 

discussed. This qualitative phenomenological study of first-generation college African-

American males from rural communities provides a counter-narrative to the extensive 

literature focused on this group’s negative outcomes in higher education. The use of 

qualitative research will help to strengthen the counter-narrative by allowing accomplished 

Black men to share stories of their academic success. This, in turn, will ideally offer hope for 

other men of color amid the regular strife they encounter largely as a result of a racist society 

that routinely dismisses their worth and allows for racial inequality in education and social 

mobility. 

 According to Dall'Alba (2009), phenomenological studies both question and inform 

established aspects of education, thus contributing to educational practice and research. Using 

a phenomenological approach to qualitative data analysis, this study seeks to better 

understand the lived educational experiences of African-American males who persisted 

beyond the financial, personal, and social risk factors to become the first in their immediate 

family to earn a college degree. Capturing their perceptions of this phenomenon provides a 
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deeper insight into what influenced their pursuit of academic excellence and how they used 

resilience to succeed. 

Limitations and Delimitations of the Study 

Study Limitations 

The main limitation facing this study was time, as the time allotted for data collection 

was limited due to the need to complete data collection within the short timeframe of one 

month. Another limiting factor was that this study’s findings depended on the participants’ 

honesty and willingness to share their authentic experiences. Since their stories were the 

cornerstone of the study, the validity and integrity of this research could be questioned.. 

Additionally, securing the desired the number of participants who met the established criteria 

was a limitation. While I set out to include 8 to 10 participants, I was able to secure only 7 

participants through purposeful, snowball sampling.  

In addition, all participants were unable to attend both focus group sessions, as 

unforeseen issues arose such as illness, job obligations and a family emergency. 

Communicating the details of each focus group session as soon as possible was important to 

assist participants with being able to reserve the events on their calendars. The fact that no 

common setting was shared by the participants such as a school or work location or even a 

residential area, created a challenge when determining the most convenient date, time, and 

location for the focus group sessions. To mitigate this issue, I utilized the Google Hangout 

application as an alternate method to enable remote participation. Scheduling issues limited 

participants’ ability to attend the one-on-one follow-up interviews in person, so I used the 

phone feature in Facebook Messenger for the individual interviews. The decision to conduct 

phone interviews limited my ability to provide rich descriptions about the participants’ facial 

expressions and or body language during the interviews.  
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The absence of the radio talk show host from the first focus group was limiting in that 

it did not allow me to listen in and observe without facilitating the discussion. The 

participants seemed much more relaxed for an open discussion during the second session. 

 The failure to record the first focus group session limited the amount of transcribed 

data for analysis.  However, the notes taken by hand showed similar responses regarding the 

aspects and obstacles from their collegiate experiences. 

 Finally, being a novice limited the researcher’s degree of comfort and knowledge in 

the data collection and analysis processes for this study, particularly the utilization of the 

Atlas.ti software for data analysis.  While watching video tutorials was helpful, it failed to 

provide a complete level of confidence. 

Study Delimitations 

 Several delimitations were imposed so that this study could be reasonably completed. 

In order to manage the study successfully, the criteria for participation was intentionally quite 

narrow. For example, the number and criteria of participants was limited to 8 to 10 first-

generation college Black males from rural communities. I chose this purposeful sample to 

illuminate and share this historically marginalized subgroup’s experiences with resiliency in 

academia. 

 Moreover, selecting only African-American males who attended elementary and 

secondary school in a rural community even further limited who could participate in the 

study. However, this allowed for intentional focus on the phenomenon as well as answering 

the research questions that guided the study. Having a cross-generational sampling offered 

much richer data with different perspectives on the topic of African-American male academic 

success. 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS 

Chapter Introduction 

The purpose of this research is to provide a counter-narrative to the overwhelmingly 

negative narrative associated with the academic achievement of African American males. 

More specifically, this study highlights the shared experiences of first-generation college 

African American males from rural communities and their perceptions of the aspects they 

attribute to their persistence and academic success. The following research questions guided 

the study: 

1. To what aspects do first-generation college African American males from rural 

communities attribute their academic success?ana 

2.  What obstacles have first-generation college African American males from rural 

communities had to overcome in order to attain academic success? 

These research questions framed the overall data collection process during both the focus 

group discussion as well as semi-structured individual interviews in this study. In addition to 

the above questions, a subset of questions was used for the semi-structured interviews to 

gather more in-depth data across individual experiences (see Appendix B).  

This chapter includes descriptive statistics for the participants, a brief overview of the 

data analysis, and detailed findings from the study. Significant themes that emerged during 

the analysis were: a) supportive relationships, b) self-motivation, and c) a resilient spirit. Each 

will be defined and discussed in this chapter. 

Description of Participants 

 Each participant was assigned a number during the focus group session. A pseudonym 

was given by the researcher during the follow-up interviews to further maintain anonymity.  
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 Participant 1 – “Carl”: Carl, who is 50 years old, was born in a rural county in a 

southern part of North Carolina. Upon graduation from high school, Carl attended a 

historically Black college/university (HBCU) in North Carolina where he earned a Bachelor 

of Science degree in engineering. He also holds a Master of Science degree in engineering. 

His occupation is Director of Sales for a major company in the United States. 

Participant 2 – “Dominic”: Dominic is a 52-year-old native of rural North Carolina. 

He attended a predominantly White institution (PWI) in his home state. He earned a Bachelor 

of Science degree in dental hygiene. He also obtained a Doctorate of Dental Surgery and is 

self-employed. 

Participant 3 – “Yusef”: Yusef is a 27-year-old native of a southern town in rural 

North Carolina. He earned a Bachelor of Science degree in engineering from an HBCU in his 

home state. His current occupation is managing an industrial manufacturing company.  

Participant 4 – “Lucas”: Lucas, 35, is also a native of a rural North Carolina town. 

He earned a Bachelor of Science in Civil Engineering from a PWI in North Carolina. His 

current occupation is a technical manager.  

Participant 5 – “Ayden”: Ayden, who is 23 years of age, earned his undergraduate 

degree from an HBCU in the southeastern region of the United States. He earned a Bachelor 

of Arts degree in Kinesiology, Sports Studies, and Physical Education. Ayden is currently 

employed as a Special Education Paraeducator.  

Participant 6 – “Joseph”: Joseph, age 46, grew up in a rural area in central North 

Carolina. He holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in Political Science from a PWI in his home 

state. In addition, Joseph earned a Master’s degree in Public Administration, also from a PWI. 

Joseph is vice president of advancement for a major institution.  
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Table 1: Participant Table 

Name Age Colle

ge 

Degree(s) Career 

Carl 50 HBCU Bachelor of Science: Engineering 
Master of Science: Engineering 

Director of Sales 
for a major 
corporation 

Dominic 52 PWI Bachelor of Science: Dental 
Hygiene 
Doctorate of Dental Surgery 

Self-employed as 
a dentist 

Yusef 27 HBCU Bachelor of Science: Engineering Manager of an 
industrial 
manufacturing 
company 

Lucas 35 PWI Bachelor of Science: Civil 
Engineering 

Technical 
manager for a 
corporation 

Ayden 23 HBCU Bachelor of Arts: Kinesiology, 
Sports Studies, and Physical 
Education 

Special education 
paraeducator 

Joseph 46  PWI Bachelor of Arts: Political 
Science 

Vice-president of 
advancement for 
a major institution 

 

 

Analysis and Themes 

 To determine the aspects to which the participants attribute their academic success, a 

focus group was first conducted. As stated previously in Chapter 3, focus groups provide a 

space for individuals of a shared cultural background to discuss topics and share their 

common experience and collective identity (Munday, 2006). The focus group allowed for 

these men to discuss their shared experiences of persisting through the undergraduate 

collegiate journey despite the numerous challenges they faced. The rich dialogue in the focus 
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group captured responses to the research questions and influenced which participants’ stories 

to consider further during the individual interviews. 

As originally planned two focus group discussions were conducted. However, due to a 

malfunction with the recording device, only the second session was recorded successfully. In 

order to capture the participants’ perceptions adequately, the duration of the sessions were 

extended beyond the original length due to allow for more intensive probing. Both focus 

group sessions took place in a large study room on a university campus in close proximity to 

several of the participants, the facilitator, and the researcher. Two participated in-person while 

four contributed via video call through the use of Google Hangouts which allowed them to be 

seen on a mounted monitor and heard via speakers. An African American male who is a radio 

talk show host and a highly engaged member of his community facilitated the session. 

Beyond being an African American male that I thought would create a comfortable 

environment, the facilitator also possessed a strong skill set in guiding discussions that lead to 

rich dialogue. Follow-up interviews with five of the participants provided more details about 

their individual experiences.  The interviews, which took place via Facebook Messenger 

audio call, lasted no more than 30 minutes each.  This method was chosen as it was 

determined to be the most convenient for the participants.  I used a laptop top to make each 

call and a voice corder application on my smartphone to capture each interview. The same 

questions (see Appendix B) were asked of each participant. 

The data from the focus group and semi-structured interviews were transcribed 

analyzed using Moustakas’s steps for phenomenological analysis including horizontalization 

and clustering as well as creating textural and structural descriptions. I reread through all the 

data to further explore the whole set. Then, I began evaluating the data using the steps of 
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phenomenological data analysis (Moustakas, 1994; Polkinghorne, 1986) by searching for 

sentences, phrases, or quotes that were significant (Creswell, 2013) to determine aspects and 

habits which contribute to the success of first-generation African American males; this 

process is known as horizontalization (Moustakas, 1994). As a novice user of Atlas.ti, I 

watched several online tutorial videos in order to learn how to navigate the software, 

particularly the steps for creating and assigning codes.  Atlas.ti tools and features streamlined 

the analysis process, through highlighting pertinent text or quotations and assigning code 

labels via open coding. Once codes were assigned, auto-coding was applied, which enabled 

the software to search all transcribed documents for the codes I created. Next, clusters of 

meaning were created from these statements, the step of phenomenological data analysis that 

involves grouping statements into themes while removing any repetition. Theme tables were 

created to indicate emergent themes along with supporting evidence in the form of quotes 

from the participants (see Table 2). The textural and structural descriptions are included at the 

end of this chapter. In addition, Moustakas (1994) recommends a final step of providing a 

composite description that represents the essence of the phenomenon; this composite 

description concludes this chapter. Within the context of discussing the aspects for academic 

success, the following significant themes emerged: a) supportive relationships, b) intrinsic 

motivation, and c) a resilient spirit.  

Aspects of Academic Success 

The following findings answer Research Question 1: To what aspects do first-

generation African American males attribute their academic success? 

Supportive Relationships 

For the purpose of this study, supportive relationships are defined as interpersonal 

interactions that provide sage guidance, encouragement, financial or tangible resources, and 
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academic assistance. Each participant shared that the support they received from human and 

financial resources was quite minimal. The research literature posits that supportive 

relationships with faculty, staff, and peers play a role in bringing about better satisfaction of 

the college experience for minority students (Anaya & Cole, 2001; Kuh & Hu, 2001; 

Strayhorn, 2008).  

Peer Support 

During the focus group as well as in the individual interviews, several participants 

shared how they gravitated toward peers who performed well in class and began studying 

with them. Yusef explained that he relied more on his college friends than his parents for 

support and encouragement. He explained that their mantra was, “We’re in this together. We 

got to graduate. We wanted to push each other in order to graduate because we knew what we 

came here for and that’s the basics of it. It was like a good competition.” Joseph similarly 

shared that support from peers often went beyond academics, commenting, “And we held 

each other up and we got each other through in many ways, from academics to actually eating 

food because I was broke. I had a buddy who would cook me meals because I didn’t have 

money.”  

Ayden shared how networking via social media proved to be meaningful once he 

arrived on campus: 

...there's this group called “Group Me” which is basically a group messenger that you 

can add people's numbers and e-mails to basically network from there. And I met a 

couple of close friends before going to [college]...we stayed close through this. So one 

of my main friends, he just graduated this year. He was from New York and I was 

coming from North Carolina, so we were both coming from faraway places, and trying 
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to get accustomed to a new place. Just sticking it out with each other, you know, 

motivating each other to get through it. 

Carl also spoke of peer support focused on academics: 

My support system were my peers, you know, I ended up when I moved off campus 

staying with other electrical engineers. So, you know, discussion would not just be 

about mundane things, you know, we talk about a class ‘cause we were taking the 

same classes and, you know, one of us may have a certain understanding of a certain 

class that was better than the other. And so we would help each other in gaining back 

understanding. 

Yusef further revealed that he also appreciated the moral support from hometown peers and 

friends who, for various reasons, did not attend college but desired the best outcome for him. 

It was as if their hope for his success was rooted in a belief that their destinies were linked. 

His friends’ recognition of his strong potential for success led to a desire for him to mentor 

them once he completed college. He commented: 

Now when it came to my friends, they supported me at the end. I finally got one that 

said, "You the only one from that neighborhood who's gone off to college...When you 

get your money man come back...or teach me how I can do that...They provided the 

support to say, "Hey, go ahead and do it because there ain't nothing around here. Go 

ahead and better yourself and if you come up and you ever start a business or come 

back and teach...Let us know. Don't forget us." 

Faculty or Staff Support 

During the individual interviews, participants were asked to describe their support 

system during their college years. A surprising and disturbing revelation from the findings of 

the current study was that Carl was the only participant who mentioned having consequential 
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support given by faculty or staff. He reflected, “The director of financial aid, she became like 

a mom to me. She made me aware of any grants or scholarships that were available.” He 

further shared that he was fortunate to connect with African American male professors: 

You know, I had professors, my dean of the math department...you know, he became 

like a father figure to me. Even though I was in engineering. I had to take a lot of math 

and you know, he would, he would sit and just talk to me about life...talk to me about 

the, you know, things as far as in the future when I'm married to...make sure that I 

have life insurance, you know, putting away and 401ks and different things like that, 

that, you know, my parents wouldn't, you know, didn't come up in that type of area. 

You know, it was good. Real good. 

He attributed the support from the university community to attending a small HBCU where 

“everyone knew everyone and literally the professors treated you as if you were one of their 

children. You know, there was that much caring going on.” The other participants who 

attended an HBCU did not mention that they shared a similar experience. When asked 

whether a faculty or staff member provided support, Ayden, who attended an HBCU in the 

South, recalled the support from her religion professor from her freshman to senior year. 

Yusef, also an HBCU graduate, stated that he really did not form a supportive 

relationship with a specific faculty or staff member. He shared: 

I wouldn't say they pushed me for anything. I had some that would help me out every 

now and then, persuaded me not to give up. You know, in their class more than the 

program. I didn't have any college support. 

Being in a position with limited or no support is what Dominic believes led to him fail out of 

college: 
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My support systems, they were very limited. And I will say that for undergrad it was 

limited because I didn't know where to turn to. And I didn't understand that there were 

some people there...there were people there who could have probably helped me a lot, 

but I didn't know to reach out to them. So, you know, subsequently, that's why I failed 

out of school the couple times I did, because I just didn't know, because, like I said, 

there wasn't necessarily ever a time where intellect was an issue. It was just a time 

where focus and direction were a problem. And, once those things got straightened 

out, then my success arc improved. So when I got to [the University], I was trying to 

walk on and I was trying to play basketball, and so I was trying to impress the 

coaches. And coach...would ask me every day, "Dominic are you studying? Are you 

studying?" And I would look him right in the face and lie and say, "Yes coach, yes 

coach, I'm studying." And knew that I wasn't studying and going to class like I was 

supposed to, and so I didn't have a lot of support from there. And I didn't have a lot of 

support from home. Like I said, I was first-generation, so they didn't know what was 

going on. 

PWIs and HBCUs 

Participants who attended PWIs spoke of feeling isolated and having a sense of not 

belonging. In addition, participants who attended PWIs discussed feeling the weight of 

proving their legitimacy as a scholar. Lucas recalled being one of four African American 

males in the engineering program at the PWI he attended, and the isolation that caused: 

You know, in engineering there were not many people that looked like me. There was 

five. I think there was four Black males and one African American female in my 

whole civil engineering class. So that was a big obstacle for me, not seeing people that 

looked like me doing what I was doing. It took a little bit to get over that. But one 
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thing that really helped me was getting somebody that could help me with my 

coursework and just reaching out to different professors, and also getting a tutor. A 

tutor really helped me out, and I wasn't ashamed to get it. 

Joseph’s narrative also very candidly addressed the social challenges he experienced while 

attending a PWI: 

So, I think the obstacles probably were more social on the PWI for me. Feeling like I 

belonged on that campus, looking for faculty that looked like me, and being accepted 

in that way. But also, being new to a campus...I was feeling external pressures in a lot 

of variety, not only academically, athletically, I didn't feel as though I was world-

class. I didn't know that five years later, six years later, I'd have guys that I was beaten 

with in the Olympics. I just felt that I wasn't as good or strong, and so I felt weak in a 

lot of different areas. Being on a campus that...at that time 25,000 students, and about 

3,000 of the students were Black. Living on south campus...I felt my community and 

was able to group that community, and I think that particular community got me 

through a lot at that time. 

Micro communities, such as student organizations and athletics, also proved beneficial for the 

participants who attended PWIs. Within smaller segments of the university community or 

subcultures, they were able to establish positive connections, find comfort, and feel less 

isolated. 

Familial Support 

Familial support for the participants was displayed primarily in the form of moral 

support. Ayden credits regular conversations with his grandmother and other family members 

as sources of encouragement. When asked to describe his support system, he responded: 
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Me and my grandmother stayed on the phone every day...I stayed on the phone to tell 

her how much I didn't like it, the parts I did like. Calling family back really just, all of 

them are calling, making sure I stayed in touch with all of my church family and 

talking to them, letting them know, “I miss home, I want to come home,” and them 

letting me know I can do it, I can make it, I can always come home. But you know, 

this is something that I have to do...so just the real big foundation of family and 

friends. 

Yusef tells how encouraging words from his family’s elders provided motivation: 

Externally, the only factor that helped me...my education was older people...outside of 

our family or immediate family...And so they would tell me, go and get that piece of 

paper. Go and get that piece of paper. Never told me the nature and anything or what 

particular piece of paper they were always saying, “Go on, leave them right here, and 

get the paper. Get the degree.” 

As with many first-generation college students, parental support to help with navigating the 

college application process to campus life, is mostly non-existent. Likewise, with the 

participants in the current study, their parents were unable to provide the guidance that their 

student needed since they had not experienced the collegiate experience themselves. Pair this 

with the limited opportunities for exposure to institutions of higher education within their 

rural communities, and it would seem like a recipe for failure. Joseph explained: 

The obstacle...was filling out applications and not having anyone to help us with that, 

or deciding...I wanted to go to school, didn't know what I wanted to study when I got 

to school. And for me, the external forces that helped, in addition to my family and 

their support, were sports coaches. I was blessed to be a pretty good athlete, state 
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champion, tri, all that stuff. And so, I was able to get money for track and field at [the 

university], which is how I ended up in [the university], running track. And had a 

coach in high school who really believed in me and thought I could succeed at the 

divisional level. And so that got me into school. 

Only one participant was fortunate to benefit from the financial support of his parents in terms 

of paying his tuition. Lucas shared that his greatest support derived from his parents investing 

money in preparation for him to attend college, which left him debt-free upon graduation. 

Another participant enjoyed some attended college on an athletic scholarship. 

Self-Motivation and Fear of Failure 

 Self-motivation refers to being driven to reach a personal goal without being told what 

to achieve or how to achieve it. Each participant voiced how he turned fear of failure into 

motivation to reach a milestone. Several spoke specifically about the desire to not let their 

parents down and to make them proud. For example, Lucas pointed out, “the fear of failing 

was probably my biggest internal factor.” Similarly, Dominic remarked: 

Internally, for me, it was not wanting to fail. That fear of failing my parents and my 

community, and people that had supported me. You know, I was blessed in high 

school to have strong African American teachers that really…supported me. From an 

internal aspect, it was that fear of having failed. 

Dominic also pointed out how the fear of failing and disappointing his mother spurred him to 

persevere. He recounted: 

The biggest motivating factor was not to disappoint my mother. I think the second 

most important thing to me during that time was I wanted to become a good husband 

and father. So, I wanted to be a good provider and I wanted to be a good leader. And I 

knew if I got a good education and got a good job, that would be a good step in doing 
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that. And you know, I still to this day, you know, carry myself in a fashion that it 

makes my mom proud. I don't ever want anyone to look at me and say that boy's 

mama didn't raise him right. You know, I just, that would be the most insulting thing I 

could ever hear. And so that bit of motivation has always been with me. Always. To 

make her proud and ironically today marked 30 years ago that she passed away. 

Several participants spoke about not wanting to “go back home” due to the limited 

opportunities for a successful career. Yusef explained, “The fact that I know this is not the 

end of the road for me or the place that I have to be. I'm going to go beyond what's expected 

in order to change my life.” Yusef also admitted his fear of failure after nearly losing 

scholarships awarded from local community organizations due to unsatisfactory academic 

performance. 

I thought I knew more than or nobody couldn't tell me things led me down a path to 

where I was about to lose my scholarships. When I got into that situation and realized 

that I had nobody, I had no financial backing from family. The only backing I had was 

from the community who invested in me through scholarships. So, my financial 

situation caused me to recognize that I'm going to have to do this in order to change 

my situation. Meaning that I'm really going to have to buckle down, I'm really going 

to have to stay focused, and I cannot waste people’s money. Because if I waste it, I 

have no financial backing to come back. And so because I knew I'd be knocked out of 

that support in college, that's why I had to work twice as hard to make up and keep the 

scholarships that I had. The fact that I was in a tough financial situation in college—no 

money—that is what pushed me to change my ways. 
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Desire for Success and Financial Stability 

Most of the participants conveyed carrying a “burden of proof” to show they were a 

legitimate academic, determined not to be a negative statistic. Lucas provided a thoughtful 

response on this issue: 

All my neighbors, all the people that I graduated with...I could count on my fingers 

how many people actually went to college but actually finished. Like, they did not 

finish. They might have went a semester or two, but they did not finish. I didn't want 

to be a statistic, I really didn't. I just wanted to have a better life after school and do 

what I dreamed of doing. So that's probably the biggest internal [factor]. 

Instead of being paralyzed by the fear of failure, however, the majority of the participants 

were propelled to persist though they lacked numerous tools typically associated with 

performing well in higher education. Their desire to not let their parents and community down 

while obtaining the education needed for a career that would provide financial stability made 

their journey worthwhile. 

A Resilient Spirit  

Participant Yusef described what it means to have resiliency when facing challenges, 

stating, “A person who's resilient is someone who is just that they're focused, and they 

understand their current situation does not mean that it's going to be like that forever, and they 

have the opportunity to change it.” Having a resilient spirit, as referenced in Chapter 1, 

describes the process of adapting well in the face of adversity, trauma, tragedy, threats, or 

significant sources of stress, or the process of bouncing back from difficult experiences 

(American Psychological Association, 2018). In the following statement, Dominic’s resilient 

spirit to persist is evident: 
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I would describe my resilience and perseverance as one of my mentors told me, my 

stick-to-itiveness are the hallmarks of my success. Because for me, it was never an 

issue of intellect, it was just an issue of getting through whatever obstacle was there 

for me, whether that obstacle was from within or from an external force. And so my 

ability to take the blow, whether it was a kick in the stomach or a punch in the throat 

and keep going, definitely is...I will say, the foundation of my success. Because the 

moments that I started learning from those setbacks were the moments that my success 

arc started trending upward. 

Each participant described having to problem solve and figure out aspects of college 

processes on their own. Carl tells of a time he viewed himself as resilient.: 

Coming from a low economic background. I didn't have the financial support that I 

would've liked to have had. And you know, I've just been here. My, my father passed 

away. So, if he was the breadwinner of the family...I had to make adjustments in order 

to be able to…afford college still. When my father passed away, I knew that, you 

know, basically the household income, which wasn't a lot, had basically been reduced 

by, I'd say 90% so, you know, I knew that in order for me to stay in college and pay 

for it...I would have to get a job. And so, I literally worked and paid my own way 

through college. 

An example of academic resilience was rendered in a poignant account from Lucas. 

I was in my sophomore year when I was matriculating into engineering. There's this 

one engineering class, it's basically your basic engineering class where you had to 

make basically higher than a C to even get into the program. And I failed it my first 

time, and I was discouraged, called home, and was like “Engineering's not for me, I 
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don't want to do it,” to which my parents strongly said, "No, stay with it." So, I 

actually took it over the summer. I'm with the same teacher, and he was probably the 

hardest professor. But I worked and worked and studied and went to office hours, and 

I actually passed it with a B-plus that summer. 

Ayden’s words encapsulate the idea of relying on one’s inner strength against all odds: 

The whole process...beginning to end was basically sticking it out. There was as many 

obstacles as you can think of along the way from financial aid to teachers not caring to 

personal issues at home, just trying to hinder you. But you just have to basically stay 

focused and stay determined and know that's what you want to do and what you're 

doing it for. And it's a greater purpose that comes with finishing your degree. 

Obstacles Encountered 

The following findings answer Research Question 2: What obstacles have first-

generation African American males from rural communities had to overcome in order to 

attain academic success? 

Lack of Preparation for College  

Being from a rural area led to the lack of preparation for the college processes and 

milieu.   According to the majority of the participants, they lacked an awareness of available 

support on campus, human or financial. Dominic said: 

My support systems, they were very limited. And I will say that, for undergrad, it was 

limited because I didn't know where to turn to. And I didn't understand that there were 

some people there...there were people there who could have probably helped me a lot, 

but I didn't know to reach out to them. So you know, subsequently, that's why I failed 

out of school the couple times I did because I just didn't know. Because like I said, 
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there wasn't necessarily ever a time where intellect was an issue. It was just a time 

where focus and direction were a problem. And, once those things got straightened 

out, then my success arc improved. 

Additionally, inexposure to academic rigor or college preparatory curriculum, instruction and 

resources presented a barrier for the participants.  Joseph explained: 

Though my high school performed well in the late 1980s/early 1990s, the counseling 

and/or teacher advice and aid was not present.  The high school didn’t properly 

prepare students for the admissions process.  My parents did not attend college so 

there was no or very little instruction that they could provide from firsthand 

experience. I had to be more self-reliant than many of my classmates that attended 

college with me. I was not adequately prepared for the course work initially and 

lacked proper study skills.  Being a black student at a PWI also made me feel ashamed 

to ask for help for fear of being looked down upon or ostracized. It wasn’t until I 

embraced a community of other black students and let myself be vulnerable with what 

I didn’t know or did know that I was better able to excel which was an advantage.  

Limited or no exposure to academic rigor proved to be a challenge for the study’s 

participants. Most of them perceived this as an obstacle they had to overcome.  Dominic 

recalled: 

Small rural school just don’t have the resources to prepare you...you’re behind when 

you go in every class...you could be a very smart person and still only have gotten the 

basics of courses like chemistry. Just being from a small school I think my graduating 

class was less than 80 people...so you go from 80 people graduating in your whole 
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class to sitting in classes your freshman year where there are more people than in your 

whole high school...that can be intimidating as well and take some adjusting 

Let’s say you are a “smart kid” in a rural school. You’re exceeding everybody’s 

expectations and you’re probably not putting in hardly any effort. Then you gotta go to 

college and figure out how to study and figure out what’s the best way for you to study 

because you never had to put in that much effort to get all those good grades that you 

had. 

             The participants realized the disparities in local school funding upon their arrival at 

college.  From conversations with his peers, Yusef was able to make some troubling 

assumptions when comparing the resources provided by small, rural schools to larger, city 

schools.  He shared: 

I was not exposed to the level of teaching, training and resources. They had more up-

to-date books, computers, classes that offered more technology...better schools. I 

guess they were able to bring in teachers that were probably paid more maybe more 

qualified...had more certifications or degrees; more financially stable or better funded 

schools.  Often students in classes would say “we learned that in high school” or “we 

had this book in high school”...it was a college book for us. It was one we had never 

seen before so we were way behind when it came to resources or “we had this 

program that prepped us for college...we were able to take college tours, we had 

universities to reach out to our high school and recruited us to attend their schools.” 

There were a lot of things that the small schools missed because we were just not on 

the radar like bigger schools. 
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As a result of limited academic preparation, the participants utilized their ability to problem-

solve in order to complete college. 

Financial Stress 

Despite numerous obstacles encountered, each participant interviewed considered 

himself resilient during his collegiate career. The participants faced significant obstacles 

including financial stress, being underprepared for academic rigor, lack of support on how to 

navigate the halls of academia, and limited knowledge of available campus resources that 

could assist with coursework and the absence of support from loved ones. Regarding the 

initial phase of applying to college, Joseph shared, “The obstacle...was filling out applications 

and not having anyone to help us with that, or deciding...I wanted to go to school, didn't know 

what I wanted to study when I got to school.” 

With a somber tone, Dominic, who experienced academic probation while pursuing 

his baccalaureate degree, explains the limited support his family was able to provide: 

I mean my mom was sick with cancer at the time and she didn't travel a lot. My mom 

never stepped foot on campus before she passed away. She never did. And my older 

sister, my older brother in law brought me up here, dropped me off, and I had one 

suitcase and a $20 bill, and that was it. They helped fix my bed in the dorm and drove 

off, and that was it. And I did not have any more support from anyone at home 

because nobody in my circle back home knew what college was about or how to 

navigate it. And so, for me it was just trial and error. It just was. 

Dominic also poignantly described how his low socioeconomic status or bleak financial 

situation was not met with compassion by a member of the faculty or staff who interviewed 

him for admission into a professional program. He recounts their conversation: 
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She said, “Well we ask our students, you know the program is rigorous, it's from eight 

to five every day. We ask our students not to work because the program is rigorous so 

they can get through." And I looked at the lady and she said again, "We ask our 

students not to work." And I looked at the lady, I said, ‘“Well how am I supposed to 

eat?" And she just sat there and gave me a blank stare. I was like, “I've got to work. I 

don't have anyone I can ask for money. I have to have somewhere to stay, I have to 

eat. And she just sent me a blank stare.” And so, and then our very last question, her 

very last comment to me was..."You did very good, the interview went very well." She 

said, "I'm going to give you a tip. The next time you come to an interview, you should 

wear a suit." And I looked at her and I said, "Ma'am, these are the best clothes that I 

have, what I have on." And then she gave me another blank stare again. 

The topic of financial strain and college affordability arose repeatedly during the individual 

interviews as participants shared their stories. Dominic discussed his insolvent status on the 

very first day of his collegiate career:  

I mean my mom was sick with cancer at the time and she didn't travel a lot. My mom 

never stepped foot on...campus before she passed away. She never did. And my older 

sister, my older brother in law, brought me up here, dropped me off, and I had one 

suitcase and a $20 bill, and that was it. They helped fix my bed...and drove off and that 

was it. And I did not have any more support from anyone at home because nobody in my 

circle back home knew what college was about or how to navigate it. 

As first-generation students from lower income families, the majority of the participants paid 

for college with financial aid, including loans, grants, and work study as well as personal 
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income from part-time jobs. Two of the participants, Yusef and Joseph, were awarded 

academic or athletic scholarships. 

Systemic Racism 

The participants seemed to have a keen awareness of the impact of systemic racism 

and shared their experience with this during the focus group session. Lucas protested, 

“African American males, we get labeled a certain way and some of it might be just 

sometimes, but a lot of it is unjust.” Carl spoke of coming to terms with being an intelligent 

and outspoken Black male while in high school. 

I was blessed enough to have three African American teachers that were constantly 

building me up so to speak. Because, you know, I went to a high school that was... 

White, Indian, and Black, but the majority of the teachers were White...they made me 

recognize that, if you were an African American male who was academically strong 

but was also—how do I say this?—not docile, and would call things out, then...there 

would be issues. 

 During the five individual interviews, participants were specifically asked whether or not 

they had encountered racism as a college student. The type of university attended as well as 

whether the incident occurred on or off campus are noted for each participant’s responses. 

Ayden, who attended an HBCU, was the only participant who did not recall any racism. He 

simply responded, “No ma'am. I haven't, not that I can recall. It’s been pretty much a familiar 

experience.” Carl, who also attended an HBCU, shared a poignant response about his high 

school experience prior to giving an account of an off-campus incident while attending 

college. 

High school, definitely. I think I was the first person kicked out of the Beta club with a 

C+ conduct. It couldn't be done academically ‘cause I could challenge...any grades, 



 

69 
 

you know, so literally, you know, I was, I was very vocal and very outspoken on 

anything that was done racial in there. And I'll tell you what, Mr. G and Dr. L…were 

my support group because during their breaks, literally I've gone to them and literally 

cried about what was happening. And one of the things that Mr. G would teach me is 

that, you know what, you're a threat...but you can't be angry...An angry Black man can 

be controlled because he has no control over his emotions…But an intelligent Black 

man should be able to monitor the situation and be able to work it out to his 

advantage.  

Although living off-campus, Carl recalled a deeply disturbing incident in college of being 

racially profiled:  

I can recall one situation where, me and a friend of mine, I just got off of work...we 

were playing spades and we would go out and get something to eat. And as we're 

walking out, he picked up a stick, started chasing me with it. But because he said it 

was a rat and he knew that I was fearful of rodents. So, I'm running around just 

laughing and playing and then we hear two car doors slam and look up and see two 

police officers. They have their guns drawn. We freeze and they grab us and throw us 

on the hood and pat us down. And I'm like, “What's, what's going on?” And then they 

have us sit on the curb and, you know, they're, they're running IDs...Come to find out 

that some other guy had robbed someone at an ATM with a hoodie on. Neither of us 

had a hoodie. And, and that night Mike and I were thinking, man, we could have 

easily been shot—and nothing, nothing would've been done.  

Lucas, a PWI graduate, described a memorable off-campus situation and how he responded to 

it:  
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Probably my internship I encountered some racism, I think. There was a time where 

me and this other [White] guy, we were basically, it was a curriculum, so the interns 

you're going to go through each group in the office. But when we got our group 

assignments, he got to go to every group. I only got to go to half the groups. He was 

White. And the person that made the curriculum was a White guy, and I knew 

something was up because, part of my curriculum, I didn't get to go to his group, but 

the White guy did, and I never ever went. That's the one group in my office at the time 

that I never got to go to and experience what they did, so I thought it was racist. I was 

like, we have the same qualifications. So yeah, I did experience that, but I will never 

forget that too, ever. It's something that sticks with me. I didn't do the program 

because I thought it was unfair. But I did not participate. So that's how I responded. 

Yusef, who attended an HBCU, also spoke about an off-campus racial experience he had 

while completing an internship: 

What happened was I had an internship...I had three roommates, one of them was 

Black and the other two were White. The Black guy...His mom was Black and his dad 

was White and he did not know what an HBCU is, he don't know what it stand for. He 

was just never exposed to an HBCU. He said, "Oh, so that's a Black school, that's why 

it's so cheap…It's so cheap probably because the quality of education is not as good.”  

I think he went to [a school] which is not an HBCU, but because it was more 

expensive...and is a more diverse school…you have a higher quality of education than 

a smaller, HBCU, or Black school. He looked down on HBCUs because he felt 

like…the quality of education is not up to par to where he went to school. Even 

though...we had the same major...same internship and to be honest with you I felt—I 
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did feel—I was offended by what he said because it was racist. That was racist what 

he said, and he was Black.  Another one of my friends at L. Motors when we interned, 

he was from [a foreign country] but he wasn't White...he went to school at B. C. We 

all got offered…the same job as an engineer, but because he went to B.C., his offer 

letter was $20,000 dollars more than mine. So, there's an actual price difference and 

we have the same degree. Pretty much same GPA. We talked about it and of course 

his school is more expensive than mine. But at the same time, it's the same program; 

they're both accredited degree programs. Again, it made me think back to what the guy 

was saying by you know the education is more valuable at this school versus HBCU. 

Yusef’s account is loaded with the permanence of racism in America and how it infiltrates 

nearly every aspect of society from our educational systems to major corporations. This final 

excerpt from Yusef about the incident captures the intense effect of racist notions: 

In my opinion, I think that to some extent we've been conditioned to think that That's 

why I wasn't mad at him because he didn't know anything about it, and that's how he 

was trained...But L. Motors gave that $20,000 dollar offer, they kind of confirmed it. 

The only on-campus accounts of pronounced racism were communicated by Dominic, a PWI 

graduate: 

Well I guess one of the blatant things, I was playing in a three on three basketball 

tournament at the kappa...house over on frat row. Me and a couple of my friends, and 

just the outright, calling us niggers and throwing beer cans and stuff on the court while 

we were playing...And in fact, I got pushed into a wall that night and fractured my 

kneecap. And to make it doubly bad, is my friends carried me over to the student 

health service and they wouldn't let us in, because they didn't think we were students. 



 

72 
 

During a major protest on campus, Dominic shared a vivid memory: 

And so I remember, we marching on campus and I see police carrying off some of our 

friends to jail. And I remember the guy coming out in the quad and telling us, "Look, 

y'all don't want to be here, y'all ain't got to be here, y'all can leave right now." I mean 

he looked us right in our face and told us that. Oh gosh, I remember all of those going 

back to a child, all the times that I was called a nigger and all that stuff. You don't 

forget those. You don't forget the faces of the people who said it, you don't forget the 

time and the place where it happened, you just don't forget any of that. And, it's 

unfortunate, but you know, it's part of the world that we live in and when we grew up. 

Dominic concluded his response about campus racism with a powerful declaration of 

resistance and persistence:  

And so, as we were dealing with all of that stuff, it was always there, but at the same 

time, I'll be honest, I didn't let it frustrate me to the point that I still didn't understand 

what my purpose was there. Because I could do more good by being there, than running 

away from it. You know what I'm saying? And so I didn't let that detract from what my 

ultimate goal was, and I'm proud of myself for that. As I look at myself as an adult now 

back at the 18-19 year-old making those decisions on what he should or should not be 

voicing his opinion about or standing up for. 

Participant Recommendations for Improving Outcomes 

During the focus group, the participants were asked what recommendations they 

would give to African American males and stakeholders for improving the likelihood of 

degree attainment. Research suggests that first-generation students are less likely to succeed 

when compared to those whose parents hold a college degree (Freeman & Huggans, 2009). 
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The majority of the participants spoke candidly about their struggles of being underprepared 

from navigating the college application process to academic rigor. When reflecting upon the 

demanding requirements for coursework, Joseph recounted: 

But I wasn't prepared, and I went into it thinking this is thirteenth grade, rather than 

college. And so I treated it like that that first semester, and felt that I could get away 

with the same things I got away with as a high school student, and that wasn't the case. 

And so I think my rationale at the time, I remember my rationale being that I'm taking 

fewer classes on a weekly basis than I was taking on a daily basis in high school, how 

hard could that be? And I found out very quickly how hard that could be, especially 

when you have the other responsibilities of taking care of yourself and being 

responsible for yourself on the campus. 

Better Pre-College Preparation for Black Students 

All participants recommended efforts and initiatives to better prepare Black males for 

various aspects of college. Programs focused on teaching time management and study skills 

were highly recommended. Multiple participants recalled the dire necessity of figuring out 

how to study. They attributed this to attending rural high schools with limited resources for 

few or no advanced courses. Yusef surmised: 

Once I got there, you know...I didn't know how to study. And we didn't have calculus 

at my high school. I was competing with some kids that the book we used for calculus, 

they used in high school. So, I was really lagging behind. 

Participant Joseph described how he adjusted to mitigate the deficits: 

I had to shape up fairly quickly after that and learn how to study and learn what other 

people were doing in school. For instance, looking at old exams or having study 

groups and studying with people who were a lot brighter and smarter than you, and 
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Cliff Notes, and all kinds of strategies the students used to prepare themselves to not 

only learn but to take exams. 

The lack of academic preparedness also nearly cost Lucas his spot in a highly selective 

engineering program. He explained: 

My biggest was time management and knowing how to study. I didn't really study in 

high school, I just would go in there and just take the test and make a good grade, but 

college was totally different. Different animal. But soon, my sophomore year, once I 

got into the engineering program, it was just a whirlwind. I was like, what did I get 

myself into? There were many times that I wanted to quit engineering after I didn't 

pass a couple of classes. And you can only fail two classes of your core engineering 

classes or they would kick you out of the program. So, I was very close to that. 

In concert with developing study skills, wise time management without adult supervision was 

proposed by Yusef as a good strategy for success: 

I would recommend them being more disciplined because they won't have their 

parents and people who have for so many years governed them and just have been 

over them, protected them. They won't have those people there so they should learn to 

be more disciplined and organized when they go to college. Because, everything that 

they do will be a consequence of what they do, not what their parents wanted for them 

or prepared for them. They're making decisions, they're making the tough calls, and 

they have to own up to whatever it is that comes as a result. They have to take that 

responsibility, and there's nobody to protect them again, in college. I would 

recommend they be careful to be loose or not disciplined and be consumed by the 

freedom that they have being by themselves as an adult in college. 
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Early Exposure to Collegiate Environments 

The participants also spoke of creating opportunities to expose young African 

American males to college campuses prior to high school. Joseph suggested introducing 

young Black males to the college atmosphere by way of general campus visits and 

participation in youth summer enrichment programs, which are often hosted on university 

campuses. Such practices could demystify some aspects of campus life. Joseph explains: 

I like the idea of researching early, having students be able to go onto college campus 

as young people and as middle schoolers and as high schoolers and be associated with 

those...because I didn't have that chance...having the ability to get that exposure for 

young boys at an early age, to see what the rigor is like on a college campus...And for 

corporate folks to provide the resources to provide those opportunities for those 

students, especially those who haven't had that exposure before. 

Better Familial Support and Financial Assistance 

Familial support through financial assistance and encouragement is of vital importance 

to most of the participants. For parents, the participants proposed financial preparation by 

starting a college savings account early on to relieve the burden of paying tuition while 

minimizing or even eliminating cost as a barrier to pursuing a postsecondary education. Only 

one participant was fortunate to enter college without stressing about how he would pay 

tuition because his parents reserved sufficient funds. Constant encouragement and moral 

support from parents was also recommended. Yusef made a candid recommendation 

regarding this topic: 

Mine would be to...check up on them, let them know that you care that they're in 

school, that you want them to do well. My second thing would be for parents...be 

prepared for them. Whether it be start saving early...to pay for school. I think that 
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would be essential. So those are my two, I guess. Be financially prepared if possible, 

and the first one would be to let them you know that you care that they're in school. 

Whether or not you agree on what major they decide. 

Mentoring Programs 

Additionally, mentoring programs were supported, particularly those delivered by 

Black male professors, as described by Carl: 

One of the things too that I learned, was that...I was told that you needed to start going 

to talk to a professor. Let them get to know you. And that also translates into success 

in the classroom. Start some type of mentoring program with these professors that are 

on campus. I know they have a lot of jobs and a lot of responsibilities, but if they 

had...if there was some way for them to have an adult male already inclined to them, 

versus them having to reach out, navigate, and find that person on campus, that would 

definitely help things out. 

Preparation of High School Teachers  

Joseph recommended improvements being made in how teachers are prepared to serve 

a diverse population of students: 

I think it starts with preparation of teachers. Many of the teachers in the schools I've 

heard mention that even at predominantly minority high schools that the predominant 

teachers were White. And so the ability to provide unconscious bias training, to not 

prejudge who and what that little boy is going to be, what he will become. It's 

important early to make sure that parents are as involved in the schooling and are there 

so that their boy won't be in the situation where he is prejudged to be something other 

than what he is ordained to be. So, I think that's probably one of the important factors, 

at least to me. 
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Carl suggested that he could have been better taught how to study, noting that he “didn't have 

to study in high school. I barely studied in high school and made good grades. That was 

nothing like college. Nothing.” 

Composite Structural Description 

The current study’s examination of the phenomenon of persisting through college as a 

first-generation African American male from a rural community encompassed both personal 

and systemic challenges. The structural descriptions focus on the participants' responses 

regarding how they overcame numerous challenges during their collegiate experience and 

successfully earned undergraduate degrees. Most of the participants communicated a resilient 

spirit as they recounted not giving up in the face of obstacles, sticking to it, and staying 

persistent with their eyes on the prize of obtaining a degree that would equip them with a 

career. Overall, the participants maintained their motivation by reflecting on the limited career 

opportunities within their rural hometowns. The majority had to figure things out along their 

journey as they had limited resources, human and otherwise, on which they could rely. Only 

one participant mentioned being supported and nurtured by faculty and staff, including his 

professors. Participants who attended PWIs connected with micro-communities in order to 

abate the isolation they experienced. The overarching theme that was repeated was how these 

Black men used their fear of failure as an impetus to achieve. Most of the participants’ 

responses related to a fear of failing was rooted in a desire not to become associated with the 

negative statistics and stereotypes often used to characterize African American males—they 

wanted to succeed. 
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Composite Textural Description 

Findings presented invariant horizons gathered into a composite textural description 

that represents a synthesis of the participants’ perceptions of the aspects contributing to their 

ability to earn their undergraduate degree despite numerous obstacles. The themes presented 

above revealed much of what it was like to be a first-generation African American male 

college student. 

Regarding aspects regarding support, all but one of the participants expressed the 

sentiment of being left alone to figure out the processes and procedures to navigate through 

college. In addition, the participants expressed that, while their parents cared for them and 

wanted them to succeed, they lacked the knowledge to be able to provide guidance with 

various aspects such as admission applications, financial aid, and course registration. 

Furthermore, the majority of the participants expressed feeling unprepared for the academic 

rigor they encountered as a result of having attended high schools in economically deprived 

communities with limited course selections and resources. Three out of five of the participants 

described a sense of belonging as well as encouragement from peers (of different races and 

genders) who shared a similar focus on attaining a degree as positively influencing their 

persistence in higher education. 

Regarding inner aspects, participants mostly attributed their academic success to the 

desire to not fail and become a negative statistic. Additionally, they were driven to make their 

parents and other family members proud. The participants also shared being self-motivated to 

be in a position to financially support themselves and their family in the future. Surprisingly, 

none of the participants mentioned a particular university organization or support program as 

being a key contributor to their degree completion. The majority of the responses came from a 
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place of inner motivation. However, they spoke of seeking out help like tutoring services 

despite being unaware of the scope of programming possibly available to mitigate demands 

such as time management and academic rigor. 

Textural-Structural Synthesis 

 The final step of phenomenological data analysis is the textural-structural synthesis, 

explains the how and the what of the experience (Moustakas, 1994). Data from the focus 

group discussions, semi-structured interviews, and researcher’s reflection were used during 

this process. 

 The participants faced their share of obstacles along their journey, one of which was 

being the first in their immediate families to attend and finish college. They provided 

inspiring stories to explain how they persisted as a result of their support systems, turning fear 

into fuel to propel them toward accomplishing their goal and maintaining a resilient spirit. 

 When sharing their perceptions of the aspects that influenced their academic success, 

the participants spoke of feeling underprepared for the collegiate experience, from the initial 

stages of applying for admission to handling the academic rigor and the culture of a college 

campus. The majority of the participants stated that they often felt alone. Additionally, they 

described a trial-by-error experience by which they had to problem solve and figure things out 

on their own along the way. One strategy they learned was associating themselves with peers 

who were focused and goal oriented. 

The intersection of issues related to race and ruralness permeate the numerous 

obstacles the participants faced while pursuing their undergraduate degree.  Overwhelmingly, 

the participants shared the sentiment of being determined to counter the stereotypes and labels 

historically ascribed to them by a society saturated with the permanence of racism. While the 
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participants’ stories counter the dominant narrative in a society perpetuating racial 

stereotypes, none spoke at length about encountering racism until a specific question was 

asked. During the focus group and interviews, it was as if battling racism was a given, 

especially those who attended PWIs and were mentally prepared or accustomed to operating 

in a society that often counted them out. Most of them conveyed carrying a “burden of proof” 

to be viewed as a legitimate academic and not negatively. The economic deprivation and 

limited career opportunities in their rural communities further added to their impetus to pursue 

a postsecondary education. The participants felt they had a resilient spirit and provided 

specific examples of times when they tapped into their perseverance as they aspired to make 

their parents and community proud. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter shared the findings that resulted from the focus group session and 

participant interviews in the current study. Through these data collection methods, the 

participants’ perceptions on the aspects to which they attribute their educational persistence to 

complete college were captured. Common themes and patterns emerged from the responses of 

the participants. Based on the overarching themes, one major aspect was supportive 

relationships from peers, faculty or staff and family. Other major aspects revealed were self-

motivation and resilience. The findings also indicated obstacles the participants faced 

including financial strain or college affordability, feeling underprepared for the academic 

demands and limited support on campus. Participants who attended PWIs referenced social 

isolation or a sense of not belonging. The participants also shared their recommendations for 

ways to improve outcomes for African American males from rural backgrounds.  
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The next chapter discusses the current study’s findings through the lens of the 

conceptual frameworks of CRT and Resilience Theory. Implications for practice and policy 

are presented as well as recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND FINDINGS 

Chapter Introduction 

The purpose of the current study was to draw attention to the narratives and 

experiences of African American males who overcame numerous challenges as first-

generation college graduates from economically deprived rural communities. Amidst the 

pervasive negative images and messages in society pertaining to African American males, it is 

important to consider the stories of those African American males who succeed despite these 

challenges. While a great deal of research continues to focus on the significant levels of 

underachievement connected to African American males in higher education, this study adds 

to the limited corpus of research acknowledging the success of a core demographic of African 

American males—those who persisted to earn a college degree against the odds. Further 

examination of the experiences of African American males who persist through college and 

obtain their undergraduate degree is imperative to the discussion of increasing graduation 

rates. Furthermore, the current study sought to use the participants’ counternarratives while 

providing insight on their perceptions of the aspects that influenced their academic 

accomplishments to enhance the collegiate experiences of first-generation college African 

American males from rural communities. Specifically, one research question with sub-

questions guided the study: 

1. To what aspects do first-generation college African American males from 

rural communities attribute their academic success? 

2. What obstacles have first-generation college African American males from 

rural communities had to overcome in order to attain academic success? 
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This chapter contains three sections. The first section provides a summary of the key findings 

and implications for practice while drawing on the conceptual frameworks of Critical Race 

Theory (CRT) as well as Resilience Theory. In the next section, implications for current 

practice are given based on the lived collegiate experiences of first-generation college African 

American males from rural communities. The final section provides recommendations for 

future research that can help increase degree attainment for this too-often marginalized group. 

Discussion of Findings through the Lens of Conceptual Frameworks 

The findings from this study revealed sapient points of view that have implications for 

stakeholders who are concerned about enhancing the collegiate experiences of African 

American males in general, as well as that of first-generation attendees from rural settings in 

particular. This study adds to the limited body of research aimed at countering the deficit 

narrative that is too often associated with African American males relative to postsecondary 

education using the conceptual frameworks of CRT and Resilience Theory. 

From Critical Race Theory to Practice 

Through the lens of CRT, the role played by race in the ongoing inequalities between 

African Americans and Whites in the United States is placed at the forefront. For the purpose 

of this study, emphasis was given to the following tenets of CRT: 1) permanence of racism, 

and 2) counter-storytelling. The idea of the permanence of racism suggests that race is a 

fixture within American society, one which grants privileges to White individuals and creates 

inequities in various realms including education (Delgado, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 1998). 

Regarding this tenet, I anticipated that study participants would provide direct 

statements addressing institutional racism when reflecting upon obstacles. However, the 

majority of the participants did not call race to the researcher’s attention outright until asked 

specific race-related questions during the semi-structured interviews. Participants who 
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attended a historically Black college/university (HBCU) were somewhat insulated from overt 

racist experiences on campus, but shared experiences they had off campus, including racial 

profiling by police officers as well as having their HBCU education devalued. However, 

participants who attended a predominantly White institution (PWI) spoke candidly about 

overt incidences as well as feeling isolated and obligated to prove the legitimacy of their 

admission to a university. While all participants seemed keenly aware of the negative images 

and labels associated with their shared identity, they refused to allow these notions to define 

their essence. Furthermore, they did not let racist views deter them from their purpose of 

obtaining a postsecondary education.  

The second tenet of CRT on which this study focused, counter-storytelling, gives 

attention to the voices of marginalized persons, thereby shedding light on their personal 

experiences as they operated within spaces often designed to exclude them. Additionally, 

counter-stories offer critiques of the dominant society (Decuir & Dixson, 2004). It is clear 

from the narratives in this study that issues of race continue to impact people of color, even 

though many claim our nation has reached a post-racial status. This study is significant in that 

it counters the pervasive, stereotypical narrative of African American males as innately 

inferior with lower levels of intellect rendering them unable to attend or graduate from 

college. Instead, the participants’ stories provided a more holistic view of the obstacles these 

men faced and overcame to ultimately lead to their academic success. 

 Implications for practice relative to CRT are of importance. First, it is crucial for 

universities to take note of this study’s findings, particularly PWIs that sometimes lack 

targeted efforts to provide this underrepresented population with supportive resources. The 

challenge of isolation and carrying the burden of proving academic legitimacy relates to the 
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permanence of racism, one tenet of CRT discussed in Chapter 2. As stated previously in the 

review of the literature, societal notions of Black masculinity are often associated with violent 

and criminal behavior. As a result, Black males have historically been overpoliced, 

disproportionately suspended from school, and even mislabeled as menaces to society 

(Alexander, 2012; Ferguson, 2002; Lopez, 2003; Rios, 2011). In education, this can lead to 

Black students being unwelcomed and questioned with regard to their academic legitimacy, 

especially at PWIs of learning. Strayhorn (2008) suggested that micro-communities are 

instrumental for African American males at PWIs to help them navigate and persist within a 

college environment marked by the permanence of racism. 

As the findings from the current study suggest, supportive relationships are integral to 

promoting positive collegiate experiences for African American males, particularly in light of 

the social isolation often reported at PWIs (Haywood & Sewell, 2016). The participants 

emphasized peer relationships as influencing the academic and social aspects of college, 

findings that align with previous research indicating peer bonding was an important aspect in 

degree completion for African American males in higher education (Brooms & Davis, 2017). 

Although the participants in the current study did not specify the race or gender of their peers, 

previous research surmises the advantages of college initiatives seeking to support African 

American males by building brotherhood and connectedness in an effort to increase retention 

and graduation rates (Brooms, 2016, 2019; Palmer, Wood, Dancy, & Strayhorn, 2014). Thus, 

it is important for institutions of higher learning to intentionally develop or expand 

opportunities for African American males to bond and discuss their collective experiences.  

While few of the participants recalled a significant relationship with a member of the 

faculty or staff, the majority agreed that such relationships would have been a beneficial 
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external aspect in helping navigate through the collegiate experience. The impact of 

mentoring initiatives is documented in research literature (Harper & Antonio, 2008; Harris, 

1999; Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2002). Findings from previous research have shown that 

African American males who have supportive relationships at PWIs, especially with Black 

male peers and Black faculty members, enhance the persistence of this underrepresented 

group. Cross-cultural mentoring is a topic for consideration as having access to African 

American professors or other staff could be limited.  

Resilience Theory in Practice 

As stated in the review of literature in Chapter 2, resilience is defined as the “process 

of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging or threatening 

circumstances” (Masten et al., 1990, p. 426). Further descriptions of resilient individuals 

include: 1) persons in high-risk groups whose outcomes exceed expectations, and 2) persons 

who adapt positively to life stressors (Masten et al., 1990). This study’s participants definitely 

possess these traits. Additionally, when asked if they viewed themselves as being resilient 

during the semi-structured individual interviews, all participants answered in the affirmative. 

Unfortunately, too many African American males have been left on their own to figure out 

how to navigate and negotiate spaces where their best interests are often ignored. In addition, 

the use of a deficit model to explain the disparities between these men and their counterparts 

continues to view the root of the problem as pathological rather than embedded within 

systemic structures of society. This study can remind us of the barriers in society that make 

navigating the educational system difficult. 

Coupled with issues of race, the participants also faced obstacles associated with being 

from a rural community with limited resources.   The participants in the current study 

expressed that ensuring a better trajectory for their socioeconomic status fueled their college 
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aspirations and helped them stay resilient. As highlighted previously in Chapter 2, aspirations 

for college among high school students living in rural America are generally lower than those 

residing in suburban and urban areas due to limited finances and other resources (Means et al., 

2016). In rural America, limited forms of capital, especially financial and social capital, 

present barriers for youth in general and African American male students in particular. 

These rural issues raise implications regarding the stress or burdens created by limited 

college access and affordability. All but one of the participants in the current study indicated 

that they relied on federal financial aid, scholarships, and personal income to pay for college. 

Financial support from their parents was minimal or nonexistent. One participant did share 

that he graduated debt-free because his parents had established a college fund. Therefore, 

making college more affordable or even free, as some politicians have proposed, is a critical 

point. Otherwise, the opportunity gap will continue to widen for first-generation African 

American males from rural communities. Other stressors to which the participants had to 

adapt include handling academic rigor, learning how to study, and disciplining themselves to 

manage time wisely. The majority of the participants spoke of never having to study due to 

the lack of rigor in their high school work. Furthermore, they did not have parents or other 

individuals who prepared them for the responsibilities of specific skills such as multi-tasking 

and time management.  

Overall, this study’s participants spoke of using the fear of failure to motivate 

themselves to dig deep within when the odds were stacked against them. Several shared that 

they desired not to disappoint their parents, who had not attended college, was also a great 

motivational aspect. Each viewed education as necessary if they wanted a stable career to 
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financially support their future families. External motivation in the form of encouragement 

from family helped them to persist while adapting to the challenges they faced. 

Recommendations and Implications 

Recommendations for Potential Supporters 

Recommendations for the practice of improving postsecondary outcomes for this 

marginalized group are presented for the following potential supporters: 1) African American 

male students from rural communities and their parents, and 2) higher education faculty. The 

majority of the participants in this study claimed having benefited from supportive 

relationships with peers and significant adults, sharing that connecting with peers who 

demonstrated a desire to perform well and ultimately graduate was an important external 

aspect contributing to their academic success. There is research literature that posits the 

positive role these supportive relationships with faculty and peers play in bringing about a 

more satisfying college experience for African American males (Anaya & Cole, 2001; Kuh & 

Hu, 2001; Strayhorn, 2008). Previous research points to the advantages of college initiatives 

that seek to support African American males by building brotherhood and connectedness in an 

effort to increase retention and graduation rates (Brooms, 2016, 2019; Palmer, Davis, Moore, 

& Hilton, 2010). Thus, it is recommended that institutions of higher learning seek to reserve 

spaces where micro-communities can exist and flourish under the shared leadership of 

culturally competent advisors and strong student leaders. Furthermore, before choosing the 

university they will attend, I recommend that African American males and their parents 

research the availability of such organizations and programming at prospective institutions of 

higher education. 

In addition, as several of the study’s participants recommended, I suggest building 

cultural or collegiate capital by exposing young African American males to institutions of 
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higher learning during middle school and high school. Colleges and universities should also 

design summer programs aimed at underrepresented groups such as Black males from rural 

communities. These programs would help Black males navigate these spaces by visiting the 

campus and speaking with currently enrolled undergraduates who have similar profiles, 

especially other students of color from rural communities. 

For far too long, research and policymakers have viewed the college graduation rate 

for African American males from a deficit perspective, placing the burden of achieving 

success on the students. Few implicate institutional systems and structures for having a 

negative impact on degree attainment rates for African American students in general and 

Black males in particular. If narrowing the degree attainment gap for first-generation African 

American males is truly important, those who shape policy and programming for higher 

education must act swiftly to bring about change. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

Grappling with the retention and college completion rate for African American males 

remains a complex yet relevant topic that warrants continuous research. This study addressed 

this significant issue as it provides the perspectives of African American male college 

graduates as a counter to the deficit narrative. To add to the limited body of research that 

considers what works, following are recommendations for future research: 

● It is recommended that the current study be expanded to include a greater number 

of participants that will enable more generalized findings. 

● The current study only touched on some of the differences between PWIs, HSIs, 

and HBCUs for the participants. Therefore, a comparative study delving more into 

the different steps and support systems provided by each type of institution to 

support first-generation college male students of color is recommended. 
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● Additionally, I recommend a quantitative longitudinal study tracking the 

experiences of African American male college students who enroll at PWIs that 

reveal an upward trend of graduation among this underrepresented group. An in-

depth look at their policies and programming could provide effective strategies for 

implementation throughout the country. 

● More research is needed on the general state of rural education and its impact on 

African American males in particular. This research could provide relevant 

information for providing equitable access to a postsecondary education, thus 

closing the poverty gap. 

Implications for Policy 

 The current state of college graduation rates for African American males continues to 

lag far behind that of their counterparts. According to a 2011 national report, only 34% of 

Black males attain an undergraduate degree at four-year colleges or universities, while all 

other race and gender groups exceed this rate (U.S. Dept. of Education, 2011). Such an 

alarming statistic should create considerable concern for institutions of higher education and 

policymakers. Efforts to recruit, retain, and graduate high-achieving African American male 

college students should occur with the same level of intensity used to sign Black male student 

athletes to collegiate teams. The current study sought to inform policy changes based on the 

findings from counternarratives rendered by first-generation African American males who 

obtained undergraduate degrees. Their perceptions about the aspects that influenced their 

achievement provided the following policy implications for increasing college graduation 

rates: 

● Onboarding of new faculty and staff should include diversity or cultural 

competence training. Training should be ongoing to raise awareness around issues 
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of race in general and its impact on the achievement of African American males 

in particular. 

● Higher education institutions should be required to implement a mentoring 

program targeted at decreasing the attrition rate for first-generation African 

American males. Mentors would be responsible for monitoring student progress 

and providing support in accessing available resources. In addition, the mentors 

would be charged with bringing the Black males together periodically for bonding 

and celebrating milestones such as completing midterms and the first semester. 

● Summer transition programs are recommended to set first-generation African 

American males up for success. These programs could provide a more formal 

introduction to the college or university milieu, including an in-depth idea of 

postsecondary expectations such as the demands of coursework. 

● Partnerships between predominantly White institutions and those mainly serving 

students of color as well as community organizations and businesses are 

warranted. The goal for these partnerships would be to increase the pool of 

potential Black male faculty, staff, and professionals who would be willing to 

serve as mentors. 

Chapter Summary 

While there have been strides with the pursuit of postsecondary education for African 

American males, there still remains much room for marked improvement. When a sense of 

value and connectivity exists, African American males are more likely to have better 

academic outcomes. Warde’s (2008) qualitative analysis focused on the aspects that 

contributed to Black males successfully completing a Baccalaureate degree. The participants 
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identified the following as key aspects influencing their college completion: the realization of 

the value of education, relationship with a mentor, accessibility to resources, and being 

resilient. Similarly, this study’s findings support these elements as being significant in 

positively influencing degree attainment. The participants in the current study attributed their 

academic success to the following aspects: supportive relationships with peers, faculty and 

family, self-motivation, and having a resilient spirit. 
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Appendix A: Participant Informed Consent Form 

North Carolina State University  
INFORMED CONSENT FORM FOR RESEARCH 

Against the Odds: Aspects that Contribute to the Academic Success of First-Generation College 
African American Males from Rural Communities 

Researcher: Albertina Townsend    Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Lisa Bass 

What are some general things you should know about research studies? 

You are being asked to take part in a research study. Your participation in this study is voluntary. You 
have the right to be a part of this study, to choose not to participate or to stop participating at any time 
without penalty. The purpose of this research study is to gain a better understanding of the aspects that 
contribute to the academic success of African American males who were the first in their immediate 
family to attend and complete college. You are not guaranteed any personal benefits from being in a 
study. Research studies also may pose risks to those that participate. In this consent form you will find 
specific details about the research in which you are being asked to participate. If you do not 
understand something in this form it is your right to ask the researcher for clarification or more 
information. A copy of this consent form will be provided to you. If at any time you have questions 
about your participation, do not hesitate to contact the researcher(s) named above.  

What is the purpose of this study? 

To gain a better understanding of the aspects that contribute to the academic success of African 
American males from rural communities who were the first in their immediate family to attend and 
complete college. 

What will happen if you take part in the study? 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to discuss your personal educational 
experiences, especially those at the collegiate level. Each participant will be required to spend no more 
than 90 minutes in two focus group sessions. Some focus group participants will be asked to 
participate in follow-up one-on-one interviews with the researcher. If you are selected for a follow-up 
interview, it will be no more than 60 minutes and will occur at a location of the participant’s choosing. 
Additional follow up may take place electronically rather than face-to-face. 
What are the risks of the study? 

All names used will be fictitious, but all information provided will be factual. 

Are there any benefits to participating in the study? 

There will be no direct benefit expected to the subject, but knowledge may be gained that could assist 
educators in developing supportive programs and practices to improve college graduation rates for 
African American males.  
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Is my information confidential? 

The information in the study records will be kept confidential to the full extent allowed by law. Data 
will be stored securely in external hard drive form and password protected. No reference will be made 
in oral or written reports which could link you to the study. You will NOT be asked to write your 
name on any study materials so that no one can match your identity to the answers that you provide. 

Will I receive compensation for my participation? 

Participants will not receive compensation for participating in this study. However, each participant 
will be gifted with a lapel pin that represents the university attended. 

What if you have questions about this study? 

If you have questions at any time about the study or the procedures, you may contact the researcher A. 
Patricia Townsend at 919-308-4577. 

What if you have questions about your rights as a research participant? 

If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or your rights as a 
participant in research have been violated during this project, you may contact the NC State IRB 
Office via email at irb-director@ncsu.edu or via phone at 919-515-4514. You can also find out more 
information about research, why you would or would not want to be in research, questions to ask as a 
research participant, and more information about your rights by going to this website: 
http://go.ncsu.edu/research-participant. 

 

Consent To Participate 

I have read and understand the above information. I have received a copy of this form. I agree to 
participate in this study with the understanding that I may choose not to participate or to stop 
participating at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which I am otherwise entitled. 
 
Subject's Signature ___________________________________  Date _________________ 
Investigator's Signature _______________________________  Date _________________ 
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Appendix B: Focus Group and One-on-One Interview Questions 

Major Guiding Questions for 
Focus Groups 

Individual Interview 
Questions 

Rationale for Individual  
Interview Questions 

1) To what aspects do first-
generation college African 
American males from rural 
communities attribute their 
academic success? 

● What did you like about 
going to college? 

 How experiences both positive 
and negative impacted 
persistence 

● What did you not like about 
your college experience? 

How positive and negative 
experiences impacted 
persistence  

 

● How would you describe 
someone who is resilient? 

   Resilience theoretical 
framework 

● Tell me about a time during 
your college years when 
you were resilient? 

  Resilience theoretical 
framework 

● What helped you stay 
motivated during your 
college years? 

  Resilience theoretical 
framework; addresses 
persistence  

 
 
 
 
 
2) What obstacles have first-
generation college African 
American males from rural 
communities had to overcome 
in order to attain academic 
success? 

● Did you ever encounter 
racism? 

Critical Race Theory; how 
much of an impact did 
issues of race have on 
college experience 

● If so, how did you respond?  

● Describe your support 
system during your various 
educational experiences, 
particularly during college. 

● What were the advantages 
and disadvantages of being 
from a rural community? 
 

Gauging the types of support 
that influenced persistence  

 
 
 Resilience theoretical 

framework; addresses 
persistence; addresses 
barriers 

 
 


