
 
 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

COCHRANE-BROWN, ARIEL ELIZABETH. A Qualitative, Counternarrative Study of Rural 

African American Students’ First-Year College Experiences. (Dr. Lisa Bass Freeman). 

 

The purpose of this qualitative, counternarrative study is to explore how the 

intersectionality of race and rurality shape rural African American students’ experiences as they 

move in, move through, and move out of their first year of college at an urban institution. First-

year experiences, African American students, and rural students have been considered separately, 

but no studies to date have explored the intersections of these phenomena in an integrated way 

by investigating the first-year experiences of students who are both rural and African American 

(D’Lima, Winsler, & Kitsantas, 2014; Douglas, 1998; Baber, 2012; Guiffrida, 2005; Harper & 

Newman, 2016; Hausmann, Ye, Schofield, & Woods, 2009; Stone, 2017). Additionally, both 

African American and rural students persist at rates lower than their counterparts of other races 

and ethnicities and from urban and suburban environments (National Student Clearinghouse 

Research Center, 2017; Pierson & Hanson, 2015; Stone, 2017). The first year of college is 

important and lays the foundation for continued success throughout one’s college career (De 

Clercq, Galand, &Frenay, 2016; Martin, 2016; Neuville et al., 2013; Sauvé et al., 2007). In order 

to improve rural African American student retention, we must first understand how they 

experience transitioning into college during their first year. This study is important because until 

we resolve the issue of poor retention of rural African American students, institutions 

will continue to lose financial resources as well as the benefit of a diverse student body, and 

students will continue to be at risk of not fully experiencing higher education and ultimately 

earning a college degree. 

To expand the current literature on rural African American students, this study answers 

the following question: How does rural African American intersectionality shape experiences of 



 
 

 

students as they transition into college in the first year at an urban institution? Using Transition 

Theory and Critical Race Theory as guides for data collection and analysis, I gained an in-depth 

understanding of how the intersection of race and rurality shape students’ first-year transition. I 

collected data through one-on-one, semi-structured interviews with nine participants and a focus 

group with six additional participants. The focus group participants also completed a writing 

prompt to allow me to gather data through document analysis. After analyzing the data collected 

throughout the study, four themes and seven subthemes emerged: (1) pre-college expectations; 

individual expectations, family expectations, community expectations, (2) “We’re not in Kansas 

anymore,”; White is right…until you come to the city, adjusting to college (3) it is common to be 

unique, and (4) mentoring matters; peer mentorship, faculty mentorship. In all, the desire and 

ability for participants to stay true to their rural upbringing while learning to embrace and 

appreciate their race led to developing meaningful relationships and sense of belonging during 

their transition in, through, and out of their first year of college.  
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DEDICATION 

To Mommy, Daddy, and Joseph. To the bright futures of Eli and Cannon. To Nana who gained 

her wings just before I started this journey, and to Grandpa who gained his wings as I 

approached the finish line. Most of all, to every rural African American student who’s ever been 

underestimated and unheard. 

 

At the core, none of us were meant to be common. 

We were born to be comets, 

Darting across space and time — 

Leaving our mark as we crash into everything. 

A crater is a reminder that something amazing happened here — 

An indelible impact that shook up the world. 

Are we not astronomers — looking for the next shooting star? 

I teach in hopes of turning content, into rocket ships — 

Tribulations into telescopes, 

So a child can see their potential from right where they stand. 

An injustice is telling them they are stars 

Without acknowledging night that surrounds them. 

Injustice is telling them education is the key 

While you continue to change the locks. 

 

Education is no equalizer — 

Rather, it is the sleep that precedes the American Dream. 
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So wake up — wake up! Lift your voices 

Until you’ve patched every hole in a child’s broken sky. 

Wake up every child so they know of their celestial potential. 

I’ve been a Black hole in the classroom for far too long; 

Absorbing everything, without allowing my light escape. 

But those days are done. I belong among the stars. 

And so do you. And so do they. 

Together, we can inspire galaxies of greatness 

For generations to come. 

No, sky is not the limit. It is only the beginning. 

Lift off. 

 

Lift Off (2016) 

By: Donovan Livingston 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Recent literature indicates that rural college students become more likely to attend 

college as their academic aspirations shift (Tagami, 2019). However, because rural African 

American students are a smaller subset of rural students, they run a greater risk of being 

marginalized as they transition onto college campuses and of being ignored in the literature 

(Legutko, 2005; Means et al., 2016; Stone, 2017). Therefore, in order to adequately support and 

retain rural African American students, we need a research-based understanding of how these 

students experience transitioning into college in their first year. The purpose of this study is to 

explore how race and rurality shape rural African American students’ transition experiences as 

they move in, move through, and move out of their first year of college at an urban institution. 

This phenomenon was studied in the state of Georgia, a state that has the nation's third highest 

rural student population at the pre-kindergarten through 12th-grade level. Additionally, this study 

challenges the master narratives that African American students are urban, rural students are 

White, and rural African American students often do not persist past their first year of college by 

sharing stories of rural African American students’ lived experiences of their transitions into 

college through the first year.  

The first year is a critical time that sets the stage for a student's college career and lays the 

foundation for subsequent academic success and persistence (Martin, 2016). Students are 

expected to make significant gains in their learning and cognitive development during their first 

year of college, and students who persist past their freshman year are more likely to persist to 

degree completion (De Clercq, Galand, Frenay, 2016; Neuville, Frenay, Noël & Wertz, 2013; 

Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2006; Sauvé, Debeurme, Martel, Wright, & Hanca, 

2007). Unfortunately, national statistics on retention and persistence indicate that universities fail 
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to support the successful transition for two groups of students in particular who are relevant to 

this study: rural students and African American students (National Student Clearinghouse 

Research Center, 2017; Pierson & Hanson, 2015; Stone, 2017). Both groups persist at lower rates 

than their counterparts from urban and suburban environments and of other races and ethnicities 

(National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017). During their first year, rural students 

struggle with several elements of the transition from high school to college such as increased 

class size, increased socioeconomic diversity of classmates, and conflicting commitments to 

home and university life (Guiffrida, 2005; Stone, 2017). Furthermore, African American students 

often encounter challenges in college such as exclusionary and inhospitable environments, 

negative interactions with faculty, and a lack of resources specifically designed to address the 

needs of students of color (Baber, 2012; D’Lima, Winsler, & Kitsantas, 2014; Douglas, 1998; 

Harper & Newman, 2016; Hausmann, Ye, Schofield, & Woods, 2009; Strayhorn, 2012).  

In addition to poor persistence rates, current literature often depicts rural students as 

White students and depicts African American students as urban. In her 2017 dissertation about 

rural students in higher education, Ashley Stone describes the problematic nature of these 

characterizations: 

Failure to acknowledge the importance of people of color in rural spaces can erase their 

narratives from the stories of rural communities. Conversely, it also erases the pivotal 

role that rural communities have played in the histories of people of color. (p. 11)  

Data counter this depiction of rural and African American students. Specifically, 2.6 million 

(26.7 %) of the nearly 9.7 million rural students in the United States are students of color 

(Downey, 2016). Importantly, for this study, Georgia has the nation’s third largest rural school 

population with about 380,000 (22%) of the state’s public student population identified as rural 
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children (Downey, 2018). Additionally, 646,675 Prekindergarten-12 students are African 

American (Georgia Department of Education, 2018). Georgia is located in one of the nation’s 

“Black Belt” regions, a nickname that describes the regions’ predominantly Black, rural, and 

impoverished inhabitants (Downey, 2016). 

For these reasons, rural African American college student retention, persistence, and 

degree completion has implications for individual students, colleges and universities, and for the 

state of Georgia as a whole. Without successfully transitioning into school, students miss 

opportunities to improve critical thinking and communication skills, build social capital, and 

achieve higher earning potential with a college degree. Without successfully retaining students, 

colleges and universities suffer from decreased revenue generated by tuition and fees miss out on 

the benefits of having a diverse student body. Lastly, without a well-educated rural population, 

the state and region will continue to be among the most economically distressed in the country 

and continue to diminish the markets and economies in rural communities.  

Given the importance of the college freshman year as well as the fact that both rural and 

African American students struggle while transitioning in the first year, this study interrogated 

the experiences of rural African American college students through counternarrative inquiry. I 

accomplished this by sharing the stories of several students who counter the master narratives 

that African American students are urban, rural students are White, and rural African American 

students often fail to persist past their first year of college. Instead, the participants of this study 

are African American, rural, and in good academic standing (at least a 2.0 GPA as per the 

university) in their second or third year of college, indicating their successful persistence past the 

first year.  More specifically, the participants of this study are from rural schools and are 

currently attending a state institution in an urban area. Findings from this study could ultimately 



4 
 

 

serve as points of reference or consideration when crafting policies and making decisions to 

achieve equitable, diverse, and inclusive environments on college campuses. 

Statement of Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to explore how race and rurality shape first-year college 

experiences by examining rural African American students' transition as they move in, move 

through, and move out of their first year of college at an urban institution. Because students 

develop identity while in college (Chickering & Reisser, 1993), it is important for researchers 

and educators to recognize students holistically; hence accepting that no single identity exists 

independently of others at any given time (Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 2007; Jones & MeEwen, 

2000). While some identities may present as more salient than others in certain environments and 

contexts, both social and personal identities coexist, overlap, and, sometimes, conflict within 

each individual. For this study, each participant contains both the African American racial 

identity and the rural geographical identity while experiencing their transition into college.  I 

utilized the qualitative method of counternarrative inquiry to give voice to a population that often 

goes unheard as they recount experiences during their first year of college. While this study does 

not aim to resolve the issue of poor retention rates of rural African American students, it does 

interrogate issues surrounding the first-year transition that can lead to findings and 

recommendations for addressing rural African American student retention and persistence rates. 

As previously mentioned, such findings could positively impact individuals, institutions, the state 

of Georgia, and the region.  
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Research Question 

To expand the current literature on rural African American students, this study aims to 

answer the following question: How does rural African American intersectionality shape 

experiences of students as they transition into college in the first year at an urban institution?  

Significance of Study 

 This study aims to provide significant information in four areas. First, studying this 

population challenges the problematic and inaccurate assumption that African Americans are all 

urban and rural individuals are all White. Second, by exploring rural African American students’ 

experiences, this study sheds light on how to improve institutional support and academic 

programming for these students. Third, the stories gathered from students will assist institutions 

in developing ways to support rural African American students during their first-year transition 

into college. Last, the study aims to shed light on how the first-year transition impacts students 

from an individual perspective.  

Highlighting the intersectionality of race and geographic background is important as most 

literature neglects to acknowledge the two identities in varying ways, such as being rural and 

Black or being urban and White. In the literature as well as in common usage, the terms “urban” 

and “African American” are used interchangeably, and rural individuals are often presumed to be 

White. To support this notion, Stone (2017) mentions the literature on rural students widely 

covers “White students who grew up among expansive fields helping to maintain their family 

farms” (p. 11). Additionally, hooks (2009) explains that information is limited about the agrarian 

lives of African Americans compared to the heavy sociological focus of African American lives 

in urban environments. As a result, many people presume that rural communities in the United 

States are monolithically white and people of color are absent from those spaces. Conversely, a 
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similar presumption exists about the lived experiences of African Americans as living only in 

America's urban communities. These assumptions are inaccurate and problematic because they 

elide the importance and erase the narratives of African Americans in rural communities. This 

study aims to challenge this assumption and give voice to a population that is often unheard and 

unacknowledged (a tenet of Critical Race Theory, as is discussed later in this chapter).  

Second, while the state of Georgia has not historically enacted policy to support and 

advance its African American population, it does take strong interest in improving its rural 

communities. For example, the status of rural communities was a significant concern for state 

lawmakers during the 2018 legislative session because of issues such as diminishing healthcare, 

disappearing jobs, and flagging infrastructure (Downey, 2018; Stirgus, 2018). As a result, 

lawmakers allocated over 40 million dollars for creating new or expanding programs aimed at 

assisting the rural Georgia economy (Salzer, 2018; Stirgus, 2018). Additionally, Georgia is 

ranked the seventh lowest in the nation for rural education, and the most pressing issue regarding 

rural student education in the state is the low levels of college readiness (Tagami, 2019). As a 

result, the Georgia Department of Education launched the Partnership for Rural Growth program, 

dedicating an additional 1.6 million dollars to rural Georgia school districts (Frick, 2018). In this 

context, rural students are a priority for Georgia lawmakers as they believe rural students’ 

success in college could be critical for Georgia’s overall economy.  In a 2018 article about 

increasing rural student attendance at Georgia’s top universities, Rick Clark, director of 

undergraduate admissions at Georgia Tech, referred to data that suggests rural students are more 

likely to return to their communities after graduation (Stirgus, 2018). Because parts of Georgia 

lie within the nation’s Black Belt region, characterized by rural, predominantly Black 

communities, improving rural communities state-wide will inevitably benefit African American 
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Georgians. My study aims to shed light on the first-year experiences of a subset of rural students 

because improving rural African American student success ultimately improves the state of 

Georgia as a whole.  

Third, university budgets suffer when institutions fail to retain students from their first to 

second year of college; revenue from tuition and fees is negatively impacted by decreased 

enrollment (DeBerard, Schott, Spielmans, & Julka 2004). Money is a finite resource and drops in 

enrollment can be detrimental to the institution as well as impact the student experience. 

Additionally, course planning is negatively impacted when schools fail to retain their students. 

For example, providing adequate staffing and space to teach classes is based off predictions of 

enrollment for the upcoming academic year. When an institution does not meet its enrollment 

targets, course sections are canceled, teachers are laid off, and campus spaces are not occupied to 

their fullest capacity. As the state of Georgia strategically focuses on increasing rural student 

enrollment, it is equally important for colleges and universities to support students once they 

arrive. For schools interested in improving student retention, this study aims to provide an in-

depth understanding of how rural African American students who persisted past their first year of 

college experienced the transition into school.  

Finally, a successful first-year transition benefits the individual student. As previously 

mentioned, the first year is an important time in students’ college careers, and those who do not 

persist past the first year are far less likely to graduate from college. College graduation is 

particularly important for rural African American students because the percentage of well-paid 

jobs in manufacturing and agriculture continue to decline. When speaking on the increase of 

rural college student enrollment, the director of state relations and policy analysis at American 

Association of State Colleges and Universities stated, “These institutions are the portal to the 
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middle class for rural students” (Stirgus, 2018, p. 1). By successfully persisting past the first year 

of college, rural African American students also improve their critical thinking and 

communication skills, enhance their social capital, and lay the foundation for subsequent 

academic success (Malaski, 2014; Mayhew, Rockenbach, Bowman, Seifert, & Wolniak, 2016; 

2013; Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2006). This study aims to highlight the experiences of 

rural African American students who successfully transitioned through their first year of college 

with hopes that rural African American student persistence will increase as a whole.  

Background and Problem Statement 

Importance of the First-Year Transition  

The first-year transition is a critical time toward the process of college degree attainment. 

It provides a foundation of social, material, and cultural resources that support adapting to the 

academic world (Neuville et al., 2013; Sauvé et al., 2007). Reason, Terenzini, and Domingo 

(2006) suggest the first year is important because of the significant gains in learning that students 

experience early in their college career. Using estimates determined by Pascarella and Terenzini 

(2005), Reason, Terenzini, and Domingo (2006) note that 80 to 95 percent of students’ learning 

gains in English, science, mathematics, and social studies occur during the first two years of 

college. Additionally, 63 to 90 percent of students’ critical thinking gains occur in the first two 

years of college (Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2006). Why is this? During the first year of 

college, students typically take general education classes grounded in cross-disciplinary classes 

within liberal arts and sciences. These classes generally focus on critical thinking and effective 

communication (Martin, 2016). In addition to all of the learning that occurs at the beginning of 

students’ college experience, the first year is important because it lays the foundation for 

subsequent academic success in future years (Tinto, 1999; Hurtado et al., 2007). Students’ 
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academic achievement correlates directly to retention, degree completion, and ultimately the 

revenue the university generates through tuition, fees, and, ultimately, alumni contributions 

(DeBerard, Schott, Spielmans, & Julka 2012). Overall, the educational values and experiences 

gained during the first-year shape students’ potential for success in college (Malaski, 2014). 

The first-year transition marks a significant area of concern in social science inquiry in 

part because failing to transition through the first year of college is problematic for both the 

student and the institution. For example, an unsuccessful first-year transition is problematic for 

students because students who drop out during their first year, or who do not persist from the 

first to second year of college are less likely to ever complete their degree (De Clercq, Galand, & 

Frenay, 2016; Neuville et al., 2013; Sauvé et al., 2007). In fact, in early student departure 

research, Upcraft and Gardner (1989) suggested that the likelihood of students dropping out of 

school decreases by 50% with each passing year of a student’s college experience. Furthermore, 

of the 40% of students who drop out before completing their degree, 75% of those students leave 

within the first two years of college (Tinto, 1987). This is an issue for marginalized groups as 

well as for society because by the year 2020, it is estimated that 65% of all jobs will require 

postsecondary education (Auman-Bauer, 2017). By failing to transition through the first year and 

persist to degree completion, students suffer regarding their potential career opportunities, 

household incomes, and social and cultural capital (College Atlas, 2018). This is particularly 

important for rural African American students who often grow up in economically 

disenfranchised communities with diminishing job prospects. Additionally, an unsuccessful first-

year transition is problematic for institutions because they lose money when enrollments drop 

from the first to second year (Kahn & Nauta, 2001). It is cheaper to provide support services for 

students transitioning into the institution than it is to recruit new students after others drop out 
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during or immediately after their first-year (Kahn & Nauta, 2001). For example, in 2013, four-

year public research institutions lost about $40,000 in revenue on average per full-time 

equivalent (FTE) student, compared to the $1,590 spent on student services per FTE student to 

assist with aspects like transitioning into college (Desrochers & Hurlburt, 2016). Now that 

colleges are working to attract more diverse student populations, it is imperative that they also 

understand the unique needs and resources required for diverse and historically underserved 

populations to successfully transition through the first-year and to persist until graduation. 

Retention of African American and Rural Students 

Some student groups are statistically less likely to succeed in the transition through their 

first year of college than others. National data show that African American students are less 

likely to be retained from their first to second year of college relative to students of other races 

and ethnicities (National Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017). In fall 2015, a study revealed 

that African American students had the lowest first to second-year persistence rate (66.9%) 

compared to their Asian counterparts at 84.2 %, White counterparts at 79.2 %, and Hispanic 

counterparts at 72.5 % (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017). More relevant 

for the context of this study, the 2017 cohort of first-time, full-time, Bachelor's degree-seeking 

African American students attending schools in the University System of Georgia had a lower 

first-year retention rate (79.3 %) than their Hispanic/Latino (82.4 %), White (86.4 %), or Asian 

counterparts (94.1 %) (University System of Georgia, 2018). When considering students’ 

transitional experiences, Tierney (1999) argues that the unsuccessful “initiation” of African 

American college students results from the systematically exclusionary foundation of higher 

education in the United States that creates barriers for African American individuals. As a result, 

African American students still struggle with acculturating to the U.S. college environment. 
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Additionally, the rate for successful transition is very close, but lower, for rural students 

than most other groups. For example, first-time, full-time, Bachelor's degree-seeking students 

who came from rural high schools in the fall of 2013 persisted at a rate of 83 % compared to 

their urban (84 %) and suburban counterparts (88%) (National Student Clearinghouse Research 

Center, 2016). For reasons already mentioned, rural students are one of the underrepresented 

populations that Georgia colleges and universities must work to recruit and retain. Georgia uses 

the National Center for Education Statistics’ definitions of city, town, suburban, and rural to 

categorize its school districts across the state by locale. As such, “rural” is defined both by the 

number of people in the community (fewer than 2,500) and by its proximity to an urbanized area. 

There are 120 school districts and systems in the state of Georgia, and rural students in this study 

will be grouped based on the school district from which they applied to the university 

(Governor’s Office of Student Achievement, 2019). In order to speak to the needs of any 

population, colleges must understand the sub-cultures that exist within their student 

demographics. As with any subgroup, particular educational needs arise that are informed by 

students’ race, class, gender, and sexuality. Rural African American students are an important 

subgroup that deserves more careful consideration. 

While current literature explores various social identities, such as race, socioeconomic 

status, sexual orientation, and gender, in relation to students’ first-year transitions independently, 

few studies investigate the impact of overlapping identities such as race and geographical origin 

on student success. The intersectional experience of coming from a rural community and 

identifying as an African American has yet to be explored in relation to first-year matriculation. 

Factoring in the importance of successfully transitioning into college in the first year along with 

the problems associated with not persisting past the first year of college will enable us to 
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improve the first-year transition and retention of such a vulnerable population. Until we resolve 

the issue of poor retention of rural African American students, institutions will continue to lose 

financial resources as well as the benefit of a diverse student body, and students will continue to 

be at risk of not fully experiencing higher education and ultimately earning a college degree. By 

identifying themes that emerge from the stories of students who successfully transitioned through 

their first year of college, higher education professionals will be better equipped to support this 

unique, yet valuable, student population. While this study does not aim to resolve the issue of 

poor retention of rural African American students, it will interrogate the persistence problem in 

order to present findings and recommendations to institutions and lawmakers to consider when 

attempting to best address the needs of rural African American students. This study aims to 

increase our understanding of how rural African American students experience college transition 

in the first year through counternarrative inquiry. 

Conceptual Framework 

For this study, Transition Theory and Critical Race Theory (CRT) were leveraged to 

inform the research design, data collection, and data analysis for storied first-year experiences of 

rural African American college students Through this study, I expanded the use of Transition 

Theory by applying it to an African American student population from rural areas. By 

intertwining tenets of CRT with the phases of Transition Theory, I explored how rural African 

American students transitioned into, through, and out of their first year of college.  

Transition Theory 

Nancy K. Schlossberg originally presented Transition Theory in 1981. Transition is 

defined as “any event or non-event that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, 

and roles” (Schlossberg, 1995, p. 27). There are three types of transitions described with this 
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theory; anticipated transitions, unanticipated transitions, and nonevents. Adaptation to a 

transition is understood by the movement through various phases, and researchers have claimed 

that “the most essential aspect of a transition is the impact it leaves on the individual’s life” 

(Patton & Davis, 2014, p. 9). In this study, transition theory allowed me to investigate factors 

related to the transition, the individual, and the environment in which the individual is located. 

This theory enables researchers “to determine the degree of impact the transition has on the 

individual at a particular time” (Powers, 2010, p. 78).  

According to Scholssberg (1995), this theory applies to students who are “young or old, 

male or female, minority or majority, urban or rural” (Schlossberg, 1995, p. 13). Aligning with 

the 4 S System of Self (socioeconomic status, ethnicity/culture, resiliency, etc.), situation 

(timing, duration, control/source, etc.), support (institutional, family, friends, etc.), and strategies 

(reframing, self-care, action/inaction), this study explored how rural African American students 

moved in (the period of time prior to enrollment in their first year), moved through (the period of 

enrollment during their first year), and moved out of (the period of time after their first-year) the 

anticipated transition of their first year of college. Transition Theory provided a roadmap to 

explore how students move in, move through, and move out of the first year of college. 

Application of the theory to the study will be explained in Chapters Two and Three.   

Critical Race Theory 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) emerged in the 1970s as a response to the delay and 

regression of advances made following the civil rights movement in the 1960s (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2000). Lawyers, activists, and legal scholars such as Derrick Bell, who sparked the 

movement, Alan Freeman, and Richard Delgado, all of whom served as pioneers of CRT 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). The theory built on critical legal studies, specifically legal 
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intermediacy, and radical feminism, which studied the relationship between power and social 

constructs to challenge notions of race, racism, and power. Additionally, CRT researchers 

attempt to understand and change social situations and positively transform how American 

society functions with regard to race (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1995). 

 While critical race theorists have adopted varying approaches and emphases, many 

generally agree on the following six basic tenets: (1) endemic racism, (2) race as a social 

construction, (3) differential racism, (4) interest convergence/materialistic determinism, (5) 

voices of color, and (6) antiessentialism/intersectionality (Abrams & Moio, 2009). While 

providing an introduction to CRT, Delgado and Stefancic (2017) define and break down these 

tenets. Endemic racism suggests racism is ordinary. It is the usual, common, everyday way that 

society functions and does business. They go on to suggest that race and races are products of 

social relations and thoughts, and that race is not a biological characteristic of a person, but a 

category invented by society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Differential racism suggests the 

dominant society racializes different minority groups at different times in response to shifting 

social needs (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Interest convergence/materialistic determinism 

suggests there is little incentive to eradicate racism because it advances the interests of the 

majority of American society or White people (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Issues of racism are 

not usually addressed without significantly impacting the self-interest of the majority. Delgado 

and Stefancic (2017) also note that a unique voice of color exists which allows people of color to 

communicate to White individuals matters that White people are unlikely to know because of 

their different histories and experiences with oppression. Amplifying voices of color allows 

individuals to recount experiences and apply their unique perspectives to challenge and critique 

master narratives. Lastly, antiessentialism and intersectionality highlight that no person has a 
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single, easily stated, unitary identity. Everyone has potentially conflicting, overlapping identities, 

loyalties, and allegiances (Crenshaw, 1989; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). In particular, four of the 

six tenets (endemic racism, interest convergence/materialistic determinism, voices of color, and 

antiessentialism/intersectionality) guided the collection and analysis of this study. Application of 

CRT will be explained further in Chapters Two and Three.  

In this study, I collected stories about rural African American students’ experiences as 

they transitioned into college in their first year. Transition Theory and CRT were appropriate for 

analyzing study participants’ educational experiences because of their doubly marginalized status 

in being both African American and from rural areas, and to highlight the unique experiences 

and perspectives that they bring to the college/university setting. It is necessary to understand 

how rural African American students experience their first-year transition because the transition 

into college in the first year is so valuable for college students’ ultimate persistence to degree 

completion. 

Rationale for Qualitative Research Approach  

This study is exploratory in nature and aims to improve our in-depth understanding of 

how first-year rural African American students, a historically understudied and underserved 

population, experience their first-year transition into college. This study does not seek to prove a 

predetermined hypothesis or identify factors within the first-year experience that cause rural 

African American students to successfully transition into college. As a result, a qualitative 

approach is most appropriate for this particular study. More specifically, I studied the first-year 

college experiences of rural African American students using counternarrative inquiry. 

Counterstorytelling is a method rooted in Critical Race Theory (CRT), and it has primarily been 

used as a methodology to centralize race and to share the narratives of people of color 
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(Wagaman, Obejero, & Gregory, 2018). Additionally, counternarrative has value as a 

methodology to integrate other aspects of identity through an intersectional lens (Solórzano & 

Yosso, 2002; Wagaman, Obejero, & Gregory, 2018). Counternarrative allows for sharing stories 

from individuals typically on the margins of society, and often these stories challenge master 

narratives that are widely accepted by society. Data collected in this study challenge the master 

narratives that African American students are all urban, that rural students are all white, and that 

rural and African American students struggle to successfully transition into college past the first 

year. By collecting storied experiences through interviews, a focus group, and document 

analysis, this study provides a robust understanding of rural African American students’ 

experiences as they successfully transitioned into college.  

Limitations and Delimitations 

In qualitative research, limitations are constraints, shortcomings, conditions or influences 

out of the researcher’s control (Creswell, 2012). They place restrictions on the methodology and 

conclusions of the research. One limitation of this study is the fact that qualitative research is not 

broadly understood to be generalizable. While data from this study have significant implications, 

I do not suggest that these findings pertain to the experiences of all past, present, and future rural 

African American students who successfully transition into college. Another limitation of this 

study is the small sample size. Because the research site was an urban institution, rural African 

American students were already a minoritized population. Criteria for participation in the study 

included being a first-time bachelor's degree-seeking, second or third-year student. Also, the 

possibility of participants knowing one another and conversing about the study before its 

completion was a limitation. Lastly, I could not control how open or honest the students were 

during the interviews and focus group. The inevitable power dynamic that results from my status 
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as both the researcher and an employee of the university may have influenced what student 

participants chose to share.  

Delimitations are constraints, shortcomings, conditions or influences chosen or set by the 

researcher (Creswell, 2012). Delimitations define the boundaries researchers set for their studies. 

One delimitation of this study was that I recruited participants from an urban institution in the 

southeastern region of the country, specifically in the state of Georgia. The urban institution is in 

a predominantly Black area, and the participants of the study who moved to this urban area are 

from rural communities throughout the state of Georgia. Their hometowns have varying levels of 

rurality. For example, one participant came from a small town on the border of Georgia and 

Florida compared to another participant who came from a rural community 45-minutes northeast 

of Atlanta. As a result, the participants had different perceptions of and relationships with the 

urban environment to which they moved, and their rurality was framed from the lens of living in 

a state in the southern part of the country, Georgia. Another delimitation is that I selected 

participants and collected data at one site because of geographical convenience and my 

professional connections to the institution. An additional delimitation of this study is that the 

participants are first-time, full-time bachelor’s degree-seeking, students in their second or third 

year of college. I collected data from this group because being in the second or third year of 

college denotes the transition of moving in, moving through, and moving out of the first year of 

college, and because the students can reflect on their relatively recent experiences of their entire 

first year of college. 

Conclusion 

This study aims to contribute to research in education by adding to our understanding of 

rural African American students’ first-year experiences. By gathering information about what 
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rural African American students experience during their first year of college, we can improve 

student retention rates. Implications what rural African American students experience during 

their transition into college can also assist policymakers at the K-20 levels in creating, enforcing, 

and sustaining initiatives that ensure adequate preparedness for college and persistence to degree 

completion. 

Also, many college access programs often serve schools with high percentages of 

underrepresented students in rural areas. For example, the College Advising Corps strongly 

encourages exploring and choosing the "best fit" for the students it serves. The expectation then 

becomes that students will be more likely to remain at that institution until degree completion if 

they choose a school after considering factors such as location in relation to home, size of the 

institution, cost of attendance, and demographic makeup of the student body. Even while 

attending a best fit institution, students may encounter situations that could negatively impact 

their possibility of successfully transitioning into college. From this study, college access 

programs will be able to share best practices of academic success and transition offered from the 

participants of the study to share with their rural African American students who plan to enroll in 

college. 

Lastly, universities can utilize the in-depth qualitative data to assist in their efforts to 

retain their growing rural African American student population. The faculty, staff, and 

administrators of such institutions will gain a better understanding of what students experience 

and how to provide support for the unique needs of the students by hearing/reading the storied 

first-year experiences of rural African American students. While qualitative research does not 

intend to render broadly generalizable results, the rich, in-depth data collected from the 

document analysis, interviews, and focus group in this study could provide invaluable 
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conceptualization and understanding of how faculty, staff, administration, and institutions can 

better support and improve rural African American students’ transition into college. 

Organization of Study 

 This chapter serves as an introduction to this study by providing an identification of the 

problem, purpose, and significance of the study. Chapter Two provides an integrative review of 

literature related to several aspects of the research topic such as African American student 

transitions into college, rural student transitions into college, and rural African American 

students in higher education. The literature review also includes an in-depth description and 

synthesis of the conceptual frameworks for this study. Lastly, Chapter Three describes in detail 

the methodology utilized and a detailed description of how I conducted this study. Chapter Four 

provides the unique stories of each participant of the study. Upon completion of the data 

collection and analysis, Chapter Five will discuss the findings from the data collected for this 

study, and Chapter Six will serve as a summary of the study through discussion, implications, 

and recommendations for continued research.  

 Definitions of Terms 

1. African American/Black: Throughout this study, the terms African American and Black 

are used interchangeably. The Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) 

defines African American as, “A person having origins in any of the black racial groups 

of Africa.” For this study, I researched African American students from rural areas of 

Georgia specifically. 

2. Intersectionality: Intersectionality is the holistic make up of an individual. No person has 

a single, easily stated, unitary identity; acknowledging individuals do not contain a 

single, easily state, unitary identity but have multiple dimensions of identity such as the 
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social identities (i.e. race, gender, and social class) and the personal identities, loyalties, 

and allegiances that coexist, overlap, and sometimes conflict within one person (Abes, 

Jones, & McEwen, 2007; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). 

3. Rural: The NCES locale framework is composed of four basic types (City, Suburban, 

Town, and Rural) that each contains three subtypes. It relies on standard urban and rural 

definitions developed by the U.S. Census Bureau, and each type of locale is either urban 

or rural in its entirety. The U.S. Census Bureau (2010) does not specifically define 

“rural.” However, it does define urbanized areas (UAs) as areas of 50,000 or more people 

and urban clusters (UCs) as groups of 2,500-50,000 people. All populations, housing, and 

territory not included within the “urban” definitions are considered “rural” (Census 

Bureau). For this study, rural communities will be defined by communities containing 

less than 2,500 residents, not adjacent to a metro area (National Center for Educational 

Statistics, 2013). The three subtypes of rural are below and used by the state of Georgia 

when categorizing school districts: 

o Rural – Fringe: Census-defined rural territory that is less than or equal to 5miles 

from an Urbanized Area, as well as rural territory that is less than or equal to 2.5 

miles from an Urban Cluster. 

o Rural – Distant: Census-defined rural territory that is more than 5 miles but less 

than or equal to 25 miles from an Urbanized Area, as well as rural territory that is 

more than 2.5 miles but less than or equal to 10 miles from an Urban Cluster. 

o Rural – Remote: Census-defined rural territory that is more than 25 miles from an 

Urbanized Area and also more than 10 miles from an Urban Cluster. 
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4.  Successful transition: Participants of this study have successfully transitioned into 

college through the first year. A successful transition is marked by being in any year after 

the first year, completing at least 30 credit hours, and being in good academic standing 

with the university (at least a 2.0 GPA). 

5. Transition: Schlossberg (1995) defines a transition as, “any event, or non-event that 

results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” (p. 27). 

6. Urban institution: “For the purpose of this study, a simple definition of the urban 

university will be on the basis of the clientele it serves. The specific criteria will include: 

(1) it enrolls 20 % or more of its students on a part-time basis; (2) it is located in a city 

with a population of 250,000 or more; (3) it has graduate and professional schools; and 

(4) it grants the Ph.D. degree” (Spicer, 1976, pp. 3-4). 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The integrative review of literature presented in this chapter provides background and 

insight about the first-year experiences of rural African American students. To frame the 

problem and justify the importance of investigating this topic, I conducted a thorough search of 

the literature surrounding the various aspects of this topic such as first-year experiences and rural 

African American students. This chapter begins with broader aspects of a review of research 

regarding the general first-year experiences of college students. Next, it examines African 

American students’ transition into college in the first year and rural students’ background and 

transition into college in the first year as well as literature about African American students from 

rural areas. Finally, I discuss counternarrative inquiry, the conceptual framework I used to 

explore the experiences of rural African American students’ first year of college.  

Understanding First-Year Transition 

The topic of first-year transitions is not new but it is “an ever-evolving field in which the 

changing role of universities and the growing diversity of students requires universities to take 

cognizance of their entry practices” (Palmer, O’Kane, & Owens, 2009, p. 38). Existing literature 

for first-year students specifically describes the role of socioeconomic status (Arulampalam, 

Naylor, & Smith, 2004), classroom attendance (Dollinger, Matyja, & Huber, 2008), study skills 

(Fenollar, Román, & Cuestas, 2007), self-regulated learning (Minnaert, 1999), self-efficacy 

beliefs (Phan, 2009), and social support (Fass & Tubman, 2002) and their impacts on student 

success (De Clercq, Galand,& Frenay, 2016). Additionally, from previous research, we know 

that the first year of college is not always easy for students. As De Clecq, Galand, and Frenay 

(2016) put it, “The freshman year is a challenging transition accompanied by major changes in 

students’ educational environment such as unfamiliar academic tasks, new social networks, and 
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heightened academic competition” (p. 2). Despite the challenges faced during the first year of 

college, those initial months of college are integral to the adaptation of the academic world (De 

Clercq, Galand, &Frenay, 2016; Neuville et al., 2013; Sauvé et al., 2007). Based on a thorough 

review of the literature on first-year transitions, the next section discusses pre-college readiness, 

common themes and findings in the literature about first-year transitions, and gaps in the 

research about first-year transitions. 

Preparing for the First Year 

In a 2016 study, Harper and Newman found that students who were academically 

underprepared tended to experience turbulence during their transition into college. As such, it is 

necessary to understand how to prepare students for college best before beginning their 

postsecondary career. College readiness has many definitions and has been described in relation 

to a range of outcomes (Tierney, 2015). For example, Mijares and Region (2007) emphasizes 

degree attainment when defining college readiness by stating, “students are college-ready when 

they have the knowledge, skills, and behaviors to complete a college course of study 

specifically” (p. 1). More generally, Maruyama (2012) did not specify any particular outcomes 

when defining college readiness as “an accumulation of knowledge and experiences that prepare 

students for college” (p. 253). Oakleaf and Owen (2010) developed a checklist for students 

transitioning from high school to college. The checklist includes skills students should have 

leaving high school and entering into college such as, “conducting effective searches, evaluating 

information for its authority, ‘regrouping’ when search attempts fail, synthesizing information, 

and avoiding plagiarism, along with others that spell readiness for collegiate work” (Donham & 

Rehmke, 2016, p. 13). In their research, Donham and Rehmke (2016) make several suggestions 

that would help teachers improve students’ college readiness. For example, high school teachers 
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should shift their assignments to better prepare students for college rigor by requiring students to 

report rather than just research. Tierney (2015) summarizes the components of college readiness 

into three broad categories: cognitive academic factors (content knowledge and cognitive skills), 

non-cognitive academic factors (mindsets and behaviors), and campus integration factors 

(college knowledge and relationship to self and others). It is important to gain a better 

understanding of rural African American students’ experiences as they move into their first year 

of college so that we can better supporting these students as they move through and out of their 

first year of college.  

College in the First Year  

Within the literature on first-year college experiences, several common themes/findings 

emerged as important to the successful transition, including: a sense of belonging, student 

expectations of the university versus reality, self-efficacy, student-faculty interactions, and 

support/relationships. 

Sense of belonging. Morrow and Ackermann (2012) suggest, “While approximately 35% 

of students depart a university because of academic reasons, the other 65% leave a university 

voluntarily for non-academic reason,” and, “the sense that members of a community feel that 

they belong and that they matter to one another” is imperative to student persistence (pp. 483-

484). Developing a strong sense of belonging to the university community is a common concern 

of first-year students and is key to their persistence beyond the first year of college because 

social integration has been shown to be integral to students’ decision to continue from the first 

year to the second year of college (Palmer, O’Kane, & Owens, 2009; Tinto, 1987; Thomas, 

2012). However, as students transition into college during their first year, many feel they do not 

belong (Palmer, O’Kane, & Owens, 2009). Palmer, O'Kane, & Owens (2009) note that the “lack 
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of belonging or placelessness” which leads students to feel they occupy an “in-between-ness’—a 

betwixt space” is often created by “the transition between one place (home) and another 

(university)” (pp. 37-38). This sense of in-between-ness leads many first-year students to feel 

they “don't belong” throughout their first year of college (Palmer, O'Kane, & Owens, 2009). 

Thomas (2012) simply and poignantly notes the role that a sense of belonging can play in student 

persistence: “the heart of successful retention and success is a strong sense of belonging in HE 

(higher education) for all students” (p. 6). 

Strayhorn (2006; 2008a; 2012) has studied college students’ sense of belonging as it 

pertains to marginalized identity groups defined by gender, race, class, sexual orientation, and 

being the first in a family to attend college. According to Strayhorn, the core elements of a sense 

of belonging are: it is a basic human need; it is a fundamental motive; it is a sufficient drive for 

human behavior. Also, one's sense of belonging takes on heightened importance in certain 

contexts, at certain times, and among certain populations; it is related to and seemingly a 

consequence of mattering in particular spaces. Intersecting identities, such as being both African 

American and from a rural area, affect college students’ sense of belonging and academic 

outcomes. Ultimately, individuals’ sense of belonging shifts as conditions, circumstances, and 

contexts change and must be satisfied continually (Strayhorn, 2012). Unfortunately, when 

students do not experience feelings of involvement on campus, achievement, and general 

happiness, negative outcomes such as depression and dropping out of school may occur. 

Strayhorn's concept of Sense of Belonging has implications for college student persistence and 

attrition, particularly for students from underrepresented and marginalized populations 

(Strayhorn, 2006; 2008a; 2012). Because the participants in my study identify as members of 

marginalized and underrepresented groups, it will be interesting to note whether feelings of 
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belonging at their institution emerge from stories of their experiences transitioning across the 

first year of college. 

Students’ expectations of the university versus reality. The literature draws attention 

to the incongruence between students’ expectations of the college or university they attend and 

the reality of their experience once they arrive. Expectations about student demographics, 

student-to-instructor ratio, and campus climate can be generated through campus websites, on-

campus visits, or marketing materials and help students to develop their impression and 

expectations of how the institutions will be. Additionally, students often come to school 

underestimating the academic rigor of college. The mismatch between expectations and reality 

negatively influence students’ commitment and engagement at the university (Brooman & 

Darwent, 2014). At times, there is also a mismatch between student expectations of the 

university and the university’s definition of the students’ role (Palmer, O’Kane, Owens, 2009; 

Skyrme, 2007). 

Self-efficacy. Some research draws attention to the role of self-efficacy in academic 

success and retention (Brooman & Darwent, 2014; Devonport & Lane, 2006; Multon, Brown, & 

Lent, 1991). Bandura (1997) defines self-efficacy as “beliefs in one’s capabilities to organize and 

execute the courses of action required to produce given attainments” (p. 3). Self-efficacy is 

important to outcomes because “those who have greater confidence in themselves tend to initiate 

more things, apply additional effort, persevere in the face of difficulty and try to master the task 

at hand” (Brooman & Darwent, 2014, p. 1524). Self-efficacy is also an important factor when 

considering the obstacles and challenges faced while transitioning into college. What we do not 

know enough about is how rural African American students experience transitioning through 
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their first year of college and how and whether their self-efficacy and confidence relate to that 

experience. 

Student-faculty relationships. Significant to developing self-efficacy and the successful 

transition through the first year are the experiences students have with the faculty of their 

institutions. Relationships with faculty can have both positive and negative impacts on their 

experiences. Student/faculty relationships influence student achievement and a successful 

transition (Strayhorn, 2008b; Turner, 2016). In their 2014 study, Brooman and Darwent 

concluded that students reported higher self-efficacy, autonomous learning beliefs, and study 

habits when they believed they had more significant support from faculty and staff on campus. 

Additionally, the participants who believed they had greater faculty and staff support also 

reported higher academic efficacy and a greater sense of belonging (Brooman & Darwent, 2014). 

In the 2012 study, Thomas surveyed 22 institutions throughout three years and “found that the 

early development of the academic relationship between staff and students promotes engagement 

and success in higher education” (p.8). In all, the relationships students build with faculty and 

staff during their first year of college are crucial to their successful transition. 

Support/relationships. Another common concern for many first-year students is 

integrating their support systems (Palmer, O’Kane, & Owens, 2009). While there is literature 

suggesting the necessity of separating themselves from those back home, Brooman and Darwent 

(2014) state, “There is evidence that may contradict Tinto’s suggestion that pre-existing personal 

relationships need to be partially severed in order to thrive at university” (p. 1538). Building new 

friendships is an example of developing a sense of belonging, but severing ties with old friends 

might cause students to become distracted by feelings of “friendsickness” (Ishler & Schreiber, 

2002; Palmer, O'Kane & Owens, 2009). While research suggests maintaining relationships back 
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home is essential in the first year, the balance of developing new friendships while maintaining 

relationships with old friends and family can be a challenge for students in transition (Wilson, 

Greenacre, Pignata, & Winefield, 2016). 

In addition to building and maintaining relationships at school and home, using symbolic 

objects used to provide continuities between home and school for first-year students transitioning 

into college is important (Palmer, O'Kane, & Owens, 2009). For example, a student may bring a 

blanket or a stuffed animal as a symbolic object to symbolize the home environment. These 

objects can serve as transitional objects. We describe such objects as items that provide a 

temporary source of support allowing for intellectual and emotional development (Palmer, 

O’Kane, & Owens, 2009; Winicott, 1953). 

African American Students 

African American students are a growing population in higher education. For at least the 

last decade, scholars have projected African American students would be the most promising 

population segment for college admission growth, with existing literature speaking to the first-

year transition of this population (Brown, 2011; Pool, 2012). Researchers over the years have 

studied a range of topics and used various methodological approaches, considering African 

American students’ first-year transition from both deficit and anti-deficit approaches. For 

example, in his 2010 study introducing an anti-deficit achievement framework, Harper suggests 

previous empirical studies on minority achievement focus on students’ failures and deficits. As a 

result, educators cannot narrow racial achievement gaps without highlighting the achievements 

of those African American students who are academically successful (Harper, 2016). In a 2008 

study, Rodgers and Summers explored the role of racial identity in the college matriculation 

process. In this study, they used Cross’s (1991) model of Black identity development to show the 
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process of creating a bicultural identity in order to navigate and persist to the next year of school. 

Rodgers’ and Summers’s study explored the cultural experiences of African American students 

in relation to the culture of predominately White institutions. Their study identified factors that 

contribute to favorable first-year college experiences and inform African American student 

persistence (Rodgers & Summers, 2008). In general, research about African American students’ 

first-year transition shows that a successful first-year transition is entirely possible. According to 

Kniess, Havice, and Cawthon (2013), “the existing literature lacks studies describing how 

African American students experience the collegiate environment” (p. 145). The purpose of my 

study is to explore how the intersection of race and rurality shape first-year college experiences 

by examining rural African American students' transition as they move in, move through, and 

move out of their first year of college at an urban institution. As Baber (2012) explains, “As first-

year experiences have demonstrated a strong connection to persistence and degree attainment, it 

is critical to examine issues related to transitional experiences of African American students” (p. 

86). 

History of African American Students in Higher Education 

Education has always been valued in the African American community as a tool that can 

improve individual circumstances, but access to formal education was legally suppressed for 

many years throughout U.S. history as part of structural inequities that still continue to enslave 

and oppress African Americans. Despite the danger that came along with educating African 

Americans, some higher education institutions began opening their doors to African American 

students as early as the 1820s (Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009; Institute for Higher Education 

Policy, 2010). For example, Dartmouth College began providing access to African American 

students in 1824 as did Oberlin College in 1833. By the conclusion of the Civil War, twenty-
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eight African Americans had earned college degrees, a paltry number that did not make a 

significant impact on the betterment of the community as a whole (Bowles & DeCosta, 1971; 

Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009; Roebuck & Murty, 1993). After the abolition of slavery 

through the Thirteenth Amendment, Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 

emerged to offer educational opportunities for African Americans who were not allowed to 

attend predominantly White institutions (PWIs) (Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009; Institute for 

Higher Education Policy, 2010). It was not until 1954 that the US Supreme Court declared racial 

segregation in education as unconstitutional through the Brown v. Board of Education decision, 

and several years passed before schools began making legitimate efforts to accept and welcome 

African American students onto their campuses. Unfortunately, the first African American 

students to attend PWIs were often met with extreme violence and opposition when first stepping 

foot on campus (Institute for Higher Education Policy, 2010). Over the years, the United States 

enacted policies to increase access and improve equity in higher education, but policymaking has 

not consistently led to sustainable progress in closing the opportunity and attendance gaps that 

still exist (Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). As a result, participation in 

higher education by African American students has been subject to periods of growth and 

decline, and schools in the U.S. continue to struggle with complex issues related to African 

American student enrollment (Allen, 1992; Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009; Holmes, Ebbers, 

Robinson, & Mugenda, 2000). 

When considering students’ transitional experiences, Tierney (1999) speaks of African 

American students’ “initiation” into the college environment as often unsuccessful. He argues 

that their unsuccessful initiation results from the foundation of higher education in the United 

States, which is not designed to support African American individuals. As a result, struggles with 
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acculturating into the college environment still exist for African American students today, even if 

they are attending a school that now has a significant African American student population like 

the one in my study. As explained in Chapter Three, while African American students comprise 

42% of overall student enrollment at the university in this study, the institution was founded as a 

night school for White commuter students in 1913. After several lawsuits were filed by African 

Americans to whom the school denied admission for unjust reasons directly and indirectly 

related to race, the university admitted its first African American student in 1962, nearly 50 years 

after the school's founding date (Babiarz, 2009). While the foundation of the institution was not 

created to educate African American students, over the last 15 years, the institution has made 

more efforts to close achievement gaps.  

Challenges 

Overwhelmingly, the literature about African American student transition and persistence 

deploys a deficit approach and defines students by their weaknesses rather than their strengths. 

As a result, a great deal of scholarship provides information as to why African American 

students do not successfully transition into college. In general, the literature suggests a plethora 

of barriers to African American college students’ transition. There are issues of cultural barriers, 

financial need, stereotyping, and difficulty building relationships with faculty that negatively 

affect the transition into college for African American students. For example, African American 

students experience isolation and identity issues because of the lack of support and resources on 

campus (D’Lima, Winsler, & Kitsantas, 2014; Douglas, 1998; Baber, 2012; Harper & Newman, 

2016; Hausmann, Ye, Schofield, & Woods, 2009). African American students report feeling 

uncomfortable and disconnected from faculty and students of other races and ethnicities, 

experiencing unwelcoming environments, and negative interactions on campus (Baber, 
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2012). Given these factors, it is likely that poor retention rates result to some extent from the 

unique challenges that African American students experience while transitioning to college.  

Cultural challenges. African American college students often face challenges related to 

their culture and race/ethnicity when transitioning into college. For example, Harper and 

Newman (2016) found that African American men struggled with dissimilarities between the 

racial composition of their high school versus their college campuses during their transition. 

Additionally, D’Lima, Winsler, and Kitsantas (2014) discuss how centrality of students’ race 

influences and correlates academic self-efficacy for African American students. In their study, 

students who performed well academically struggled socially because their African American 

peers viewed them as not “being Black” enough. They experienced isolation and identity issues 

because of the lack of peer support that comes with performing well academically. As a result, 

some academically gifted African American students find themselves assimilating their racial 

and cultural identity with cognitive ability, and with this comes cultural stigma (Rogers & 

Summers, 2008). As explained above, Tierney (1999) points out how ongoing structural 

inequities contribute to unsuccessful “initiation” of African American students into the college 

environment. As a result, the struggles of acculturating into the college environment still exist for 

African American students today. According to Johnson-Ahorlu (2013), the primary issues that 

arise in African American students’ transition are being stereotyped by others within their 

institutions and not having positive, substantial relationships with White faculty at their 

respective institutions. 

Academic challenges. According to D’Lima, Winsler, and Kitsantas (2014), African 

American students face academic challenges such as adjusting to new expectations, developing 

time management skills, and feeling academically underprepared when transitioning in their first 



33 
 

 

year. Similarly, after interviewing first-year African American male students, Harper and 

Newman (2016) concluded that those who experienced turbulence during their transition also felt 

academically underprepared. Additionally, they felt the effort put forth in their courses was 

incongruous with grades earned. According to Brown (2011), a gap exists between how strongly 

African American students embrace the cultural value of higher education attainment and the 

reality of poor graduation rates (Brown, 2011). In other words, African American students seem 

to place value on going to college and persisting to degree completion, but they do not often 

reach degree completion. With this in mind, it is important to understand what is causing that 

gap.  

Anti-deficit Approach 

 Harper and Newman (2016) focus on the first-year experiences of African American 

men in education from an anti-deficit approach. The two argue, “Too little emphasis has been 

placed on [African American students’] academic experiences and outcomes” (Harper & 

Newman, 2016, p. 3). Students who experienced a smooth transition were well prepared for 

college rigor, had experiences in similar educational settings, participated in summer bridge and 

other college transition programs, and were involved in student organizations. Additionally, 

D’Lima, Winsler, and Kitsantas (2014) found African American students had higher levels of 

self-efficacy than their Asian American peers, and at the beginning of their first year, African 

American students had higher levels of extrinsic motivation than their White counterparts.  

African American Students at Predominantly White Institutions 

Significant literature addresses African American students attending predominantly 

White institutions (PWIs). When on predominately White campuses, African American students 

often experience challenges related to race and relationships. As previously mentioned, the 
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participants of this study attend a university with a substantial African American population, but 

the university must continue to seek ways to close the achievement gap between its White and 

African American students considering the university devoted its first 50 years to the mission of 

supporting White commuter students. 

Race. One study of African American students’ first-year experiences at a PWI found 

that the participants were highly aware of their race while on campus (Douglas, 1998). Their 

heightened level of race consciousness was due to the lack of resources/services specifically for 

African Americans (e.g., hair salons) and to the negative/uncomfortable experiences students 

encountered with White classmates and residents (Douglas, 1998). As a result of the negative 

interactions, many African American students develop perceptions that the PWI environment is 

racially hostile (Baber, 2012). When examining issues related to the transitional experiences of 

African American students at PWIs, Baber (2012) established several themes in the data related 

to race such as establishing racial identity, reconsidering identity through a heterogeneous 

community experience, and uncovering the complexity of identity. Lastly, African American 

students reported being negatively stereotyped because of their race while on predominantly 

White campuses. Hausmann, Ye, Schofield, and Woods (2009) found that African American 

students internalize negative historical stereotypes about their academic abilities, and more often 

than their White counterparts face doubts about whether they belong or will succeed in 

academically rigorous college environments. The study found that if institutions work to dispel 

negative stereotypes and increase opportunities for positive interactions with students of diverse 

racial and ethnic backgrounds, African American students are more likely to feel an increased 

level of sense of belonging on campus (Hausmann, Ye, Schofield, & Woods, 2009). 
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Relationships. One common issue African American students face on predominantly 

White campuses is establishing relationships (Baber, 2012). When they do not have strong 

relationships on campus, students can feel isolated and alienated, and these feelings of isolation 

and alienation lead to a reluctance to commit and connect with the institutions (Baber, 2012). 

D’Lima, Winsler, and Kitsantas (2014) point out that not only do African American students at 

PWIs feel isolated by their White counterparts, but those who perform well academically 

experience isolation and lack of peer support and identity issues from their fellow African 

American classmates as well. Another study confirms that African American students report 

heightened levels of alienation on predominantly White campuses, and this negatively relates to 

their sense of belonging (Hausmann, Ye, Schofield, & Woods, 2009). A sense of belonging is 

vital because it is related to other positive educational outcomes such as GPA, satisfaction, 

commitment, and persistence (Hausmann, Ye, Schofield, & Woods, 2009). 

To conclude, current literature often focuses on why African American students do not 

successfully transition into college. Additionally, “the existing literature lacks studies describing 

how African American students experience the collegiate environment” (Kniess, Havice, & 

Cawthon, 2014, p. 145). Lastly, while there is a considerable amount of research regarding 

African American college students in general and African American students specifically from 

urban environments, little is known about African American students from rural environments. 

This study will consider the rural setting from which the participants come as well as their self-

identification of being African American. This study’s primary aim is to extend the body of 

knowledge for this understudied population by exploring rural African American college 

students and their experiences as they transition in their first year of college.  
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Rural Students 

The focus on rural students in the literature has been increasing in recent years (Griffin, 

Hutchins, & Meece, 2011; Means et al., 2016; Stone, 2017). Throughout this section, I review 

scholarship on the pre-college experiences and transition experiences of students from rural 

schools. It is important to highlight these experiences because many rural youths continue their 

education past high school (Howley, Johnson, Passa, & Uekawa, 2014; Snyder & Dillow, 2010). 

In an interview with Auman-Bauer (2017), associate professor of education theory and policy 

Soo-young Byun stated: 

Almost 10 million students in America go to public schools in rural areas, but rural 

students are vastly underrepresented in education research. Few studies have examined 

the college trajectories of rural youth at a time when the country has witnessed a 

heightened emphasis on increasing college graduation rates. (Auman-Bauer, 2017) 

Pre-College Experiences 

Rural students experience a host of issues and barriers to academic success even before 

attending college. One barrier is that many rural youths come from impoverished areas. Farmer, 

Dadisman, Latendresse, Thompson, & Zhang (2006) suggest that youth attending low-income 

rural schools are four times less likely to meet adequate yearly progress compared to other rural 

youth not in low-income schools. Additionally, the high school dropout rate for impoverished 

rural youth is more than twice the national average (Provasnik et al., 2007). If students are not 

finishing high school, they cannot start or successfully transition into any college. Understanding 

such pre-college experiences aligns with the time period of “moving in” to the first year of 

college transition. 
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Academic aspirations of rural youth can be attributed to several factors. For example, the 

jobs that have historically been obtained by those in rural communities such as labor, mining, 

and agriculture require little or no postsecondary education (Crockett, Shanahan, & Jackson-

Newsom, 2000; Farmer et al., 2006). In rural areas, students’ postsecondary opportunities are 

limited by declining and extinct job markets, geographic isolation, and insufficient institutional 

support (Irvin, Byun, Meece, Farmer, & Hutchins, 2012). Rural students often live in areas that 

are remote from higher education institutions. Additionally, many rural individuals are first-

generation students whose parents and other family members did not attend college (Beasley & 

Holly, 2013).  

Geographic and cultural isolation coupled with financial constraints also makes it 

difficult for rural students to leave home to attend college (Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012). Many 

rural students decide to remain home with family and community rather than venture into new 

social and cultural networks (Beasley & Holly, 2013; Manley, 2018; Stone, 2017). These issues 

affect students’ ability and desire to pursue and complete levels of postsecondary education. The 

long-standing factors of low academic aspirations and low socioeconomic status construct a 

symbiotic relationship that undergirds the cyclical impoverishment of individuals in rural 

communities. (Haller & Virkler, 1993; Hansen & McIntire, 1989; Rojewski, 1999). Diallo 

(2017) suggests that rural students are: 

less likely to go to college than those in urban and suburban districts, according to the 

National Student Clearinghouse. Meanwhile, the wage gap between college-educated 

adults and those with only high school degrees has steadily increased over the last four 

decades. (p. 1)  
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Another factor that affects academic aspiration is geographic isolation that comes with living in a 

rural area. Extended travel distances to schools and lack of public transportation affect the 

academic aspirations of rural African American youth (Farmer, 2006; Mahoney, Larson, Eccles, 

& Lord, 2005). Attending school, at any level, becomes a difficult task if there are long distances 

and minimal modes of transportation to get to and from campus. 

Insufficient institutional support also affects high school achievement and academic 

aspirations for this population. Many students graduating from rural high schools suffer from a 

lack of resources and qualified teachers to provide Advanced Placement or college preparatory 

classes (Diallo, 2017). For example, Planty, Provasnik, and Daniel (2007) speak to rural youth 

having less access to advanced high school courses. According to Lee and Ready (2009), 

completing advanced coursework better predicts college enrollment for high school students than 

their family and academic background. As a result, without completing much or any advanced 

coursework before attending college, rural youth are coming to college academically 

underprepared. Not only are these students less likely to have access to advanced courses in high 

school, but they also have less access to school counselors and postsecondary preparation 

activities (Griffin, Hutchins, & Meece, 2011). This leaves students unaware of college options 

after graduating from high school. Literature suggests that rural students are at increased risk of 

risk of having educational problems, lower educational aspirations, and being less likely to 

graduate from college than their urban counterparts (Irvin et al., 2011). Also, if students are not 

earning college degrees, it is likely that the cycle of living in poverty and failing to meet the 

demand for national labor markets will continue. 
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College Experiences 

There is limited research on rural college students, and there is even less literature on 

rural college students and their experiences transitioning into college (Burke, Davis, & Stephan, 

2016). Students’ geographical context is often neglected in research despite discrepancies in 

higher education enrollment and attainment of rural students compared to their urban and 

suburban counterparts (Burke, Davis, Stephan, 2016; Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012; Turley, 

2009). Of the literature that exists, there is a particular focus on barriers and contributors to rural 

student success. 

For rural populations, pursuing a college education is extremely important; a high school 

diploma no longer ensures access to financial or social security (Pool, 2012). Increased 

opportunities, household incomes, and social and cultural possibilities result from college degree 

attainment. For example, the 2018 labor market demands candidates that are increasingly more 

competitive in skill set, analytical ability, cultural and social awareness, and intellectual 

preparedness (Rainie & Anderson, 2017). Rural students benefit individually from higher 

education by acquiring critical thinking skills, an increased social network, and higher earning 

potential. The U.S. economy also benefits from increased rural student attendance in higher 

education because there will be more potential employees that will enhance workforce 

productivity, flexibility, and ability to change. Society as a whole will also benefit from 

decreased unemployment, poverty, reliance on government assistance programs, and crime rates, 

as these social circumstances are characteristic of chronically impoverished areas (Paulsen 

&Toutkoushian, 2006). 

As previously mentioned, a sense of belonging is vital as students transition into college. 

It is especially important to consider the sense of belonging when considering rural students’ 
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successful transition into college. Guiffrida (2005) found many rural students who attended and 

dropped out of large institutions felt lost and out of place. In contrast, Parson (1992) referred to 

students who do successfully transitioned as “joiners.” In addition to a host of other opportunities 

offered on college campuses, these students played intramural sports, joined clubs, and joined 

Greek organizations. They also maintained strong relationships back home by balancing being 

on campus and visiting friends and family from their communities (Parson, 1992). This balance 

allows for students to maintain the support from at-home relationships while integrating socially 

and academically into the campus environment. 

In addition to contributors, there are barriers to rural college students’ persistence. 

Literature suggests that rural students do not transition in the first year as well as other students 

because they experience unique challenges during the first year. For example, Guiffrida (2005) 

identified several barriers to rural student success specifically at large institutions. Increased 

classroom size, difficulties transitioning from racially homogenous environments, exposure to 

different types of co-curricular activities than those offered in smaller rural schools, increased 

curricular offerings, and amplified interactions with students from various socioeconomic 

backgrounds are examples of such challenges. The examples mentioned might be barriers 

because the students may have seen less variability in their social and academic environments as 

they were growing up. Lastly, the study suggested that rural students often neglect to seek 

assistance from campus resources when experiencing difficulties in college (Guiffrida, 2005). 

Rural students must also navigate internal and external tensions resulting from the cultural 

differences between their respective college campus and their home community. Such tensions 

often lead to the marginalization of the rural college students both on campus and back home 
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(Stone, 2017). These challenges are likely magnified for rural students transitioning into colleges 

in suburban and urban settings. 

Some literature also compares rural students to their urban and suburban counterparts 

(Byun, Irvin, & Meece, 2015; Pierson & Hanson, 2015;). In their 2016 study, Burke, Davis, and 

Stephan state, “Nationally, college enrollment rates are lower for students from rural areas (27 

%) than for students from cities (37 %), suburbs (37 %), and towns (32 %)” (p. 1). Similarly, 

many other studies support the notion that traditionally, students from rural schools have lower 

college enrollment and persistence rates than students from urban and suburban schools 

(Beaulieu, Israel, & Wimberly, 2003; Blackwell & McLaughlin, 1999; Gibbs, 2004; Howley, 

Johnson, Passa, & Uekawa, 2014; Provasnik et al., 2007). One study found that rural students are 

less likely to attend selective institutions, to go to college immediately after high school, and to 

persist through to completion than their urban and suburban counterparts (Pierson & Hanson, 

2015). Despite these differences in college attendance and persistence between students from 

rural and nonrural schools, Howley, Johnson, Passa, and Uekawa (2014) noted that college 

enrollment rates for rural students are rising at a quicker pace than their urban and suburban 

counterparts. The four-year college enrollment rate rose from 35% to 42% between 2003 and 

2007 for rural students, from 32.5% to 36.1% for urban students, and from 40.3% to 41.2 % for 

suburban students, thus making the experiences of this subgroup particularly ripe for 

investigation. 

Rural African American Students 

Rural African American students who are positioned at the intersection of multiple 

marginalized identity categories are significantly more likely to face social and cultural 

challenges in their first year of matriculation. However, scant literature examines the impact of 
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race-identity and rural-identity intersectionality for African American students. Existing studies 

of this subgroup rarely investigate their experiences in college or of successfully transitioning 

into college through the first year. Additionally, no studies of this subgroup have been published 

in recent years, and findings should be re-assessed and re-validated. For example, studies from 

the 1990s identified difficulties experienced by African American rural students transitioning 

into college from homogeneous home environments (McIntire, Marion, & Quaglia, 1990; 

Pearson & Sutton, 1999). A study of rural African American students at University of 

California–Berkeley concluded that rural students who did not persist felt overwhelmed by 

unfamiliar racial, ethnic, and cultural norms. The students were unable to develop a sense of 

belonging and integration, and reported discomfort when interacting with faculty and students 

who did not share their racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds (Parsons, 1992). More recent 

studies conducted between 2004 and 2005 indicate that students from underrepresented minority 

groups from rural areas were more likely to persist when they were able to balance their college 

responsibilities and home responsibilities. Balancing their social networks enabled rural students 

to maintain the support and connections from familiar home networks while simultaneously 

integrating socially and academically on campus (Guiffrida, 2004; 2005).  

Findings regarding the rural African American experience on the collegiate level are 

sparse. However, researchers have investigated rural African American students’ experiences in 

middle and high school, and provided invaluable insight into the needs of this population. For 

example, in their 2013 study, Jones, Bennett, Brown, & Barlow explored the social achievement 

goals of rural African American middle school students. They found that students in this 

population are often constrained by the peer relationships that work to mitigate high academic 

achievement goals and ultimately the desire to acquire higher education (Jones et al., 2013b). 
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Additionally, Irvin (2010) documented the relationship between achievement and church 

involvement for rural African American students. One of the most recent inquiries indicated that 

rural African American students’ academic aspirations are shaped, and at times limited, by the 

perceived lack of access to college and the cultural confines of their social context (Means et al., 

2016).  

While current literature speaks to first-year experiences of rural students and of African 

American students, no studies that I know of explore how being African American and from a 

rural community shapes the transition into college. Additionally, few studies explore more than 

one factor or use an intersectional approach to consider students’ transition into college. This 

study aims to fill that gap by exploring students’ first year while investigating the impact of their 

race and rural geographical background on their experiences.  

Access and Success Programming  

In addition to adequate college preparation, underrepresented populations such as rural 

African American students need increased access to higher education and transitional 

programming at their respective institutions. College access programs like the National College 

Advising Corps, Gaining Early Awareness and Readiness for Undergraduate Programs (GEAR 

UP), and Upward Bound enhance access to postsecondary education for underrepresented 

student populations. Such programs ensure students receive increased awareness and 

opportunities to attend college (Auman-Bauer, 2017; Hurtado, Inkelas, Briggs, & Rhee, 1997). In 

general, research suggests students who participated in these programs achieve academically at 

higher rates than similar students who are not involved in the programs (Walpole et al., 2008). 

For example, a 2013 study found that students who met with one college adviser through the 

College Advising Corps program were 30% more likely to apply to a college or university, 26% 
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more likely to apply to three or more institutions, 24% more likely to apply to a first-choice 

college, and 27% more likely to submit the Free Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) 

compared to seniors who did not meet with an adviser (College Advising Corps, 2019). While 

increasing access through these programs has assisted in recruiting rural African American 

students into college, problem remain with regard to supporting students as they transition into 

college and retaining them through completion and graduation.  

In response to poor retention rates for underrepresented populations, universities created 

transition programs such as summer bridge programs, living learning communities (LLCs), and 

peer mentoring programs. For example, summer bridge programs provide students with an 

opportunity to begin their first fall semester of college during the summer. Students take classes 

and are often connected with campus resources such as academic advising, tutoring, and peer 

mentoring to assist with their successful transition into school (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; 

Walpole et al., 2008). In 2000, Florida State University (FSU) combined several existing 

programs of Horizons Unlimited, Multicultural Student Support Services, Minority Academic 

Programs, College Achievement, Multicultural Student Affairs, and the Summer Enrichment 

Program into one entity, the Center for Academic Retention and Enhancement (CARE). FSU 

retained students who participated in the CARE program at a higher rate (over 96%) than 

students who did not participate in the program (94%), and because of initiatives such as the 

CARE program, FSU has reduced disparities in retention and graduation rates for 

underrepresented student populations over the last 20 years (Farnum-Patronis, 2019). LLCs 

within university housing also serve as transitional programs at many institutions. According to 

Shapiro and Levine (1999), LLCs are residential communities that share an academic or thematic 

focus. Several studies highlighted the benefits of participation in LLCs while transitioning into 
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college (Inkelas, Daver, Vogt, & Leonard, 2007; Johnson, 2016; Pike, 1999; Stassen, 2003). 

Students who reside in LLCs often have higher GPAs, higher retention rates, higher levels of 

engagement in their courses, and stronger relationships with faculty (Arensdorf & Naylor-

Tincknell, 2016; Buch & Spaulding, 2008; Love, 2012). Universities also utilize peer mentoring 

programs for transition support. For example, Clemson University and the University of North 

Carolina at Chapel Hill have the Connections and Minority Advisor peer mentor programs. 

These programs pair first-year African American students and other students of color with a 

sophomore, junior, or senior peer mentor who is also a student of color. Throughout the year, 

mentors assist mentees with their academic and social integration into the university. National 

programs also exist to assist with college transition. For example, the federal TRIO program 

aims to support students from disadvantaged backgrounds. Student Support Services (SSS) 

within TRIO specifically target college students to increase persistence and graduation rates of 

low-income students, first-generation students, and students with disabilities. The SSS program 

provides tutoring, academic advising, scholarship search assistance, and financial aid assistance, 

among other forms of support.  

While transition programs designed to assist African American students exist, the 

majority of these programs do not consider the unique needs of subgroups such as rural African 

American students. An understanding of these students’ first-year experiences is essential to 

supporting and retaining this population beyond the first year. This study will provide transition 

perspectives from rural African American students themselves to better inform universities in 

building supportive first year college programs. 
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Conceptual Framework 

Transition Theory and Critical Race Theory (CRT) guided how I analyzed the first-year 

experiences of rural African American students in this study. Transition Theory provides a 

theoretical understanding of the structure and steps of the transition. These steps include: moving 

into the first year, moving through the first year, and moving out of the first year (Schlossberg, 

1989). For students who go directly from high school into college, the end of the senior year of 

high school through the beginning to the fall semester of college is the moving into phase of the 

first-year transition. The remainder of the fall semester through the midpoint of the spring 

semester is the time period when students move through the first-year transition. Finally, the 

second half of the spring semester through the end of the summer is the time period when 

students move out of the first-year transition. CRT provides a framework for understanding 

students’ stories as I used counternarrative inquiry, a tenet of CRT, to explore rural African 

American first-year experiences. Additionally, this study extends the use of Transition Theory by 

applying it to rural African American students. Four tenets of CRT, endemic racism, interest 

convergence, voices of color, and intersectionality, were utilized as the students discussed their 

journey through the three phases of their college transition, moving in, moving through, and 

moving out of the first year of college. I explored through interviews, a focus group, and a 

writing prompt how being African American and rural shaped each step of study participants’ 

first-year transition on an urban campus. Additionally, I identified constructs of both theories 

within the data while analyzing the interview transcripts, focus group data, and letters students 

wrote in response to the reflective prompt. 
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Transition Theory 

First presented in 1981, transition theory was developed by Nancy K. Schlossberg 

working with various theorists over the years, such as Ann Q. Lynch and Arthur E. Chickering. 

Transition theory is a systematic framework used to analyze experiences of adults in transition in 

order to direct them to the assistance they need to cope with the “ordinary and extraordinary 

process of living” (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton & Renn, 2010, p. 213). A transition is “any 

event, or non-event that results in changed relationships, routines, assumptions, and roles” 

(Schlossberg et al., 1995, p. 27). Transitions occur over time and span from preoccupation to the 

individual’s integration with the transition (Schlossberg, 2006). They can be obvious, such as 

starting college or moving into a residence hall for the first time, and they can be subtle, such as 

losing interest in a particular college major (Schlossberg, 1995). It is important to understand the 

role of perception in a transition because “a transition exists only if it is defined by the individual 

experiencing it” (Schlossberg et al., 1995, p. 27). For my study, it was important only to include 

participants who perceive coming to college as a transitional period in their life. Absent that 

perception, students merely begin college but do not consider this a transition and would not be 

eligible for participation in this research. Furthermore, “the most essential aspect of a transition 

is the impact it leaves on the individual’s life” (Patton & Davis, 2014, p. 9). Factors related to the 

transition such as the individual and the environment “determine the degree of impact the 

transition has on the individual at a particular time” (Powers, 2010, p. 78).  

In their 1995 workbook, Getting the Most Out of College, Schlossberg and Chickering 

discuss how transition theory applies to college students. College students can experience three 

types of transitions: anticipated transitions, unanticipated transitions, and nonevents. These types 

of transitions serve as the base for a systematic process of mastering change. Anticipated 
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transitions “comprise those normative gains and losses or major alterations of roles that 

predictably occur in the course of the unfolding life cycle” (Schlossberg, 1995, 29). In short, 

anticipated transitions are transitions expected by the individual experiencing them. Examples of 

anticipated transitions are graduating from high school, starting college, or becoming a member 

of a fraternity or sorority while in college. Unanticipated transitions are unscheduled and 

unpredictable, often unpleasant, disruptive, traumatic, or crisis-like events in one's life 

(Schlossberg, 1995). Examples of unanticipated transitions consist of losing a scholarship, the 

sudden death of a classmate, and falling in love and getting married while in college. Lastly, 

nonevents are marked when no change happens when there was an expectation for something to 

happen. The lack of change causes the transition. An example of a nonevent is an anticipated 

receipt of financial aid that does not occur resulting in not being able to attend college. These 

types of transitions serve as the base for a systematic process of mastering change. Transitions 

occur over a period of time as the individual moves from preoccupation to integration with the 

transition (Schlossberg, 2006). Progress from preoccupation to integration is benchmarked using  

the terminology, “moving in,” “moving through,” and “moving out” of the transition 

(Schlossberg, 1989). Schlossberg explains the transition process of college students using this 

terminology. The transition model has three major components: (1) approaching transitions: 

transition identification and transition process; (2) taking stock of coping resources through the 4 

S system; and (3) taking charge and strengthening resources (Schlossberg, 1995). (See Figure 

2.1.) 
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Figure 2.1: Anderson, Goodman, and Schlossberg’s (2012) Integrative Model of the 

Transition Process.  

Approaching transitions. Approaching transitions involves identifying the transition 

and considering the best perspective to use when moving in, through, and out of the transition. 

Schlossberg (1995) states, “Transition identification asks what change is impending” (p. 26). For 

example, is there a new college major, a new on-campus job, or a move to a new residence hall? 

Significant to this stage is whether the transition was expected to occur, such as starting the first 

year of college, or unanticipated, such as the sudden death of a professor. In this stage, the theory 

also helps identify where the individual is in the transition and how much the transition has 

changed the individual's life (Schlossberg, 1995). For example, each of the students in this study 

experienced their first year transitioning into college, but how that transition changed their lives 

could look different for each participant. 
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Transition theory provides a framework for analyzing “the type of transition (anticipated, 

unanticipated, or non-event), the context of the transition (relationship of person to transition, 

setting in which the transition occurs), and the impact of the transition on the individual's life (on 

relationships, routines, assumptions, roles)” (Schlossberg, 1995, p. 35). Exploring transition 

types, their contexts, and their impact reveals the meaning the transition has for a particular 

individual (Schlossberg, 1995). For example, students participating in this study experienced the 

anticipated transition of starting college. The participants in this study are all African American 

students from rural environments who might be from low-socioeconomic households, might be 

the first in their family to attend college, and might be academically underprepared for college 

rigor while transitioning into college in their first year. These characteristics of the participants 

illustrate the context of the transition. Lastly, the impact of successfully transitioning into college 

for the participants could be that they find a balance between their commitments at school and 

back home and awareness of how to utilize campus resources to be academically successful. 

Taking stock of coping resources: The 4 S system. Taking stock of coping resources 

involves identifying the resources one has while moving in, moving through, and moving out of 

a transition. These resources align with Schlossberg’s (1995) 4 S system: situation, self, support, 

and strategies. While each person brings different resources to their transitions, the 4 S’s reveal 

how they deal with the transition (Schlossberg, 1995). This system assists researchers in 

understanding the meaning of transitional change in individuals’ lives. The 4 S system is also 

known as “taking stock,” and “the taking stock process involves determining an individual’s 

resources,” for example, their situation, their support systems, their self, and their strategies 

(Powers, 2010, p. 87). 
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Situation. The situation refers to the timing and the individual’s anticipation, or lack 

thereof, of the event. (Schlossberg, 1995). For this study, the timing of the transition is the 

students’ first year of college immediately after graduating from high school. Diallo (2017) told 

the story of a rural student who did not apply himself to his coursework during the first two years 

of high school and did consider college an option for him until he joined a dual enrollment 

program and began taking college courses in his senior year of high school. Going to college was 

something the student grew to anticipate, but once the transition into college occurred, the 

student could have felt surprised or disoriented. The participants of this study will be 

experiencing college as first-time, bachelor's degree-seeking students, and will not have attended 

college as a student in any way prior to participating in the study. Students’ perception of the 

timing of their transitions is important. For example, some participants may perceive themselves 

as beginning college at the wrong time in their lives, while others may consider their timing 

perfect. Another aspect for analysis is the individual’s perception of the transition itself. Students 

could perceive their first-year experiences as positive, negative, desired, or unpleasant (Powers, 

2010). Lastly, the situation considers whether the transition was voluntary or forced (Powers, 

2010). Are students beginning college because they choose to, or do they feel forced or pressured 

by their family, teachers, or community?  

Support. Support draws attention to the access and assistance an individual receives from 

family, friends, and colleagues (Schlossberg, 1995). Support can positively or negatively 

contribute to participants’ successful transition into college. For example, professors could 

positively support students through their pedagogical style in the classroom by teaching in ways 

that cater to multiple learning styles at once. A professor could display a PowerPoint 

presentation for visual learners, while elaborating on the PowerPoint slides verbally for auditory 
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learners, and incorporate interactive activities during the class period for kinesthetic learners. 

Also, student-faculty relationships influence student achievement and successful transition 

(Turner, 2016). This is especially true for multiply marginalized students such as rural African 

Americans. Additionally, friends could negatively influence students by encouraging them to 

attend too many social activities instead of studying for class. Guiffrida (2005) found that 

underrepresented minority students from rural areas who successfully transitioned into college 

were able to balance home and college commitments; this allowed students to maintain support 

and connections from back home while integrating to the social and academic cultures of 

campus. 

Self. Self refers to the individual’s personal, demographic, and psychological 

characteristics and resources (Schlossberg, 1995). Participants in this study were African 

American students from rural communities. Often, students of this subgroup are also first-

generation college students, of low socioeconomic status, and academically underprepared due to 

limited resources at the schools they attended in their rural communities. In some rural areas, 

declining job markets, geographic isolation, and insufficient institutional support affect students’ 

ability and desire to pursue and persist in postsecondary education (Irvin et al., 2012). The self 

considers individuals’ strengths and weaknesses in navigating the transition and takes into 

account previous experiences, the individual belief that they have options, the individual’s sense 

of control, and their perception of themselves as an optimistic and resilient (Powers, 2010). 

Students in my study may have previous experiences coming from rural environments that help 

them view themselves as optimistic and resilient despite challenges such as being a first-

generation student or a student from an impoverished area. 
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Strategies. According to Schlossberg (1995), strategies are defined as how the individual 

copes with and navigates a transition. Strategies involve answering questions such as: whether an 

individual uses more than one coping strategy, whether the individual can cope creatively by 

changing their views of the situation, whether they can manage their emotions and reactions to 

transition stress, and whether the person is flexible (Powers, 2010, p. 88). In this study, 

participants experienced change while transitioning into college in aspects such as living away 

from home, living in an urban environment, and attending different classes on different days. 

This study explored the students’ coping strategies in response to changes occurring during their 

transition into college in their first year. 

Taking charge. Taking charge of the transition involves acknowledging individual 

resources coming into the transition and developing new strategies. It is important to understand 

that whether or not a transition is anticipated, individuals can control and manage how they deal 

with transitions. Once an individual takes charge in the transition, change occurs. Such change 

could manifest through shifts in behavior, roles, learning, and perceptions. Once a student takes 

charge of the first-year transition and persists to the second year of college, their behaviors, roles 

as a person and student, learning practices, and perceptions of their education may change. 

For this study, Transition Theory applies to African American students’ transition from 

rural high schools to an urban four-year university. I used Transition Theory to create a visual 

example of what the transition from a rural high school to an urban four-year university might 

look like for African American students (see Figure 2.2).  
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Figure 2.2: Application of Transition Theory (Schlossberg, 1995) to a rural African American 

Student at an Urban Institution 

Transition and adaptation. Adaptation to a transition describes the movement through 

various phases of a transition. Adaptation can be pervasive or bounded and can be assessed by 

considering the difference or similarity in an individual’s resource-deficits pre- and post-

transition (Schlossberg, 1981). There are three major factors that influence the adaptation to a 

transition: the characteristics of the particular transition, the characteristics of the pre- and post-

transition environments, and the characteristics of the individual experiencing the transition 

(Schlossberg, 2011, p. 5). These three factors interact to produce the outcome of the transition, 

which is adaptation or failure to adapt. The sophomore student participants in this study 

represent a successful adaptation to the transition into college. Each participant completed their 

first year and persisted to the second year of college. This study will explore the characteristics 
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of this transition, of the pre- and post-transition environments, and the students who experienced 

the transition.  

Critical Race Theory 

Critical Race Theory (CRT) is a movement engendered by lawyers, scholars, and 

activists such as Derrick Bell, Alan Freeman, and Richard Delgado who aim to study and 

transform the relationship between race, racism, and power (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). The 

theory emerged in the mid-1970s as individuals noticed delays and reversal of advances made 

following the civil rights movement in the 1960s and noticed that the work of Critical Legal 

Studies (CLS) failed to sufficiently address the effects of racism and race in the United States 

judicial system (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 1998). 

Specifically, Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman’s early works on CRT came about after the two 

were dissatisfied with the slow pace of racial reform throughout the country (Hiraldo, 2010). 

CRT theory builds on CLS, specifically legal intermediacy and radical feminism, the theory of 

the relationship between power and constructed social roles (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). CRT 

was first used as an analytical framework in 1994 to assess inequity in education (Hiraldo, 2010; 

Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). Because CRT strives to expose commonplaces of race and 

privilege and highlight exclusionary patterns that persist in U.S. society, “[it] can play an 

important role when higher education institutions work toward becoming more diverse and 

inclusive” (Hiraldo, 2010, p. 54).  

Basic tenets. While CRT theorists hold varying perceptions of the theory, Abrams and 

Moio (2009) suggest six basic tenets that most agree upon: (1) endemic racism, (2) race as a 

social construction, (3) differential racism, (4) interest convergence/materialistic determinism, 

(5) voices of color, and (6) antiessentialism/intersectionality. In particular, four of the six tenets 
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(endemic racism, interest convergence/materialistic determinism, voices of color, and 

antiessentialism/intersectionality) guided my data collection and analysis in this study. 

 Endemic racism. Endemic racism suggests racism is an ordinary and everyday occurrence 

for people of color (Abrams & Moio, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 2013; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). 

Racism “is the usual way society does business, the common, everyday experience of most 

people of color in this country” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 7). The notion of racism’s 

ordinariness and normalcy is what distinguishes CRT from other theories of race (Ladson-

Billings, 2013). Additionally, because racism is embedded within U.S. society, its multiple 

effects on thought and action are often difficult to acknowledge or notice. This is especially true 

for people who are racially privileged. As a result, the “invisibility” of racism maintains and 

perpetuates its existence (Abrams & Moio, 2009). Delgado & Stefancic (2017) suggest that the 

“colorblind” equality approach leads to policies and regulations that proscribe the same treatment 

across the board; with colorblind policies, only the most blatant forms of discrimination can be 

remedied. In higher education, “it is important to consider how well-intended institutional 

processes and procedures can potentially promote racism when working toward improving an 

institution’s plan for diversity and inclusion” (Hiraldo, 2010, p. 55). This is important because if 

systematic racism is ignored, diversity action plans are likely to be ineffective (Iverson, 2007). 

 Race as a social construction. Race and races are products of social relations and 

constructions. Race is not a biological characteristic of a person or a scientific reality. Ladson-

Billings (2013) states, “Despite what we perceive as phenotypic differences, the scrutiny of a 

microscope or the sequencing of genes reveals no perceptible differences between what we call 

races. As members of the same species, human beings are biologically quite similar (p. 38). Over 

time, humans created social categories using arbitrary genetic differences such as skin color, hair 
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texture, eye shape, and lip size to create hierarchy and an ideology of White supremacy. A 

paradox lies in the scientific notion that race does not exist and the social construction of race as 

a meaningful category that structures our lives and institutions. As a result, CRT theorists accept 

that race is not a biological characteristic even while acknowledging that it is a powerful social 

reality that creates tremendous disparities in opportunity as people are categorized by their skin 

color.  

 Differential racism. Differential racism suggests the dominant group racializes different 

minority groups at different times in response to shifting social needs (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2017). For example, when the U.S. needed a large, inexpensive labor force, Asian Americans 

were viewed as benign and favorable. Later, after Asian Americans experienced financial 

independence and success, and appeared to be a threat to White power, these individuals were 

excluded from citizenship law and demonized. Through differential racism, different groups 

experience various stereotypes as well. For example, Asian American groups are sometimes 

characterized as the “model minority” in a third reversal of their racialization; yet recent 

outbreaks of racism and hate crimes against this community as a result of the 2020 coronavirus 

outbreak demonstrate the contingency and convenience of the “model minority” myth as well as 

the ongoing impact of White supremacy as an oppressive force.  

 Interest convergence/materialistic determinism. Interest convergence/materialistic 

determinism suggests there is little incentive to eradicate racism because it advances the interests 

of dominant White majority. Issues of racism cannot be addressed without impacting the self-

interest of the majority, which leads racist policies and practices to continue (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2017). For example, legal rights granted during the civil rights movement extended 

privileges that Whites enjoyed for centuries to African Americans. Yet these basic rights were 
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only afforded to African Americans when they also advanced White self-interest and when such 

rights minimally disrupted the typical day-to-day White life. Scholars argue that the decision to 

integrate schools in the Brown v. Board of Education case ultimately served the best interests of 

the White majority (Bell, 1980; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). DeCuir 

and Dixson (2004) refer to Bell’s critique of Brown v. Board of Education when stating, “Losses 

in terms of human capital by way of the dismissal of scores of African-American teachers and 

administrators, school closings in Black neighborhoods, and the limited access to high-quality 

curricula in the form of tracking, inflated admissions criteria, and other factors, have made the so 

called ‘gains’ from Brown questionable” (p. 28). In higher education, interest convergence 

occurs when predominantly White institutions (PWIs) recruit students of color to increase 

diversity. In actuality, PWIs specifically target international students and students of color who 

have the financial means to pay for their education while benefiting financially from 

international student dollars and the appearance of cultural diversity that would improve 

institutional rankings (Hiraldo, 2010).  

 Voices of color. Historically, storytelling is considered one of the original human art 

forms. In the U.S. judicial system, lawyers represent clients by telling judges and juries stories 

pertaining to the case at hand, each side claiming their story to be true. As a defense strategy, the 

ability for lawyers to narrate an experience from a different vantage point by providing a 

counter-story can challenge the dominant story believed to be true by the larger public (Ladson-

Billings, 2013). Similarly with CRT, people of color offer storied experiences of their truth that 

challenge the master narratives created and perpetuated by the majority. With counter-story, a 

unique voice of color exists which allows people of color to communicate to white individuals 

matters that white people are unlikely to know because of their different histories and 
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experiences with oppression. In order to justify and legitimize the power of the majority group, 

history tends to exclude racial and minority perspectives. Voices of color recount experiences 

and apply unique perspectives to challenge and assess master narratives (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2017). Hiraldo (2010) suggests “counter-stories can assist in analyzing the climate of a college 

campus and provide opportunities for further research in the ways which an institution can 

become inclusive and not simply superficially diverse” (p. 54).  

 Antiessentialism and intersectionality. Antiessentialism and intersectionality highlight 

that no person has a single, easily stated, unitary identity. Everyone has potentially conflicting, 

overlapping identities, loyalties, and allegiances (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). Additionally, 

“CRT acknowledges the intersectionality of various oppressions and suggests that a primary 

focus on race can eclipse other forms of exclusion” (Abrams & Moio, 2009). For example, the 

race, geographic locale origin, and socioeconomic status of a poor, rural, African American 

student attending an urban institution presents a much more complex social context than any 

individual aspect of the student’s identity alone. Neglecting to utilize a multidimensional 

framework to acknowledge various intersecting of identities can lead researchers to duplicate 

patterns of social exclusion they aim to combat and can lead to the essentialization of oppression 

(Crenshaw, 1989; Hutchinson, 2000).  

As previously mentioned, four of the six tenets (endemic racism, interest 

convergence/materialistic determinism, voices of color, and antiessentialism/intersectionality) 

guided the collection and analysis of this study. Endemic racism informs the culture of the data 

collection site and enables me to analyze how participants’ race shapes their transition 

experiences. Also, interest convergence/materialistic determinism informs how the institution 

benefits from retaining African American students. Voices of color are central to my 
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methodological inquiry and data collection protocol. Lastly, antiessentialism/intersectionality 

provides a lens for considering the race and rurality of the population of interest for this study.  

This study provides an in-depth understanding of how rural African American students 

adapt to their transition into college, and Transition Theory and CRT provide frames through 

which to consider how students experience their first year. Data collection explored participants’ 

interpretation of experiences as they moved in, moved through, and moved out of their first year 

of college. I specifically focused on students’ ability to cope with the transition using the 4 S 

system (situation, support, self, and strategies) according to Schlossberg's (1995) model. I 

utilized Transition Theory to frame this study because of its applicability to traditionally-aged 

college students of different races and geographical backgrounds when explaining the process of 

transitioning into college. Also, the theory takes into consideration the life-altering situations 

caused by beginning college and “the influences of context in students' meaning-making 

process” (Patton & Davis, 2014, p. 3). 

Application and Critique 

 Several scholars offer critiques of Transition Theory and CRT. Some critics have drawn 

attention to the complexity of the Transition Theory model and have highlighted the lack of 

formal assessments for validating the theory (Evans et al., 2010). Additionally, scholars suggest 

that future application of the theory should include “more research related to diverse student 

populations, such as students of color, students with disabilities; lesbian, gay, bisexual, and 

transgender students; and international students” (Evans et al., 2010, p. 226). Schlossberg (1995) 

argued that the Transition Theory developed specifically for college students applies to students 

who are, “young or old, male or female, minority or majority, urban or rural” (p.13). As a result, 

researchers applied the theory to many groups of college students beyond the original study 
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population of adult learners such as first-generation students, community college students, 

student veterans, and Latinx students (Chaves, 2006; Hagler, 2015; Overton-Healy, 2010; 

Wheeler, 2012). While the theory has been applied many diverse populations, it has yet to be 

explicitly applied to rural African American students transitioning into college.  

CRT has the ability to play a significant role in identifying and dismantling social 

inequalities that exist within higher education (DeCuir-Gunby, 2007). While many scholars 

subscribe to CRT, others treat CRT apprehensively. For example, the perspective that CRT takes 

on serves as a point of criticism. While some attempt to dismantle and work against racism, 

others find it unsettling to acknowledge that racism is a fundamental part of our societal makeup. 

Another critique of CRT is that it does neglects class and gender because of its strong focus on 

race. CRT theorists combat this notion by working to address intersectionality (Abrams & Moio, 

2009; DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Delgado & Stefancic, 2017; Ladson-Billings, 1998). As Hiraldo 

(2010) states, “CRT places race at the center of the paradigm; however, this does not necessarily 

mean that other identities are ignored” (p. 57). 

In response to such critiques, I paired Transition Theory with CRT to study the unique 

experiences African American students from rural communities who moved in, moved through, 

and moved out of their first year of college. Explored the students’ transition with a focus on 

particular experiences that occurred as a direct result of their race and rurality. I focused on how 

the intersection of participants’ race as African American and their rural geographic origins 

shaped their first-year transitions to draw attention to the acknowledgement that the social and 

personal identities that make up oneself holistically impact how individuals experience and 

navigate environments in which they live, like a college campus (Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 

2007). I gained insight into their experiences moving through the phases of the transition by 
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identifying examples of endemic racism, interest convergence, and intersectionality that existed 

within the counternarratives they shared. For example, the overlap of these two marginalized 

identities could lend themselves to additional oppressed identities, such as being a first-

generation college student and being from a low-socioeconomic background, that make up the 

student holistically. The intersectionality tenet of CRT emphasizes the necessity to acknowledge 

the multiple identities individuals possess first as African American, and more specifically from 

a rural community, and Transition Theory provides a road map for understanding how those 

identities played a role in the participants’ successful persistence through the first year of 

college. Additionally, I used counternarrative inquiry, another tenet of CRT, to combat the 

master narratives that Black students are urban, rural students are White, and rural African 

American students do not often persist successfully past the first year of college. By highlighting 

voices of students in this population who occupy identities on the margins of normative society, I 

re-storied the lived experiences of successful persistence past the first year of college at an urban 

university. Figure 2.3 illustrates the blending of the two theories. 

 

Figure 2.3: Applying Critical Race Theory Tenets (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017) to Phases of 

Transition Theory (Schlossberg, 1995) While Collecting Counternarratives 
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Conclusion 

Previous research included in this review of literature provides a more in-depth 

understanding of various aspects of this topic as well as the students who were studied. It is clear 

there is significant information about students’ first-year transition experiences in general as well 

as African American students’ and rural students’ first-year experiences. What we lack is an 

understanding of students who are both African American and from rural areas who have 

successfully transitioned into college by moving in, moving through, and moving out of their 

first year. This study aims to fill that gap in the literature. Rural African American students’ 

access to higher education is increasing, and the support offered on college campuses must 

increase as well. To support this population’s successful transition into college, we must better 

understand how these students interpret their experiences in their first year. 

The next chapter provides an in-depth description of how this study was conducted using 

counternarrative research inquiry. In addition to justifying the use of counternarrative inquiry for 

this study and providing an in-depth discussion of data collection and analysis protocols, Chapter 

Three will address how validity and reliability of the research were established and maintained, 

ethical considerations, and my positionality as the researcher. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

The purpose of this study is to explore how the intersection of race and rurality shape 

first-year college experiences by examining rural African American students’ transition as they 

move in, move through, and move out of their first year of college at an urban institution. In 

order to examine students’ transition experiences, I take up a narrative inquiry approach to 

consider how students interpret their experiences from the first year of college (Clandinin & 

Connolly, 1990; Riessman, 2008). More specifically, I focus on the counternarratives of rural 

African American students in transition as their stories run counter to the dominant White rural 

narrative often found in the literature (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Porter & Maddox, 2014; 

Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 

The counternarrative that emerged from the data collected challenged the widely 

accepted notions that African American students are urban, rural students are White, and rural 

African American students are not often successful in the transition through their first year of 

college. To fill the gap in knowledge about rural African American students’ first-year transition, 

Transition Theory and Critical Race Theory guided the study to answer the following question: 

How does rural African American intersectionality shape experiences of students as they 

transition into college in the first year at an urban institution? Findings from this study could 

inform policy, pedagogy, and support services and improve retention efforts for rural African 

American students on college campuses. 

Qualitative Research 

Qualitative research methods facilitate studying issues in-depth and in detail (Patton, 

2002). Creswell (2012) states, “We conduct qualitative research because a problem or issue 

needs to be explored . . . because we need a complex, detailed understanding of the issue . . . 
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[and] when we want to empower individuals to share their stories” (Creswell, 2012, pp. 47-48). 

Interviews, observations, and document analysis are effective qualitative research methods taken 

up in this research study. By collecting storied experiences through semi-structured interviews, a 

focus group, and document analysis, my study provides a stronger understanding of rural African 

American students’ first-year transition experiences at an urban institution. Rural African 

American college students are understudied, and this study aims to bring about information that 

can inform how students are supported in the future. This study seeks to employ narrative inquiry 

in order to give voice to this population. 

Narrative Inquiry 

Narrative inquiry has been an important method for scholars interested in studying 

experiences through storytelling (Clandinin & Connolly, 1990; Creswell, 2012; Riessman, 2008). 

In a 2008 textbook about narrative methods, Riessman asserts that “the term ‘narrative’ carries 

many meanings and is used in a variety of ways by different disciplines, often synonymously 

with ‘story’” (p. 3). For example, Richards (1989) defines narrative as “a story relating a series 

of events, either true or false” (p. 258). Additionally, according to Clandinin and Connolly 

(1990), “the study of narrative . . . is the study of the ways humans experience the world” (p. 2). 

Clandinin and Connelly (1990) emphasize that, “Humans are storytelling organisms who, 

individually and socially, lead storied lives” (p. 2). Additionally, they describe narrative as both a 

methodology for inquiring into one’s own experiences and a lens for considering the phenomena 

of group experiences (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  

A narrative approach was useful for my investigation of how rural African American 

students experience first year college transition because stories relate to the personal and 

individual through metaphor, stories occur within specific places or situations, stories contain a 
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narrative arc (beginning, middle, and end), and stories contain turning points (Creswell, 2012; 

Riessman, 2008). Additionally, narrative approach is useful for this study because:  

In everyday oral storytelling, a speaker connects events into a sequence that is 

consequential for later action and for the meanings that the speaker wants listeners to take 

away from the story. Events perceived by the speaker as important are selected, 

organized, connected, and evaluated as meaningful for a particular audience. (Reissman, 

2008, p. 3)  

This study utilizes story to provide points for consideration when making policies and decisions 

to create equitable, diverse, and inclusive college campuses.  

The use of narrative inquiry was appropriate for this study because the stories collected 

allowed me to make claims about students’ transitional experiences, share information 

participants may not be consciously aware of, and center voices that often go unheard (Duff & 

Bell, 2002). Additionally, a larger story emerges from the common themes identified through 

data analysis. This larger story can reconcile conflicting accounts and bring light to challenges 

and tensions, thus presenting opportunities for innovating policy and practice to support rural 

African American students’ learning (Sauro, 2015). Understanding students’ own interpretations 

of their transition is a critical component of planning new ways to support them better. When 

stories go against the dominant narrative, they are counternarratives. I accept and engage the 

counternarrative of Black students from rural contexts in this analysis because I understand their 

stories are different from those of the dominant culture.  

Counternarrative inquiry. Counternarrative is a specific type of narrative approach and 

a tenant of CRT. Solórzano and Yosso (2002) define counterstory as “a method of telling the 

stories of those people whose experiences are not often told (i.e., those on the margins of 
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society)” (p. 32). Additionally, counternarrative provides a lens through which to critique master 

narratives portrayed through U.S. mainstream (White) culture ((Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; 

Porter & Maddox, 2014).  

While dominant narratives present stories from those in relative positions of power and 

are generally accepted as truth, counternarratives offer a way to understand individuals on the 

margins whose stories are now heard for the first time (Decuir & Dixson, 2004; Fernandez, 

2002; Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009; Mora, 2014). These stories serve as a “tool for exposing, 

analyzing, and challenging the majoritarian stories of racial privilege” (Solórzano & Yosso, 

2002). Examples of master narratives are that most rural individuals are White and most African 

American individuals are from urban communities (Stone, 2017). Though understudied, the 

master narrative depicts rural African American students as unsuccessful while transitioning into 

college and presents their experiences from a deficit approach.  

Utilizing counternarrative inquiry for this study was appropriate because it combats the 

control produced by the master narrative exerted over members of a particular community. For 

example, in a college community that is predominantly White, the master narrative influences 

the attitudes White students, faculty, and staff have toward rural African American students as 

well as the attitudes rural African American students have toward themselves and their own 

ability to belong and succeed. Additionally, utilizing counternarrative inquiry for this study is 

important because it adds value as a methodology as it integrates other aspects of identity 

through an intersectional lens (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002; Wagaman, Obejero, & Gregory, 2018). 

Notably, this study gives voice to students with the intersecting identities of being rural and 

African American who successfully transitioned into college. Ultimately, the counternarratives 

extracted from the data will assist institutions with providing better support for rural African 
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American students as they transition into college. The site and participants selected for the study 

were strategically identified because they would render data that assists with the aforementioned 

goal of the study. 

Site and Participant Selection 

Study participants were from rural communities in Georgia attending a public, urban 

institution in Georgia. The state of Georgia has 139 counties, 110 of which are defined as rural. 

Participants came from environments with varying levels of rurality. For example, one 

participant came from a small town on the border of Georgia and Florida compared to another 

participant who came from a rural town 45 minutes outside of Atlanta. As a result, their 

experience with and understanding of the urban environment to where they moved also varied.  

Additionally, their experiences of rural, small town life are unique to a southern United 

States, more specifically Georgian, perspective. Also, Georgia has the nation's third largest rural 

K-12 student population (Stirgus, 2018). Areas of the state are situated within the "Black Belt" 

region of the country, and many Georgians are African Americans living in rural communities.  

Institutional Context: University of Persistence 

My research site, which I refer to by the pseudonym, University of Persistence (UPersist), 

is an urban institution in Georgia and served as the data collection site for this study. UPersist is 

the state’s largest institution with over 50,000 students. Table 3.1 provides more information 

about the admissions and enrollment statistics of the institution (Common Data Set, 2017). 

Table 3.1: Enrollment Statistics of the University of Persistence (pseudonym) 

Total 

Undergraduate 

Enrollment 

Total 

African 

American 

Enrollment 

First-time 

First-year 

Students 

First-time 

First-year 

African 

American 

Students 

Geographical 

Location 

Consideration for 

Admissions 

25,790 10,529 4,270 1,632 Not considered 
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UPersist was an appropriate site for data collection because it is a public institution 

within the Georgia state university system. The majority of students who attend UPersist are 

from the state of Georgia (about 90%), and as previously mentioned, many students in Georgia 

graduate from high schools in rural communities (Georgia State Demographics, 2019). 

Additionally, 41% of the undergraduate student population is African American (Common Data 

Set, 2017).  

Further, I selected UPersist as the data collection site because it is a minority serving 

institution that has effectively narrowed the graduation gap for students of color compared to 

their White counterparts over the last decade. While it was established as a night school for 

White businessmen, the institution is now recognized for leading the nation in graduating Black 

students. This is significant because the school went from being racially segregated until the 

1960s to being a national leader in social mobility for many low-income, first-generation, and 

students of color who attend the institution (Fausset, 2018). The university narrowed the 

achievement gap by initiating several first-year and transition programs to support students who 

are academically at-risk and who are from low-income, underrepresented, and/or first-generation 

backgrounds. Often rural African American students fall into at least one and sometimes all of 

those categories. I also selected UPersist as the data collection site because it is an urban 

institution. It was interesting to explore transition experiences of students from rural 

communities attending an institution in a city with a larger student population than the total 

population of some rural communities, with increased racial and cultural diversity, with more 

socioeconomic diversity, and with other differences between the campus and their home 

community. Lastly, I used UPersist as the data collection site because it is the only urban 

university in Georgia, it has the largest in-state undergraduate population in Georgia with over 



70 
 

 

50,000 students, and it offers the widest variety of degree programs in the state of Georgia with 

over 250 majors, minors, and pathways. Because of the school’s urban location, large in-state 

student population, and diversity in racial, socioeconomic, and disciplinary offerings, UPersist 

alone provided a sufficient participant population for this study. 

Participants: University of Persistence 

Qualitative researchers have varying opinions on how many participants will provide an 

appropriate sample size for any given study. Patton (1990) indicates there are no clear-cut rules 

regarding sample size, and that researchers should determine sample size by their ability to gain 

in-depth, rich information about the research topic. Additionally, Mason (2010) suggests that 

“qualitative samples must be large enough to assure that most or all of the perceptions that might 

be important are uncovered, but at the same time if the sample is too large data becomes 

repetitive and, eventually, superfluous” (p. 1). My ultimate goal in determining the number of 

participants needed for this study was to reach saturation, the point at which “no new information 

or themes are observed in the data” (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006, p. 59). In an experiment 

about data saturation and variability in qualitative research, Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) 

concluded that data saturation typically occurred at around twelve participants in homogenous 

groups. I expected that by recruiting fifteen (nine interviewees and six focus group participants) 

rural African American, first-time bachelor's degree-seeking, second and third-year 

undergraduate students, I would gain in-depth, elaborate information and reach saturation in this 

study. I collected stories about how being African American and from a rural community shaped 

students’ experiences of the transition into college by focusing on moving in, moving through, 

and moving out of their first year of college. 
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Using demographic data from the Admissions Office, the Assistant Director of 

Admissions identified rural African American students who were eligible for participation in this 

study. Next, I recruited participants from the target population using purposeful sampling. In 

purposeful sampling, researchers make deliberate and strategic decisions in selecting participants 

who are most likely to provide an understanding of the research problem and central 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2012). Within the category of purposeful sampling, I used homogeneous 

sampling because students have similar demographic and social characteristics such as being 

rural, African American, and in their second or third year of college (Miles, Huberman & 

Saldaña, 2014). 

Before participating in this study, students completed an electronic criterion survey 

(Appendix A). Students who self-selected to participate in the study were from rural areas and 

self-identify as African American. Also, they identified themselves as first-time bachelor's 

degree-seeking students at UPersist. Lastly, a successful transition into college through the first 

year was necessary to participate in the study. A successful transition meant participants must 

have been in at least their second year of study, have completed at least 30 credit hours, and be in 

good academic standing (at least a 2.0 GPA as deemed by the university). 

Gaining Access to the Site and Participants 

In order to gain access to the research site and participants, I secured approval from the 

NC State University institutional review board (#19132) and identified and located persons who 

serve as gatekeepers to the study population (Creswell, 2012). To gain access to UPersist, I 

identified potential study participants through conversations with the Admissions Office 

according to my IRB-approved protocol. Initially, the Admissions Office at UPersist served as 

the sole gatekeeper of participant identification and recruitment information and they helped me 
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identify African American students who attended rural high schools in Georgia before attending 

UPersist. Once the Admissions Office identified potential participants, they sent a recruitment 

email (Appendix B) to potential participants inviting them to take part in this study over a three-

week time frame. The email included information about the study, a link to the criterion survey, 

and incentive information. I experienced some difficulty scheduling times to interview students 

once they completed the criterion survey, so staff within the Office of Student Success assisted 

with participant selection and recruitment as well. Additionally, I widened the participant pool to 

include both second- and third-year students so I could collect data from a substantial number of 

participants. As was the process with the Admissions Office, I shared a list of rural Georgia high 

school districts and the recruitment email with the Student Success staff. Staff then sent the 

recruitment email to students from rural Georgia areas. I also added a response field to the 

criterion survey where respondents could input a phone number to facilitate scheduling an 

interview date and time.  

Data Collection 

To investigate the research question: How does rural African American intersectionality 

shape experiences of students as they transition into college in the first year at an urban 

institution? The most common forms of data collection with narrative inquiry are interviews and 

document analysis (Clandinin & Connolly, 1990; Creswell, 2012; Riessman, 2008). As such, I 

collected stories about how being African American and form a rural community shaped 

students’ experiences of the transition into college by focusing on moving in, moving through, 

and moving out of their first year of college. Specifically, I collected and triangulated multiple 

forms of qualitative data: transcripts from nine individual one-with-one interviews, a focus group 
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interview with six participants, and analysis across all focus group participants’ written 

responses to a prompt about their first year.  

Wagaman, Obejero, and Gregory (2018) offer guiding principles as a framework for the 

design of a counternarrative study. The first guiding principle highlights the value in creating and 

occupying shared space. The second principle is to honor one another’s truths hence also 

accepting multiple truths can exist. The third guiding principle is to work to prevent privileged 

voices from dominating. Lastly, the fourth principle is to avoid “othering” which “occurs when a 

preestablished norm is used to compare people against thereby emphasizing those who 

differ from it rather than calling the norm itself into question” (p. 3).  

In each method of data collection, I sought to maintain the guiding principles as I 

solicited stories about participants’ lived experiences as rural African Americans during their 

first-year transition. In reporting their stories from their own perspectives, as I do in this study, I 

use [participants’] voices of color and storied experiences as counternarratives that challenge the 

master narratives created and perpetuated by the White majority, which is a tenet of CRT. Within 

the participants’ counter-stories, a unique voice of color emerges and allows people of color to 

communicate to White individuals matters that White people are unlikely to know (yet may 

unwittingly continue to perpetuate) because of their different histories and experiences with 

oppression. This is particularly important when highlighting the existence of rural African 

American students and their needs for successfully persisting past their first year of college.  

At UPersist and across the U.S., the vast majority of faculty and administrative leaders 

who control university functions are White and need to hear non-White and non-dominant 

perspectives to best support students at UPersist. The interviews, focus group, and document 

analysis I present here provide individual and collective information about students’ experiences 
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with endemic racism, oppression, interest convergence, and intersectionality during the transition 

process.  

Table 3.2: Data Collection Strategies 

Strategy 

Length of 

Time 

Number  

of 

Participants Description Purpose 

Online 

Criterion 

Survey 

5-10 

minutes 73 

Online survey 

administered through 

Qualtrics that 

determined study 

eligibility through 

questions about 

background and 

demographics. 

To recruit participants 

who met the criterion of 

this study 

Semi-

Structured 

Interviews 60 minutes 9 

Semi-structured one-

with-one interviews 

(23 questions) with 

rural African American 

students in their second 

or third year of college. 

To collect information 

about individuals' 

experiences 

transitioning into 

college. Each question 

aligned with one or both 

theoretical frameworks. 

Focus 

Group 

Interview 40 minutes 6 

Small group interview 

(10 questions) with 

rural African American 

students in their second 

or third year of college. 

To collect information 

about shared 

experiences 

transitioning into 

college. Each question 

aligned with one or both 

theoretical frameworks. 

Document 

Analysis 20 minutes 6 

Prior to the start of the 

focus group interview, 

focus group 

participants wrote 

individually in 

response to the prompt: 

Write a letter to 

yourself as a recent 

high school graduate 

about what to expect 

during your first year 

of college. 

To collect information 

of individual, reflective, 

empirical thoughts about 

transitioning into 

college. 
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After obtaining proper IRB approval and successfully recruiting participants for the 

study, I interviewed the first nine participants in one-with-one semi-structured interviews and 

interviewed the last six recruited participants in a focus group discussion. Prior to the focus 

group interview, each participant completed a writing prompt that I used for document analysis. 

These multiple data collection methods and their triangulations were necessary because my goal 

was to gather elaborate, in-depth, authentic stories of the experiences of rural African American 

students during their first year of college. 

Interviews  

I recruited nine students to participate in a 60-minute, semi-structured, one-on-one 

interview (see Appendix C). Prior to starting each interview, I asked each participant to sign and 

return a consent form electronically including a brief description of the study, why they were 

selected to be a part of the study, and how the data gathered from the study will be analyzed, 

presented and disseminated upon its completion. I also informed the students that their 

participation in the study was entirely voluntary, their involvement in the study could cease at 

any time, and support services would be provided should the interview cause any physical or 

emotional distress. 

I took a three-dimensional approach when designing the interview protocol questions as 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) suggest for narrative inquiry. This approach includes exploring 

participants' interaction (personal and social), continuity (past, present, and future), and situation 

(place). By utilizing the three-dimensional approach, holistic stories are more likely to emerge 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 1998; 2000). During the interviews, I asked questions that encouraged 

participants to tell stories related how salient being African American and being rural are to them 

as individuals and to their transition into college as African American students from rural 
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communities. Additionally, I invited them to provide storied examples of how they experienced 

endemic racism and interest convergence while moving in, through, and out of the first year of 

college. For example, one question asked students to, “Describe your experience as an African 

American student transitioning into an urban institution.” This allowed participants to illustrate 

their experiences, specifically while moving through the first year, as a result of being African 

American in a diverse, urban, college environment. My questions also shed light on the resources 

students used throughout the transition, Schlossberg's four S's (self, situation, support, and 

strategies). I explored these tenets of CRT and the 4S System of Transition Theory while 

prompting students to narrate their experiences in the order of moving in, moving through, and 

moving out of their first year of college. 

I interviewed each participant virtually using the Zoom online video chat system. During 

the interviews, I made notes about additional data that would not be captured via Zoom recording 

or transcription such as gestures, reactions, and nonverbal cues. At the end of each interview, I 

requested that participants avoid sharing any aspect of their participation in the study with others 

until the study was complete. Once all interviews had been conducted, I uploaded the recordings 

to a password protected drive. Finally, I used an online transcription service to transcribe each of 

the interviews and stored them in a password secured account. Upon the conclusion of the 

transcription of the one-on-one interview recordings, I wrote profiles of each participant and 

gave each of the nine students the opportunity to read their profile to improve the accuracy of 

retelling their stories. 

At this stage of data collection, I made minor adjustments to improve the quality and 

efficiency of the interview process. For example, several participants missed their scheduled 

interview, so I developed a system for sending an electronic calendar invitation and calling 
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participants if they did not join the video call 10 minutes into their scheduled time. I also added a 

question about recommendations participants had for the university to improve its efforts to 

successfully transition rural African American students after the first participant volunteered 

insight on the topic. This question shed light on students’ awareness—or lack thereof—of 

services already provided by the university and provided the basis for my recommendations 

offered in Chapter Six. Lastly, I developed an increased level of comfort as an interviewer as I 

interviewed more participants. Initially, I followed the protocol strictly and was concerned with 

how to navigate asking probing and clarifying questions. As I interviewed more participants, I 

became more comfortable with the semi-structured approach of the interviews and asked 

questions to gain insight and to retell participants’ stories most accurately. 

Focus Group  

The second form of data collection for this study was a focus group discussion with six 

additional students who did not participate in the one-with-one interviews in an effort to achieve 

data saturation (see Appendix D). While focus groups share many similarities to one-with-one 

interviews, they are also useful in “generating information on collective views, and the meanings 

that lie behind those views [as well as] in generating a rich understanding of participants’ 

experiences and beliefs” (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008, p. 293). According to Berg 

(2001), individual interviews evoke more detailed information-sharing between the researcher 

and the participant, yet they also limit the researcher’s ability to observe interactions among 

participants that expose various attitudes, opinions, and experiences. Focus groups highlight 

group dynamics and add supplementary information to data collected in one-on-one interviews 

(Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). Focus groups provide a richer understanding the norms of a 

community or subgroup while also eliciting a range of perspectives from individuals within the 
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subgroup. Conducting a focus group assists with revealing what a particular population wants or 

needs, thus informing the development and assessment of relevant services (Mack, Woodsong, 

MacQueen, Guest, & Namey, 2005). This is particularly important when sharing the perspectives 

of the African American participants with predominantly White faculty and administrators who 

control university functions. It is necessary to note that interviewing more participants at once 

during a focus group does not guarantee more or more accurate data. For example, in 1982, Fern 

reports that group interviews only produced about 70% as many original ideas as individual 

interviews, and the group setting can lend itself to more extreme responses compared to survey 

responses.  

Through the focus group, I collected data about rural African American students’ shared 

experiences and shared interpretations, which provided insight into the unique needs and lived 

realities of this population. In the group setting, participants shared similar sentiments in 

responses to some of the questions and offered contrasting experiences in responding to others. 

For example, several similarities arose regarding students’ hometowns when we were discussing 

life before coming to college. Half of the participants (N=3) described their high schools as 

having cows on the front lawn, and several (N=5) discussed feeling racism as a part of their 

everyday life.  

In contrast, members of the group highlighted different forms of encouragement and 

discouragement toward going to college that they experienced during high school. For example, 

two participants had teachers who did not believe students from their high school would 

successfully persist beyond their first year of college, and three participants expanded on the 

college-going culture that existed within their high schools. In hindsight, I wish I asked a 

question about the participants’ perception of the motivation behind the college-going culture 
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within their high school. Asking such a question would have enabled me to assess whether the 

CRT tenet of interest convergence was relevant to their experience (for instance, if students 

thought the encouragement they received about going to college was truly for the benefit of the 

majority and not primarily for them as African Americans). As the focus group discussion 

progressed, I noticed the participants became increasingly more comfortable communicating 

with one another about their transition into college. For example, participants nodded their heads 

and laughed more as the session progressed. The interaction between participants allowed shared 

sentiments and experiences to emerge from the focus group discussion authentically. 

The focus group took place in a private room on the UPersist campus. Prior to beginning 

the focus group interview, I arranged several tables into a rectangular shape. At each seat, I 

placed a number card, the consent form, two sheets of notebook paper, and a pen. When they 

entered the room, I asked participants to write their personal information on a sign-in sheet, grab 

food and beverage, and sit at the table that corresponded to their personal identification number 

on the sign-in sheet. Once all participants were seated, I went over the consent form and asked 

each person to sign the form. The form included a brief description of the study, why each 

participant was selected to be a part of the study, and how the data gathered from the study will 

be analyzed, presented, and disseminated upon its completion. I then reminded students that 

participation in the study is voluntary, they can discontinue their participation in the study at any 

time, and that support services would be provided should the focus group cause any physical or 

emotional distress. Next, I invited students to refer to themselves and one another as their 

assigned number throughout the entire session. Lastly, I articulated ground rules for the session, 

such as not interrupting when others are speaking, identify themselves by stating their number 

before speaking, and refraining from discussing with participants or other parties about the study 
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prior to study completion. These assigned numbers were also be used to organize the 

participants’ responses.  

Immediately before the focus group session started, I asked students to write a letter for 

twenty minutes to themselves as a high school senior explaining what to expect or the “do’s and 

don’t’s” of the first year of college. Next, I prompted participants to discuss and share stories 

related to their experiences transitioning into college in a 60-minute focus group discussion. In 

total, the discussion lasted about one hour and 20 minutes. At the end of the focus group, I asked 

the participants not to share any aspect of their participation in the study with others until the 

study is complete. I used Zoom and a cell phone recording application to assist with the 

recording and transcription process of the focus group session. Then, I utilized an online 

transcription service to transcribe the focus group session. Lastly, I stored the audio recording of 

the focus group in a password secured drive and on password secured cell phone as a backup 

storage location. The transcription was stored in a password secured account affiliated with the 

transcription service. Each of the hand-written letters, consent forms, and information sheet were 

stored in a private office. 

Document Analysis 

Finally, I collected students’ letters to themselves as high school seniors described in the 

“Focus Group” section, above, and conducted document analysis on their responses (see 

Appendix F). According to Bowen (2009), “Document analysis is a systematic procedure for 

reviewing or evaluating documents- both printed and electronic (computer-based and Internet-

transmitted) material” (p. 27). My document analysis in this study enabled a better understanding 

of how students interpreted their experiences during their first year. The letters they wrote shed 

light on how they experienced support and obstacles, and how institutions might better support 
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rural African American students. At the beginning of the focus group session, I provided writing 

materials for the participants to respond to a prompt requesting they write a letter to their high 

school senior self-explaining what to expect/the do’s and don’ts of the first year of college 

(Appendix F). As Clandinin and Connolly (1990) suggest, letter writing is “a way of engaging in 

written dialogue between researcher and participants . . . letter writing is a way of offering and 

responding to tentative narrative interpretations” (p. 6). My analysis of these documents elicited 

meaning, provided understanding, and generated empirical knowledge about rural African 

American students’ transition to college (Bowen, 2009). Once again, students’ voices as reported 

within their letters are particularly important when communicating experiences and needs of 

students of color to predominantly White UPersist faculty, staff, and administration that control 

how the university functions and who need to hear differing perspectives to support this 

population of students. 

Data Analysis 

To make sense of the stories collected from the one-on-one interviews, the focus group, 

and the letter writing in this study, I proceeded through several steps prior to generating themes 

and subthemes from the data. First, I organized all interview transcripts and recordings and 

created a participant profile spreadsheet that included pseudonyms and demographic information 

for each student (Appendix F). Next, I created a codebook using constructs from CRT and 

Transition Theory as well as components of the research question (Appendix G).  

From there, I conducted Polkinghorne’s (1995) analysis of narratives, also referred to as 

the paradigmatic mode of analysis. Kim (2016) suggests paradigmatic cognition is “a thinking 

skill that we humans primarily use to organize experience as ordered and consistent while 

attending to its general features and common categories and characteristics” (p. 196). 
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Additionally, the paradigmatic mode of knowing classifies the general features into categories in 

an attempt to fit individual details into a larger pattern (Kim, 2016). Polkinghorne (1995) offers 

two forms of paradigmatic analysis of narratives: one in which concepts are derived from a 

previous theory or logical possibilities and then applied to the data to determine if instances of 

the concepts exist, and one in which concepts are derived inductively from the data. Kim (2016) 

offers a third form of paradigmatic analysis of narratives in which concepts are derived from 

predetermined foci of a study. I completed the paradigmatic analysis in three cycles of coding: 

First, I used an a priori cycle of coding to determine if the constructs of Transition Theory and 

CRT were present in the stories. For example, one participant described a wake-up call while 

moving through the first-year transition when they stated, “the first exam, and I got like a 50, and 

that woke me up because there was no extra credit.” Another participant captured his experience 

with endemic racism when he described his hometown as “the type of town, this is a ‘good ole 

boy’ town.”  

Next, during the second cycle of coding, I utilized the open coding techniques of in-vivo, 

process, and causation coding to derive concepts inductively from the data (Rivas, 2012). For 

example, the code “time management” came to light when several participants discussed their 

need to have strong time management skills in their letters and during the focus group 

conversation.  

Lastly, I conducted a third cycle of coding by creating predetermined categories that 

aligned with the research question and addressed aspects of the first-year transition such as 

challenges, supports, and coping strategies. For example, several participants made comments 

that were coded as “intersectionality through transition” when they discussed being Black and 

rural in their first year at an urban university.  
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When representing the data, I focused on the processes as well as the unique and general 

features of participants’ stories about transitioning into college by moving in, moving through, 

and moving out of the first year as a student who identifies as both rural and African American. 

Finally, I derived themes and subthemes after conducting the three cycles of coding through the 

paradigmatic mode of analysis. 

Paradigmatic analysis was appropriate for this study because it allowed common themes 

or salient constructs to emerge through storied data. While it is also known as narrative analysis, 

I combined this approach with counternarrative inquiry in collecting stories from the 

participants. For example, Wagaman, Obejero, and Gregory (2018) state, “narrative analysis 

could be used to explore the ways in which participants develop and deliver their narratives, 

either in relationship to or distinct from the dominant narratives and messages” (p. 10). With 

counternarratives, the stories I collected countered the master narratives widely accepted by the 

majority, but they are stories, nonetheless. Additionally, paradigmatic analysis allowed me to re-

story participants’ narratives while also identifying similarities across experiences. Through re-

storying, I provided a link between ideas that emerged and created chronology between them. 

The sequential nature of narrative research is what sets this form of methodological inquiry apart 

from the other research approaches, and the re-storying of experiences shared by individuals 

from marginalized populations is at the heart of counternarrative research (Creswell, 2012; Mora, 

2014). By analyzing these narratives, I sought to retell stories that create a counternarrative to 

what current understandings of rural students, African American students, and first-year 

experiences of minoritized students. 

 

 



84 
 

 

Ethical Considerations 

As is less true for quantitative research, qualitative researchers occupy a more central 

position in their research protocols. As a result, risks of researcher bias and personal disclosure 

are more salient for qualitative data collection and analysis procedures. Additionally, rural 

African American students at an urban institution represent a marginalized and vulnerable 

population. As a result, it was critical for me to conceal the participants’ identities while retelling 

their stories. To aid in these efforts, all participants in this study are referred to by pseudonyms. 

Additionally, because rural African American students are a minoritized population on the 

UPersist campus, there was some potential for participants to be identifiable to one another. 

Throughout the study, I reiterated the requirement that participants’ experiences should not be 

shared with others until the study was complete. 

 Because it was important to me to build trust and rapport with study participants and to 

ensure their full awareness of study purpose and parameters, I discussed several aspects of the 

protocol with each of the participants at multiple points. I explained clearly the purpose of the 

study, my interest the students as participants, and how I planned to use and share the research 

results. I explicitly stated that participation in the study is voluntary and can stop at any time. I 

also openly shared what she planned to do with the data collected.  

Lastly, narrative research inquiry is highly relational and “ethical requirements move 

beyond institutional requirements of privacy, confidentiality, and informed consent” (Clandinin, 

Caine, Rosiek, & Connolly 2000, p. 545). Researchers run the risk of inaccurately “re-storying” 

the experiences shared by study participants. To avoid miscommunication of the participants’ 

storied experiences, I actively collaborated with the participants throughout the study by 

discussing their stories with them and by reflecting on my positionality in relation to the research 
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topic (Creswell, 2012). I also sought the advice of other researchers familiar with narrative 

inquiry as I collected and analyzed data. 

Positionality Statement 

As previously mentioned, contrary to quantitative research, the researcher acts as the 

research instrument in qualitative research approaches (Charmaz, 2006). As a result, there are 

risks of researcher bias and personal disclosure when collecting and analyzing data. It is 

important for me therefore to reflect upon my identity, voice, perspectives, assumptions, and 

sensitivities as these are key elements in the research context and inform how I answered the 

research question and interpreted my data (Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Wagaman, Obejero, & 

Gregory, 2018). 

Identity 

 I identify as an African American woman. Undeniably, because of my racial identity, I 

feel a connection to the student population I studied. As someone who attended predominantly 

White schools the majority of my life, I often found myself to be the only African American in 

some of my classes and often felt pressure to speak on behalf of my entire race. As I matured, I 

grew to realize those instances were unfair, unrealistic, and exhausting because I am just one 

person going through different phases of my racial identity development and was put in 

situations where I felt I had to speak for millions of people. While I feel a responsibility to give 

voice to the oppressed racial group with which I identify, I evolved into accepting that I do not 

have to be the only voice, and I know that just one voice is not enough. As a result, by using the 

counternarrative inquiry for this study, I hope to give voice to the participants who may look like 

me but who often go unheard. I also want to challenge the notion that African American students 

are less likely to succeed once in college. I am an African American who successfully 
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transitioned into and through college, and there are many more who have done the same. I 

intentionally planned to gather stories from the students who have already successfully 

transitioned into college to acknowledge their accomplishment and to share how they 

experienced their first year. 

I am also a continuing generation student from a middle-class family who grew up in the 

suburbs. Previous generations of my family members went to college. Throughout my life, there 

was never a question of whether I would go to college. The question was where would I go? 

Throughout my college experience, including the preparation and application process prior to, I 

had family members who understood from personal experience what college was like. I did not 

have to figure things out for myself and my family, and I never felt as if I was leaving anyone 

behind or having to pave the way for anyone to follow, as many first-generation college students 

experience. Because I grew up in a middle class, suburban environment, paying for college was 

never a concern, and resources and college campuses were easily accessible. Often, African 

American students from rural settings are first-generation students from low socioeconomic 

circumstances with access to fewer resources than their urban and suburban counterparts. My 

current perspective and understanding of the student population I studied has more to do with my 

review of the literature and less to do with a personal connection because of identities she may or 

may not share with participants. I hoped to learn more about students’ interpretations of their 

own experiences by acknowledging and minimizing researcher bias through this study. 

I also identify as an educator. Growing up, I attended a predominantly Black high school, 

and my school counselor discouraged me from applying to highly selective institutions because 

of my SAT scores. Despite my concern about my academic future as a result of that 

conversation, I could not help but think about all the other students, people who were my friends 
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and classmates, who the school counselor likely discouraged as well. That day, I decided to find 

a way to help young people realize and achieve their highest academic potential. Since then, I 

gained educational and professional experience learning how students transition into and develop 

while in college, and I often worked and continue to work with students similar to the 

participants of this study. 

My interest in studying first-year experiences of rural African American students stems 

from my previous experience in college access and multicultural affairs. My interest also stems 

from my most recent work experience as a Project Director at an urban institution. As an African 

American scholar-practitioner, I reflected on my personal experiences throughout college and on 

my experiences working alongside students of color transitioning into and through college. I 

realized I value students’ perspectives and want to learn more about how students perceive their 

transitional experiences into college. My passion for seeking understanding by relying on 

participant experiences and gathering multiple participant meanings through a social 

constructivist lens guides my curiosity on this topic. 

Voice and Perspectives 

During his University of Pennsylvania Equity Institute webinar series, Harper (2015) 

suggested that overwhelmingly the literature uses a deficit approach when studying the success 

of minoritized student populations. Harper (2010) stated, “Instead of relying on existing theories 

and conceptual models to repeatedly examine deficits, researchers using this framework should 

deliberately attempt to discover how some students of color have managed to succeed” (p. 68). 

For this study, I deployed an anti-deficit lens when studying rural African American first-year 

experiences. In the midst of possibly uncovering and identifying the challenges and obstacles 

that impede successful transition into college for rural African American students, I emphasized 
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the successful transition in, through, and out of the first year of college. It was important to me to 

minimize any blame associated with rural African American students and their unique challenges 

and experiences in coming to college. It was also important to me to highlight the responsibility 

that our higher education system has for providing equitable opportunities for college access and 

success.  

Researcher as Research Instrument 

When conducting research, and qualitative research more specifically, it is crucial that 

researchers explore and understand how their identities, assumptions, and worldviews shape the 

research topic and design. Given my role as the research instrument (Clandinin & Connolly, 

1990; Creswell, 2012; Riessman, 2008) risks of researcher bias arise when collecting and 

analyzing data.  

As an employee of the data collection site and as the Project Director of a large summer 

bridge program at the university, it was extremely important for me to understand my position 

and its potential influence on student participation as well as the collection and analysis of the 

data. For example, I knew some students would recognize my name on recruitment emails and 

that could impact their motivation to participate in the study. For those who participated who 

transitioned into the university through the summer bridge program, I emphasized the voluntary 

nature of participation in the experiment and gave them the option to discontinue participation in 

the study at any time. I did not want the students to feel influenced by power dynamics or a sense 

of obligation to participate. I also followed the interview protocol with the former summer bridge 

students the same way I followed the protocol with the other participants. I wanted each 

participant to have the same experience while participating in the study in order to produce 

credible results. I also retold only the stories shared during the interviews and focus group 
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despite having more information about some participants through my personal connection with 

them and my job at the university. I did not want to interject other knowledge or opinions from 

previous interactions with the participants that were gleaned from outside the research context.  

Because of the potential similarities and differences between the study participants and 

myself, it was critical that I accurately retell their stories without bias or assumptions influencing 

the discussion of the findings. Keeping my positionality toward this topic and my job at the data 

collection site in mind, I preserved and maintained reliability in several ways. First, I collected 

and triangulated multiple data sources including interview transcripts, a focus group discussion, 

and students’ written documents. Second, I took detailed notes and included elaborate 

descriptions in the writing. Lastly, I practiced member checking throughout the study to ensure I 

accurately retold the stories shared by the students interviewed, and I solicited feedback from 

others who have conducted similar research with the intention of checking my approach through 

peer evaluation. 

Conclusion 

It is crucial to examine rural African American students’ experiences pursuing 

postsecondary education, particularly as they transition into college. Rural African American 

students are a growing demographic in higher education, and they are “an important but often 

overlooked student population” (Means et al., 2015, p. 3). As rural African American students 

continue to pursue college, it is necessary for colleges to understand their experiences better so 

they can support a successful transition into the college setting. By collecting and analyzing data 

using qualitative, counternarrative inquiry, this study provides educators and administrators with 

an in-depth understanding of the anticipated transition of moving in, moving through, and 

moving out of the first year of college from the students’ perspective. While this study aims to 
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fill a gap in the literature, it also aspires to help professionals in higher education assist in the 

retention and time to degree completion of these students once they arrive on campus.  
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CHAPTER 4: PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

As discussed in Chapter One, the purpose of this study is to explore how the intersecting 

identities of race and rurality shape early college experiences by examining rural African 

American students’ transition as they move in, move through, and move out of their first year of 

college at an urban institution. The target population was second- and third-year African 

American students from rural communities who were in good academic standing (2.0 grade point 

average [GPA] or better as deemed by the University) at UPersist at the time of the study. I used 

criterion sampling to select the participants. In order to be eligible for the study, participants 

must: 

• Identify as African American 

• Identify as being from a rural/small town 

• Be enrolled in the second- or third-year of college at UPersist 

• Have experience first-year transition at UPersist 

• Be in good academic standing with the university (2.0+ GPA) 

This study aims to expand the current literature on rural African American students by answering 

the following research question: How does rural African American intersectionality shape 

experiences of students as they transition into college in the first year at an urban institution? 

Fifteen students participated in individual semi-structured interviews or a focus group 

discussion. This chapter shares stories and counternarratives from each participant as well as one 

composite story about focus group participants’ transitions in, through, and out of their first year 

of college. The tables below include background information on the nine students who 

participated in the one-with-one semi-structured interviews and the six students who participated 

in the focus group discussion. Of the fifteen participants, twelve were in their second year of 
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college and three were in their third year of college at the time of the study. Additionally, eight 

of the fifteen participants maintained at least a 3.0 GPA. While all participants remained in 

academic good standing as deemed by the university by maintaining at least a 2.0 GPA, five 

participants had GPAs below 2.5. Each of the five participants below the 2.5 GPA entered the 

university “academically at-risk” as determined by the Admissions Office. Due to their high 

school GPA and standardized test scores, these students were admitted to the university 

conditionally and participated in a mandatory three-semester summer bridge program.  
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Table 4.1: Interview Participant Background Information 

Participant 

Pseudonym 

Major Year 

in 

College 

Undergraduate 

Classification 

Cumulative 

GPA 

GA Area Region 

Naomi Exploratory 2 Freshman 2.46 North Central Piedmont 

Ashley Economics 2 Sophomore 2.83 North Central Piedmont 

John Religious 

Studies 

2 Sophomore 3.62 Southwest Coastal Plain 

Rebecca Biological 

Science 

2 Sophomore 2.15 West (AL border Coastal Plain 

Abigail English 2 Sophomore 2.26 North Central Piedmont 

Mary Interdisciplinary 

Studies 

2 Sophomore 2.29 Northeast Piedmont 

Joseph Education 3 Junior 3.36 East (seacoast Atlantic Ocean) Coastal Plain 

Elizabeth Psychology 3 Junior 3.02 Northwest Piedmont 

Luke Journalism 2 Junior 2.31 East (SC border) Piedmont 

 

Table 4.2: Focus Group Participant Background Information 

Participant 

Pseudonym 

 Major Year in 

College 

Undergraduate 

Classification 

Cumulative 

GPA 

GA Area Region 

Charity Criminal Justice 2 Sophomore 3.3 Central Piedmont 

Noah Political 

Science 

2 Freshman 3.01 West (AL border) Coastal Plain 

Faith Nursing 2 Sophomore 3.8 Central Piedmont 

Elijah Neuroscience 3 Sophomore 2.79 North Central Piedmont 

Sarah Computer 

Information 

Science 

2 Sophomore 3.09 Northeast (SC border) Piedmont 

Tabitha Marketing 2 Sophomore 3.4 North Central Piedmont 



93 
 

 

Luke’s Story 

“I needed, like, a completely different environment . . . and I thought, like, going to Atlanta 

would be the perfect opportunity.” 

 Luke is a second-year journalism major from a small town in the eastern part of Georgia 

(near the South Carolina border). In Luke’s description of it, his hometown had only one grocery 

store and one high school, and in that town, everybody knew everybody. In his younger years, 

Luke did not experience issues related to his race because he was in a predominantly Black 

environment, and all of his friends “looked like [him].” Once he got to high school, Luke 

interacted with more White students and noticed that being African American was problematic:  

I would definitely say, once I got to high school, okay, me being Black felt like it was a 

problem. I feel like the administration wouldn't really pay attention to Black people. And 

I feel like White students weren't really reprimanded for the things they would say or do. 

Luke shared an example of an instance when a White classmate called him a monkey. The 

classmate aimed to prove the double standard that Black people calling each other monkeys, to 

some, is acceptable and White people referring to Black people as monkeys, to most, is racist 

and insensitive. He explained, “of course, I got upset . . . I went to the teacher, and she removed 

both of us from the classroom, and then the principal came, and he tried to give me the same 

punishment he gave her.” Because Luke was not the one who made the derogatory comment, he 

felt his punishment was not justified and the school tried to downplay the situation. As he got 

older, Luke also felt people were “forced to pick a side,” when it came to race. His White peers 

did not accept him because of the color of his skin, and his African American peers did not 

accept him because of how he talked, dressed, and acted.  
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Because of his passion for theater, Luke struggled with deciding if college was right for 

him. In fact, he waited until the last minute to submit his only college application to UPersist. 

Luke ultimately decided to go to college because his friends planned to go off to school and 

because he could not think of a better alternative. He did not want to stay at home with his mom, 

and did not want to continue working the same job he had since age 16. Luke wanted to get out 

of his hometown. Going to college addressed all three of those concerns. Additionally, Luke 

thought going to college in downtown Atlanta would expose him to opportunities to advance his 

interest in acting.  

Once at UPersist, he quickly noticed the large number of African American students and 

the diversity within the African American student population. The diversity within his own racial 

group helped him feel comfortable with being himself without judgment from his peers. As he 

put it:  

Being a black person in Atlanta, I feel definitely, like, more accepted or welcomed . . . 

[it’s] something to be proud of down here . . . like in my hometown, people like to say 

this thing. Like, “I don't see color,” and I think that's, like, a really weird statement 

because you do see color, and you can tell that people are different from other people. 

That doesn’t mean you have to treat them different. Like, you can tell that people are 

different in Atlanta. I can be, I can be proud, I can be Black, all of that. 

When reflecting on his first year of college as an African American student from a rural 

community, Luke described several adjustments he made while transitioning to living and being 

a student in the city. He recalled the sizeable homeless population, the different smells in the air, 

and the lack of safety at night. He said: 
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Coming here, it was a little weird at first because, where we’re located at, it’s a little, like, 

concerning at times, especially at night. And I’ve never seen, like, a lot of homeless 

people before and there’s a lot downtown, and I would say there’s definitely, like, 

different smells in the air. Like, it’s just some stuff you had to get used to.  

Luke described how he came to look forward to walking around because there is always 

something new to see in the city. 

 In addition to adjusting to city life, Luke experienced several barriers he had to overcome 

during his transition into college. For example, he struggled with staying up late at night and not 

getting enough sleep to get up for his 8:00 A.M. classes. As a result, Luke missed several early 

classes and often felt tired throughout the day. He also had to accept that his prior perception of 

what college would be like was not the reality of college life at UPersist. In high school, Luke 

built his understanding of what college would be around the television series “Dear White 

People.” As a result of that show, Luke initially wanted to go to one of the historically Black 

colleges or universities (HBCU) in Atlanta and be a part of a predominantly Black student body. 

While UPersist is very diverse, Luke described times when he noticed the HBCU experience is 

not what he initially envisioned for himself. Also, Luke is a shy person, and he struggled with 

speaking to people he did not know such as professors and classmates. To overcome this 

communication challenge, he connected with classmates through texting on the GroupMe 

application and forced himself to meet with his professors during office hours.  

 While intentionally breaking down some of the barriers he experienced, Luke also 

noticed significant personal growth in himself throughout his first year of college. In addition to 

connecting with peers through GroupMe and professors through office hours, Luke would 

intentionally sit in the common area of his residence hall to meet new people. Luke noted, “I feel 
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like [doing that] shaped me as a person today, and it helped me make friends.” He also got 

involved with campus life, attending events and participating in programming through 

organizations such as the Black Student Achievement office. Importantly, his campus 

involvement helped Luke develop a sense of belonging at UPersist. He believed his race helped 

him relate to other students on campus and that his rural background gave way to “catching up” 

on pop culture to better fit in with new friends at his urban institution. Luke recalled having to 

learn songs his friends from Atlanta grew up singing, like: 

The “Swag Surf” song. I had never heard that before . . . “Knuck if You Buck.” I've 

heard that before, but it's, like, more important down here that you know that song. So, I 

felt like I had to really learn it. 

Most importantly, Luke began to take school more seriously throughout his first year.  

 When returning for his second year of college, Luke faced several obstacles. First, going 

home for the summer made Luke question whether he wanted to return to the stress that came 

along with being a college student. He enjoyed working his summer job and liked not having to 

think too much or too hard. Second, Luke struggled to secure housing for the semester while 

home during the summer; he was not moved from waitlist and assigned a room on campus until 

early August. Third, Luke met challenges obtaining financial aid for the upcoming academic 

year. Luke mentioned that he did not receive his award until two days before our interview, 

which was almost six weeks into the fall semester. Despite these obstacles, Luke felt there was 

no choice but to return for his second year. He spent the second semester of his first year getting 

used to the rigor of his courses and getting up for class in the morning. More importantly, he felt 

his confidence in his academic abilities increase throughout his first year, and wanted to continue 
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to build on that confidence by returning for his second year. Most of all, the friends Luke made 

during his first year significantly impacted his return.  

Meeting all of these people, it’s, like, you don’t want to let that go when it’s just starting. 

Yeah. That was definitely a reason. I was like, Oh yeah, I have to keep coming here. And 

that’s another reason I wanted to stay on campus, so I could be around my friends and 

stuff like that. 

While Luke still desires to pursue acting eventually, at the time of the study he described how he 

enjoyed being a journalism major and theater minor. He had yet to decide what he wants to do 

after graduation but felt confident he would complete his degree and one day walk across the big 

stage.  

Abigail’s Story 

“So, even though Atlanta may be nothing to other people, it’s a lot for me.” 

Abigail is a sophomore from a small town just south of the Blue Ridge region of Georgia. 

Born to two loving parents, one from Africa and one from the Caribbean, Abigail grew up 

influenced by the morals, values, and traditions of her parents’ cultures. Originally born in New 

York, Abigail lived in New England until she was 10 years old. At age 10, Abigail and her 

family moved to small-town Georgia. She said, “I came down here when I was 10 and I’ve been 

here ever since. So I feel like I'm more from Georgia.” Once in Georgia, she quickly noticed 

differences between living in a northern suburban community versus a southern rural town as a 

Black person: 

So, I was always used to, you know, things close, being able to walk to places, and 

having family close by and stuff. But that's not the case in my hometown in Georgia. You 

literally have to drive everywhere, and you have to have a car as transportation. You don't 
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have, like, the bus or a train. You don't have any of that. So yeah, it was just really 

different there. Also, I wasn't used to seeing so many, I mean, as much White people 

down here, like, coming from [New England]. Um, it was, it's just more diverse. Like my 

best friend, um, as a kid, before I came down here, she was Asian and, um, I just grew up 

living in [New England] where it was much more diverse. 

Prior to moving to Georgia, Abigail never felt that the color of her skin was an issue.  

Not only did she feel out of place as a Black female, she felt like she had to switch 

personas when interacting with her peers. She said: 

There was so many times where I had to, I forgot what the term is called. I think it's 

called code-switching, and yeah. There's so many times where I had to do that . . . just 

come down here and people automatically assuming things about you because you're 

Black. It's crazy. I feel like being up North, it’s just people are more open, open-minded. 

They’re not as ignorant and stuff.  

Abigail described her high school experience as full of racially charged interactions. She found it 

difficult to fit in and accept herself and her background. Throughout high school, Abigail would 

straighten her hair or wear weaves to look more like the White girls who attended her school. 

Many of the Black boys who went to high school with her were attracted to the White girls, and 

as a result, she felt White attributes defined physical beauty. In her words: 

So there were times where I was like, I remember I wanted to straighten my hair all the 

time to look like the White girls. I remember how, um, the Black guys wanted the White 

girls more because of their pretty hair, quote-unquote pretty hair, and all that stuff. And 

just going to high school where being White was considered cool or better.  
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Because of how she wore her hair, many White boys at her school tormented her. They would 

call her names, pull her hair, and even pretend to cut her hair while in class.  

They would always ask me about, you know, like my braids or my sew-in and stuff like 

that, and make ignorant or stupid comments like, “Oh, is this sewn into your head?” Or, 

something like that. And it’s like, okay, one or two questions, fine. But at this point, 

you’re trying to make a joke out of it, you know? 

It was not until her senior year of high school that Abigail began accepting herself for who she 

is. Abigail began speaking up more in class, and she made a bold statement embracing her 

background by wearing a dress made of African prints to her senior prom. Wearing the dress 

made her more comfortable with accepting her truth, her heritage, and her traditions.  

Since her freshman year of high school, Abigail knew she wanted to pursue a career that 

involved helping others. During her junior year, she fell in love with biology and it sparked her 

interest in becoming a nurse or doctor. After discovering her career interest, she realized she 

needed to go to college to reach her goal. Abigail enrolled in classes at the local community 

college during her senior year of high school. Those classes gave her confidence in her ability to 

become a successful college student one day. She said, “And senior year, when I started to, like, 

go to my community college, I learned, like, this is a learning style that I am, that I can do. I can 

do this learning style. It's enjoyable. It's doable.” 

Although she initially wanted to attend an HBCU, Abigail has grown to appreciate being 

a student at UPersist. In fact, the institution exceeded her standards. The university’s diversity 

shocked her at first. In the classroom, she experienced diverse races, thoughts, and opinions. She 

described a philosophy class she took her first semester:  
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I had like 50 people in it, and it was great to see people [from] different ages and 

different walks of life. You know? We're talking about philosophy, a series of stuff, and 

everybody gave their input. It wasn't just one perspective but different perspectives and 

stuff. I was like, that was definitely a shock to me. I was like, wow, I'm really in college.  

Outside the classroom, she saw diverse nationalities, new experiences, and sounds of the city. 

She mentioned: 

It was different to like wake up to, you know, sirens or like drilling from like outside. 

That was a lot . . . There's something always happening. So there's a lot to see, a lot of 

people, a lot of events and it's right down the street from me. 

A major challenge during Abigail’s first year of college was time management. Initially, she 

spent too much time socializing with her peers. When she began working, she realized the 

importance of managing her academic and social lives. Work helped her get perspective on the 

necessity of self-care and completing homework assignments. Her busy schedule forced her to 

rest, and during her moments of relaxation, she would do homework. Her job also helped her 

realize the financial stakes of doing well in school: 

You're broke for one and you’re also here at school paying. Sounds like there’s too much 

money at stake, and I’m not, the one paying for too much. So, I was like, okay, this has to 

change this time. It has to change. 

For Abigail, the second semester of the first year was a “wake up call”:  

I didn't really figure out what worked for me until the end of [the] first semester. So, 

second semester I realized that, okay, writing down my schedule, writing down 

assignments when they're due, having visuals around the room, all that stuff really helped 

me to stay on track. Having a set schedule, so I know when I'm going to do this, what I'm 
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going to do. That also helped me. So, um, it was really trial and error, which the error 

was very terrible. But, I'm happy that I figured it out then [rather] than later.  

Upperclassmen Abigail met through her co-curricular involvement served as a 

support/mentorship system. They gave her advice on how to manage her time and how to build 

her course schedule.   

When it came to deciding to persist to her second year of college, Abigail had familial 

influences that assisted with her decision. She said, “I have a little sister; she looks up to me. I 

am trying to make my mom proud.” She also referred to her personal self-motivation when 

discussing her transition past the first year:  

I'm doing this for myself, but also, like I said, I wanted to help other people, and I can't 

help those that are in need if I do not finish. So I'm always thinking about the people I 

love and the people that I want to help when I'm trying to push through, or when I was 

trying to push through to come back. 

John’s Story 

“I love being Black.” 

 John is from a small town in Southwest Georgia and was a second-year student at the 

time of the study. He specifically describes his hometown as “a good ole boy town.” John 

attended a private, Christian school from sixth through tenth grade. He described the school as 

both geographically and racially secluded. While attending the school, he was often the “token 

Black kid.” Additionally, the school used religion to frame race relations and did not provide 

opportunities for John to learn much about his African American culture. The school did not 

even recognize Black History Month until John was in the tenth grade.  
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 John spent his last two years of high school at two different public schools. During his 

junior year, John became aware of what it meant to be Black in America: 

I knew I was Black. I didn’t know what it meant, but when I got to Johnston High 

(pseudonym) and also when I got to Wilson High (pseudonym), I actually discovered, uh, 

I want to say my Blackness per se, and what it meant to be an African American. 

John truly began discovering his Blackness while having a conversation with a friend about 

Donald Trump. Before coming to public school, all he heard were conservative views regarding 

politics. Once his friend presented a more liberal side of things, John said he was “dumbfounded, 

and I’m not the person, I hate being dumbfounded in an argument.” The conversation prompted 

John to reflect on his race:  

So, then I had to go back and then really learn, umm, not only about how a lot of policies 

even in my city, and how nationally we’re looked at in our city, but actually just how we 

as a, how I as a Black person, and specifically an African American male, how like, 

what's my image in society, what's my role in society. 

Throughout his senior year, John described friends and teachers who “opened up my perspective, 

and who helped me interpret the world, not only from my conservative point of view but from 

multiple points of view, to understand both sides.” 

 John always knew he wanted to go to college and began to consider it more seriously 

during his senior year of high school. He focused on going to an HBCU because he loved the 

culture of HBCUs and because many people he looked up to in his community had attended 

HBCUs. John always had a knack for learning. He enjoyed school. Throughout his high school 

years, John learned how to learn. Then, in twelfth grade, John began saying to himself, “not only 
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do I love education, I really want to dedicate my time to make sure I get the best education 

possible.” 

 John received a shocking introduction to the classroom culture of college while taking an 

African American studies class during his freshman year and hearing comments from his 

professor. As John described it:  

He didn’t just teach [the subject]; he wasn’t just reading off the projector. He actually 

knew the information, but I distinctly remember . . . he literally said to us, he was like, 

“Listen, y’all come in here not paying attention.” He was like, “I been paid, I got tenure . 

. . that means I could slap somebody and still get out and still have a job.” We was like, 

okay, so basically we need to pay attention. That's probably the funniest memory I had 

within a classroom setting, but most memorable. 

Apart from these unusual comments, John’s academic experience while transitioning into college 

was precisely what he expected.  

 Before coming to college, John knew how he wanted to transition socially. He always 

valued peer mentorship and decided his mentor would be the president of the Student 

Government Association (SGA) regardless of where he attended school. Once he decided to 

attend UPersist, John reached out to the SGA president via social media and asked to be his 

mentee. Despite the president’s reluctance to mentor an incoming freshman, the two met in 

person the first week of school. From then on, John visited the SGA office on a daily basis and 

met with the SGA president for mentoring sessions on a weekly basis. He stated, “Those are 

moments that I cherish, and that really developed me and helped me develop in my first year.”  
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Additionally, John discussed the role his rural background played in his social integration 

at UPersist. The “southern hospitality” and “everybody knows everybody” culture of his 

hometown imparted a genuine curiosity within him. As a result, John often found himself 

initiating conversations with new people throughout his first year of college just to get to know 

the peers around him. His accent also draws people to him. John stated, “People notice my 

accent right away and they always ask me where I’m from. And I can usually, I’ll point out that, 

I’m from, I always tell them from Southwest Georgia.” 

 As a result of experiences both in and out of the classroom, John fell in love with 

UPersist within the first three months. He loved the student body diversity and the ability to 

become more culturally competent and literate through interacting with many people from 

various backgrounds. He loved the fast pace of the city. He loved the opportunities to build a 

network that could positively impact his social capital for years to come. The diverse, fast-paced, 

well-connected environment lends itself to the change agent of his community he aspires to 

become. As John put it, “I love that about UPersist. It’s like everything is fast. Everything is 

boom, boom, boom. And if you want to get things done, you just don’t talk about it, you be about 

it.” Given his relatively new connection to his racial identity, John also loved the significant 

Black student population at UPersist. He often compares the school to an HBCU and believes the 

African American student population is the thermostat for the school’s culture. 

 Rather than returning to UPersist for his second year of college, John briefly considered 

transferring to an HBCU, but that idea was short-lived. After being home for just two weeks over 

the summer, John knew he needed to get back to Atlanta. Additionally, the friend group John 

made from SGA had become like a small family during his first year. Those friends played a 

significant role in John’s decision to return for his sophomore year. Having declared a major in 
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religious studies also informed John’s choice to return to UPersist for his second year. He 

described his satisfaction with his major at UPersist specifically: 

So, I think my course of study, that really plays a big impact on it, because I think at 

UPersist, they don’t teach it just from [one] point of view . . . they don’t teach from a 

Christian perspective or some other perspective, that is. They just teach from an academic 

perspective. And that’s something that I wanted. 

John’s grades earned him admission into the Honors College in his sophomore year. Not only 

was that a great accomplishment, it influenced him considerably to return for his second year.  

 John aspired to become a change agent for his hometown after graduating from college. 

He described conversations he now has with classmates from his hometown, stating, “Hey, we’re 

going to change [our hometown] and we’re going to make sure that it’s better for the next 

generation of people.” As a big fish in the big pond that is UPersist, John felt surrounded by 

great people who pushed him to be better on a daily basis:  

But everyone who I hang around, uh, they’re all committed to the process. They’re 

committed to whatever they’re trying to do, whether it be, uh, one of my good friends 

who wants to be a computer engineer or another friend of mine who’s an amazing 

photographer, they’re just all committed to being the best that they can be. They’re not 

lackadaisical, they’re not lazy, but they're committed. They’re true to being, to doing the 

best that they can. 

John also aspired to graduate from college a year early, pursue a master’s degree in divinity, and 

ultimately earn a law degree from Yale University. He hoped to become a pastor and a federal 

prosecutor.  
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Ashley’s Story 

“The motivation from just my immediate family . . . like we all come from nothing. We can 

become something. You're going to prove that.” 

 Ashley is from a small town in the North Central part of Georgia and was a second-year 

student at the time of the study. At age five, Ashley, along with her mom, grandmother, and 

brother, moved to the United States from West Africa. At the age of 12, she and her family 

moved to small-town Georgia.  

We moved . . . because of the job opportunities out here. Like, so many jobs out here. 

Well, there’s a lot of production plants and my parents didn’t have any degrees or 

anything like that, so they have to work production jobs. So, there was a lot of production 

plants out here. 

Once in her hometown, Ashley struggled with fitting in and being herself. She considered middle 

school “the worst three years of my life,” as she was the new kid on the scene. While things 

settled a bit in high school, Ashley continued feeling out of place from her classmates:  

Like being different, being in those classrooms with people that are not the same color as 

you, and don’t understand where you come from. It was just horrible. It was like I was 

too Black for White kids, but I was too White for Black. Yeah. So, I got bullied a lot, of 

course. High school kind of calmed down a little bit, but it was still, Black kids were still 

telling me like, “Oh, you're in an AP class, what are you doing in there?” You know, and 

then the White kids would be like, “Oh my gosh, what are you doing here?” You cannot 

just be in a class. 

 Ashley noted that the idea of going to college was instilled in her from a young age by 

her mother: “It was ‘After high school, you’re going to college. You’re going to go.’” Not only 
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did her mother encourage going to college, but Ashley was self-motivated to go to college as 

well. She viewed college as a place that would open more doors for her future. Additionally, 

Ashley had a school counselor in high school who really convinced her college was the best next 

step in her life. Comparing the way she grew up to the way her cousin grew up also contributed 

to her desire to go to college:  

Just seeing the way I grew up versus the way, like, my cousin grew up, whose parents do 

have college degrees. It was like, wow. I actually had to work three jobs to buy my car to 

get me to college. Meanwhile, and it’s like a 2007 car. Wow. My cousin, his parents are 

buying him this year’s model BMW without him putting in a penny of it because they 

just have college degrees, they have college degree-holding jobs. You know, I want that 

for myself, and if I do have future kids, I want that for my kids as well. 

 Family members aided Ashley’s initial transition to college. While she did not live on 

campus, she moved in with her godparents, who lived closer to downtown Atlanta. Additionally, 

Ashley had a cousin who attended UPersist. Her cousin showed her around and gave insight into 

the ups and downs of college. Ashley also helped herself when preparing for the initial transition 

into college. Because she graduated high school early, she worked two jobs to save up money for 

school. Additionally, she earned the HOPE Scholarship which assisted with the bulk of tuition 

and fees. Once in Atlanta, she took a tour to get acquainted with the campus, hoping to see a 

familiar face. 

 As Ashley’s transition continued, she began to flourish academically and socially. For 

example, Ashley is no longer the only Black student in her classes. She compared writing 

assignments in high school to that of writing assignments in her college-level English II course:  
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It was really interesting, because the teacher, she teaches differently. She would make us 

write from personal experiences instead of just following a prompt, like here, write about 

this, write about that. She wouldn’t say, “Tell me how you feel your story,” what you did 

or don’t want to do. And I just, like, I really felt that was the point where, umm, I felt, 

like, that's different from high school. High school, you get a prompt, you write about 

this, that’s that. She was like, no, we’re not going to put you in a box. We're going to let 

you free write, write whatever you want to write about, tell you to be you. And I was like, 

wow. Cool. 

Things began to click socially when Ashley joined the African Student Association (ASA). Back 

in her hometown, she was exposed to Hispanic culture, Black culture, and White culture. “And 

then there was just me,” she stated. Once in ASA, Ashley found other African people like 

herself. There were more people who shared her skin color and who were their authentic selves. 

Ashley appreciated that because she felt it was hard being herself back in high school. Beyond 

the ASA, she found many organizations to join. In her words, “regardless of who you are, where 

you come from, what you do, what you like, don’t like, there’s something for everybody.” The 

diversity of people and experiences offered in an urban setting was key to Ashley’s sense of 

belonging at UPersist. 

 Coming from a rural community, Ashley described her transition into an urban 

environment as fun, scary, and sad. She stated:  

It was fun. Cause now there is, like, a million and one things to do, a million and one 

places to go . . . but it was also scary because you're downtown, like, you gotta’ be 

careful, you’ll know who’s who. It was kind of sad, too, because, like living here, you 

never see a lot of homeless people, but when I went downtown, and at the corner of every 
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street, there’s, like, a homeless person. I was like, “Whoa, this is actually happening.” I 

thought this was just something on TV. Umm, yeah, just, I felt a lot of emotions. 

As someone who identifies as both African American and from a rural environment now in an 

urban setting, Ashley emphasized the importance of becoming more open-minded. She allowed 

herself to reflect on how she always felt “different” back home and, in response, practiced being 

welcoming and understanding of the differences the people around her brought to the university 

community. She also became more open-minded to experiences available in downtown Atlanta. 

She described her hometown as boring:  

With my mom’s rules, we really didn’t go out much, but that's not really what made it 

boring. It was like there was nowhere to go. There’s school, umm, the mall is, like, 

everything down there is almost shut down. Um, there’s just not much. Like, the fair 

comes once a year. I guess you could go to that. But other than that, you could go to the 

lake, but there’s just not much to do out here. 

During her first year, Ashley had to move out of her godparents’ house and back to her 

hometown. The two-hour commute to school served as a major challenge and resulted in her 

grades dropping. While Ashley earned grades good enough to remain in good academic standing 

throughout her first year of college, she did not maintain the 3.0 GPA necessary to continue 

receiving the HOPE Scholarship. Without HOPE, the financial burden of going to school seemed 

too heavy. It was not until the middle of the summer that Ashley decided to come back to school 

for her second year. While working her old job back home, Ashley realized she did not want to 

work twelve-hour days for the rest of her life, and she saw college as a way to better herself and 

enhance her career opportunities. Additionally, Ashley knew getting a college degree would be 

more than a personal accomplishment. She mentioned, “My college degree is, it’s not really for 
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me, it’s for my whole family . . . they were motivating me to say, ‘Hey, you’re doing this for 

you, number one. But you're doing it for everybody.’”  

Despite the motivation to return for her second year, Ashley had several challenges to 

overcome. For example, she paid for her tuition out of pocket for the fall semester. She also had 

to find a place to live near campus and take on the financial responsibility of paying rent. 

Fortunately, registering for classes was easy and living near campus made attending classes the 

next semester easier as well. In her second year at UPersist at the time of the study, Ashley knew 

how to be more successful academically. For example, she knew procrastination is the best way 

to ruin her grades. Additionally, she knew that using campus resources, such as the Counseling 

Center, and using her support system, such as her mom, would be much more beneficial than 

suffering in silence. By the second year, Ashley finally felt like she belonged. She could finally 

be her unique self and not feel judged. 

Elizabeth’s Story 

This isn’t for everybody, and I feel this isn’t really for me . . . I feel like a lot of people kind of 

instill it in your mind that you really need college. But if you look at a lot of the successful people 

now, a lot of them didn't go to school. 

Elizabeth was in her third year at UPersist at the time of the study. She grew up in a small 

town about thirty minutes outside of the Atlanta metropolitan area. She described her hometown 

as a slow-paced, predominantly White community with good schools. Because of the lack of 

diversity, Elizabeth found it difficult to make friends as a young girl. She did not play with her 

neighbors or interact with her classmates much. “I was different from them. So, my differences 

were moreso pointed out. So, it was harder for me to make friends, so I couldn’t relate to 

anybody.” Once she attended a more diverse middle school, Elizabeth began making friends and 



111 
 

 

built strong connections with African American students and teachers during her first two years 

of high school.  

Throughout her younger years, Elizabeth never desired to go to college. Instead, she 

mentioned, “I guess you could say I went to college because that’s what my parents said I had to 

do.” She felt like a lot of opportunities awaited her in Atlanta, and after comparing tuition costs 

to her first-choice school, she decided to go to UPersist. Unfortunately, once she arrived, she 

found herself feeling rejected. Because of how she talks, people looked at her as being “one of 

the White kids.” She elaborated, “Yeah, like, you know how some people, they’re kinda like, 

‘Oh, like, you talk really White or proper.’” Despite its negative connotation, she identified as a 

Black until coming to UPersist. Once at UPersist, she continued to feel a negative connotation 

toward her perceived identity as someone who is Black but “acts White.” Fortunately, the stigma 

faded, and Elizabeth grew to appreciate going to UPersist instead of another HBCU in Atlanta:  

It was a lot easier to fit in here versus if I had went to, like, Clark or Spelman, I feel like I 

would have had a harder time trying to fit in . . . because there's so many, like, different 

backgrounds and nationalities and races and everything, like, you could just easily fit in 

with anybody. 

Elizabeth began her first year at UPersist participating in a summer bridge program. She recalled, 

“that was actually a lot of fun, and I feel like it helped me start easier in the fall.” The length and 

size of her classes had shocked and challenged her in the beginning:  

I didn’t really like it  . . . with the class size being so big, it made me not want to ask any 

questions . . . because for one I don't like sitting in the front. But for two, because I 

usually sit in the middle, but with a classroom that big, I don't like yelling. So I just, yeah, 

I don't really ask a lot of questions. I prefer to just go to the office hours. 
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She also noted differences between teachers in high school and professors in college:  

Here, like, the teachers are really cool. The only thing is, things seem like they don’t 

really care as much . . . then [in high school] it just felt like the teacher wanted to see a lot 

of his students do really well and see them do their work. Versus here it’s kinda, like, if 

you don’t do it then, oh well. 

She also struggled with the grading structure once in college. She noted that she lacked 

confidence in her test-taking skills, and this was a problem because unlike in high school, her 

final grades in college were largely based on test scores throughout the semester.  

Outside of the classroom, Elizabeth transitioned smoothly at UPersist. She met her best 

friend on a campus tour before starting classes in the summer. Then, upon arriving, she met 

several friends while hanging out in the cafeteria. She also enjoyed getting away from home and 

coming to the city. She said, “It’s just like you have your whole sense of independence, and then 

me and my parents, who didn't really get along. So, in my eyes, it was wonderful coming here.” 

Despite her relatively smooth transition, Elizabeth considered dropping out during her 

first year of college. In fact, she continues to struggle with the notion that college is necessary for 

a successful future. She described how her father is back in school after earning a degree that is 

not applicable to his line of work. Her brother dropped out of technical college and is living 

comfortably. Her mother went to cosmetology school and is the most successful person in the 

family. She firmly believes that college is not for everyone, and if she had things her way, she 

would go to a trade school and pursue a career as a hairstylist. As she put it, “Right now, I’m 

kind of trying to figure out if I want to continue this path or if I want to end up going into trade 

school for hair.” Her parents’ financial investment in her education is what kept Elizabeth in 

school up to that point. Her enjoyment of campus and college life also played a significant role in 
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her desire to return for her second year of college. Ultimately, Elizabeth planned to get her 

degree to have something to fall back on but still hoped to follow her true dream of becoming a 

hairstylist in the future.  

Joseph’s Story 

“Freshman year was time to, like, figure stuff out.” 

At the time of the study, Joseph was in his third year at UPersist and aspired to become a 

school superintendent. He came from a small town on the eastern seacoast of Georgia and grew 

up in a two-parent household, the seventh of nine children (five sisters and three brothers). 

Joseph described his hometown as a predominantly Black and “small area . . . mostly known for 

its military base.” For Joseph, one of the best parts about growing up in a small town was 

knowing almost everyone around him for most of his life. He played football throughout high 

school and put just enough effort toward his academics to earn the HOPE Scholarship. He noted, 

“I was definitely, probably the biggest slacker that you would ever know in your life . . . I need 

exactly a 3.0 to get a HOPE Scholarship . . . my senior year, I graduated with exactly a 3.0.” It 

was not until his senior year that Joseph really thought about going to college. “Near the end of 

my senior year, I wasn't even thinking about, like, college. At first, I was thinking, okay, it's 

over, it's time to have fun now, I'm grown basically.” Tension within his household prompted 

Joseph to consider college as his way out. He wanted to leave and never return. 

Aside from taking the SAT and going to New Student Orientation, Joseph admitted he 

did not do much to prepare for college. He received advice that his freshman year was the time to 

prepare for his college journey:  

It wasn’t time to like, you know, get internships. It wasn't time to, you know, go out there 

and just completely throw everything aside . . . But my freshman year, I was like, okay, 
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well what I'll do is, I'm going to be, to have as much fun as I can. And in the process of 

having that fun is where all those accomplishments came in—just being myself. 

Joseph’s volatile home environment prompted him to pursue a degree in psychology when he 

began school at UPersist. He continued the approach of doing as little as possible to get by 

throughout his first year of school. While it worked in some instances, he realized during one of 

his first days of class that college would not be the same as high school. Joseph had an epiphany 

when his professor used profanity during a lecture.  

[It was] kind of like my realization to, okay, this is a whole ‘nother world than what I 

thought it was going to be. Like, this classroom setting is nothing like in high school. 

We're all grown-ups now. We will be treated as such and held accountable as well. 

Despite the epiphany, Joseph admitted he continued the same approach but now has a different 

mindset. Joseph felt he must study to pass his classes and that passing was necessary because he 

had to graduate. As he put it, “I refuse to fail. I just don’t want to do it.” He likes the person he is 

becoming while in a big city more than the person he would continue to be had he stayed home: 

“My presence here, it can be extremely impactful by using it the right way. It kind of shaped how 

I thought about my next couple of years for like, you know, at UPersist.” 

Joseph also described a roller coaster of events that took place during his first year of 

college outside of the classroom. For example, his residence hall flooded and his brother’s room 

was affected. In helping his brother, Joseph saw other people helping one another to retrieve and 

salvage wet items from different rooms. At that moment, he felt like his peers came together as a 

family to help those in need. He felt as if they established UPersist as their home away from 

home. He also learned a bit about living in the city compared to living in a small town. He 

described how there was only one homeless person back home, and that person was homeless by 
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choice. Once in Atlanta, he would give homeless people money any time they asked because he 

assumed they needed it more than he did. Now, he is not as generous.  

I feel as though hearts are definitely cold up here because they're so used to people 

suffering up here ... When I first got here, it was like, okay, give everybody everything. 

But, being here for three years it was, like, don’t give anybody anything ... I’ll give out 

food now, but I won’t give out any money. 

Factors on campus as well as the dysfunction that continued at home impacted Joseph’s first year 

experience: 

I'm the person; I'm like the mediator in my house . . . I’m not there for the first time . . . 

my mom got pushed down the stairs and stuff like that. I was like, wow. Like, that's 

crazy. And that’s one of those things where that’s the first time I was ever like, I wish I 

wasn't here. I wish I was home because it was like, I didn't have a chance to, you know, I 

didn't have a chance to stop anything because I wasn't in there. 

His concern for the situation at home was a source of internal conflict for Joseph. He felt guilty 

for being in Atlanta and enjoying his time in college instead of being at home protecting his 

younger siblings.  

As his transition continued, Joseph grew to feel he truly belonged in the city at UPersist. 

He said:  

That’s what I think the beauty of it is, is that you don’t have to fit in because there’s 

somebody for everybody . . . I prefer to stand out here. Like, I would rather stick out like 

a sore thumb in Atlanta, because in Atlanta it's like, if you stick out, people like that. 

People would like that you’re open about who you are as a person. But, in my hometown, 
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it’s like you stick out, it’s like, okay, you're doing too much. You’re too loud. Like, 

you’re just doing a lot. But in Atlanta, that’s who people are in Atlanta. 

Joseph built much of his friend group by starting debates about controversial topics, such as 

abortion, with others. He would start a conversation with his brother and eventually involve the 

entire cafeteria.  

Several significant occurrences assisted Joseph’s transition out of his first year and into 

the second. First, he decided for himself that failure was not an option, and to succeed, he knew 

he had to continue working toward his degree. Second, a friend and mentor encouraged him to 

run for an executive position in a student organization. The friend told Joseph not to settle for 

mediocrity and always to believe he is the best candidate for any job or role he considers. Third, 

Joseph went to a friend for assistance in planning his course schedule for his sophomore year 

instead of to an academic advisor. Lastly, Joseph changed his major from psychology to 

education. Through interacting with peers, Joseph learned that he struggled with internalizing 

others’ problems. Working as a psychiatrist would ultimately become too emotionally heavy and 

draining for him, so he decided to shift his focus to education. Joseph expected that a profession 

in education would allow him to continue helping others without having to navigate the life 

problems presented in therapy settings. The people and experiences Joseph encountered during 

his first year assisted tremendously with his ability to persist to his second year of college.  

To conclude, Joseph is an example of a rural African American student thriving in an 

urban college setting. In addition, Joseph knows several students at UPersist from his hometown 

who are also thriving. He noted:  
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I know probably like eight people who came here and not one of them is, you know, 

struggling really hard . . . and if they are struggling, it’s because they have too many 

things on their plate at one time. 

While he experienced challenges and adjustments during his first-year transition, Joseph 

exceeded his own expectations in being his authentic self and bringing the “southern hospitality” 

from a small town to a big city. Not only has he exceeded his expectations, UPersist far exceeded 

what he thought he would get from a college experience. 

Mary’s Story 

“College is gonna be whatever I make of it wherever I go.” 

Mary is from a small town in Northeast Georgia and was in her sophomore year at the 

time of the study. Her hometown is known for its strong golfing culture and southern charm. She 

described it as “a lot more laid back and country than Atlanta is.” Growing up in her hometown 

was “really fun” for Mary. Everyone knew everyone, the weather was pleasant, and activities 

like sleepovers with friends were convenient because they all lived close to one another. The 

high school Mary attended was built in the 1800s, and was integrated in the 1960s. The school 

has a fairly even representation among African American students and White students. Ashley 

appreciated being among a diverse student body. She explained, “it was just, like, a mixture of 

everybody, and a lot of us got along.” 

While Mary knew she wanted to attend college since middle school, her desire solidified 

when she attended the Battle of the Bands during her freshman year of high school:  

When I saw Howard, that kind of, that’s when they became my dream school . . . I was 

like, oh, this is something I want to do . . . music was a big thing for me. So that’s when I 

decided I wanted to do it on a collegiate level and get my degree. 
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Her passion for playing in a college band increased as she visited more HBCUs such as Fort 

Valley State University, North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University, and South 

Carolina State University.  

Because of several experiences during her four years in high school, Mary felt very 

prepared for college. For example, she participated with the Upward Bound program and the Girl 

State program. Both programs provided opportunities for Mary to spend extended periods of 

time on a college campus. She also took dual enrollment classes to introduce her to the rigor of 

college courses. Additionally, Mary’s brother was a graduate from one of UPersist’s graduate 

school programs, and he played a pivotal role in preparing her for school during the weeks 

leading up to her first day of college. She explained:  

[My brother] graduated from UPersist with his masters [degree]. So he would know, he 

would drag me around the city, you know, help me pick up the culture and everything, 

and he’ll tell me about, he’ll just give me advice and everything. So, it was mainly my 

brother who kind of prepared me in a way. 

Mary also began her college experience participating in a summer bridge program at 

UPersist. The program assisted with her successful academic and social transition into school. 

Through the program, she was introduced to campus resources such as academic coaching, 

supplemental instruction, and college advising that supported educational success. The program 

also introduced her to supplemental resources such as the Counseling Center, University Career 

Services, and the Student Engagement office that bolster achievements outside the classroom. 

Throughout the summer semester, Mary made several close friends who continued to serve as a 

support system during her second year. Over the summer, she also got used to going to school in 

an urban environment. She said:  
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I started walking around with friends, exploring, kind of memorizing where everything is. 

That was really the biggest thing, actually getting out on campus and off campus and 

seeing how everything is, how everything works and just, identifying, like, what's 

different, and seeing how I can adjust to the environment change. 

During her first year, Mary learned the impact a great professor could have on her academically. 

Mary took a “producing television” class in the spring semester of her first year. She described 

her professor as: 

Really understanding, and he’s also in the industry I want to go in to. And then he also, 

he’s very helpful. And he’s, like, really chill with his teaching, and he’s very respectful. 

Like, he makes the classroom comfortable.  

As a shy and introverted person, Mary felt the professor created a safe space for her to speak up 

in class without hesitation. She mentioned she spoke more in that class than in any other classes 

she took that year. The professor left such a positive impact on Mary that she decided to take 

another class with him the following semester. 

For the most part, Mary felt she transitioned smoothly with her social life at UPersist. She 

noted that the social transition presented some minor concerns regarding her mental health. As a 

result, she utilized the Counseling Center on campus to talk about the different things going on in 

her life at the time. To improve her social integration into the university, Mary decided to step 

out of her comfort zone to meet people and explore the city. She explained:  

I decided to meet more people . . . I became friends with the majority of the girls on my 

floor in my dorm. That kind of made the experience better. I started exploring more of the 

city because it was also something I wasn’t used to. So, once I started exploring more, 

coming out of my shell, that's when everything started to get better. 
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Mary went on to discuss another aspect of her social life that forced her out of her comfort 

zone—dating. She said, “I’m still trying to, like, get the gist of it . . . I’m still a little awkward 

with that whole thing. But back home, I never had the thought, of doing something like that until 

I came to college.” 

 While it took time for her to realize, Ashley now thinks UPersist is the perfect place for 

her to grow and prepare for the next stage in her life. She admitted it took her a while to get over 

the rejection from her dream school, but now knows UPersist is a good fit for her college 

experience. She said: 

I feel like this is the perfect place for me to grow before I actually move on and go further 

away from home. Like here, my parents are two and a half hours away. I have family 

here . . . I have, like, people in my corner, the programs I was in, and that I just feel like 

this is genuinely a place where you could grow before you move on somewhere else. 

Also, while relaxing over the summer break for the first time in five years, Mary realized she 

needed to slow down and prioritize self-care while attending college in a fast-paced urban 

environment.  

 As she transitioned out of her first year of college, Mary did several things to prepare for 

sophomore year. First, she spoke with professors and academic advisors to plan her classes for 

the fall. Then, she looked up different programs for aspiring filmmakers. Lastly, she prioritized 

her mental health by visiting the Counseling Center and meeting with a dietician on campus. 

Overall, Mary truly embraced the various resources offered at UPersist to transition into college 

and throughout her first year successfully. 
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Naomi’s Story 

“It’s not for everybody, but I know it’s for me.” 

Naomi is an aspiring nurse who moved around quite a bit while growing up. Eventually, 

she settled in a small town in the Piedmont region of Georgia with her grandmother, where she 

ultimately spent her high school years preparing for her future. When referring to her hometown, 

Naomi detailed many changes she experienced with her family: 

It was a bunch of changes . . . we were constantly moving and stuff like that . . . the 

neighborhood wasn’t safe, or things were going on with, like, financials, and we couldn’t 

stay there . . . like I said, the house burned down . . . we were constantly moving around 

all the time. 

When referring to her race, Naomi explained how she is technically biracial because her mother 

is “mixed,” but she identifies as Black. For years, people tried to tell her who she is:  

People always associated me with White people . . . all I knew was I had the curly hair 

thing and light-skinned thing . . . It was hard getting to know yourself, and then people 

telling you who you are and how your family is set up. 

As she got older, she grew to embrace her light complexion and the curls of her hair.  

While Naomi attended a private pre-school, she attended public schools throughout her 

K-12 experience. For the most part, the schools she attended were predominantly Black, but for a 

brief period, she attended a predominately White school. During her time at the predominately 

White school, Naomi did not feel she could rely on or confide in people. She explained, “I 

wasn’t able to go to my teachers. I wasn’t as confident, you know, telling them a lot of the stuff 

that was going on at home . . . I wasn’t comfortable telling them where I was.” In contrast, she 
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felt a sense of connectedness while at predominately Black schools. There, she built life-long 

friendships, support systems, and bonds.   

I feel like when you have those bonds and stuff, especially in Black communities, or in 

predominantly Black schools, you get a lot of life-long friends. You know what I’m 

saying? Those people that taught me back when I was, like, four or five are now mentors 

to me. 

Naomi always knew she wanted to go to college because neither of her parents completed 

school. She described herself as a “self-motivated person,” and saw going to college as a way to 

“do my own thing.” As a result of the connections she built with other African Americans, 

Naomi desired to attend an HBCU in Georgia. More specifically, Naomi planned to attend 

Albany State University, but things fell through with her financial aid. She described how 

attending UPersist was a last-minute decision: 

My mind was set on Albany State, but then my mom had a falling out with financial aid, 

and she was just very upset. So I get to go there. My last resort was a week before 

graduation, so my last resort was UPersist. 

While her K-12 academic experience was relatively easy, Naomi described her first year 

of college as “really humbling.” She added, “I did have common problems coming in . . . and I 

feel like a lot of people have that, you know, those difficulties that make it harder in college.” 

Once in college, Naomi realized her high school experience prepared her for the co-curricular 

aspects of college, but she met challenges with her academic transition. While in high school, 

Naomi knew what to do to be successful in the classroom, but employing those same strategies 

did not work once in college. The routine of high school worked for her, but the variability of 

college schedules tested her. Commuting to campus also caused academic challenges for Naomi. 
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For example, she battled attending her 8:00 A.M. classes and missed out on academic support 

and supplemental instruction opportunities that were offered later in the day after she left 

campus. She stated: 

The teaching style is very different in college, and I noticed very quickly what I liked and 

what I didn’t like. As soon as I had Orientation, the lady told me that I needed to take 

these classes and that the only class available was at 8 A.M. . . . With that commute from 

my hometown to Atlanta, for an 8 A.M. class, and me taking the train, it was very, like, 

stressful . . . The commute just took a lot out of me. Then, for me to sit there and listen to 

someone for an hour and a half talk about math, and we did math on the computer, like an 

Excel spreadsheet. I really wasn’t used to that, and I found out very quickly that that’s not 

the best way that I learn. 

She also felt that many of the courses she took were taught by graduate teaching assistants who 

were more focused on earning their degree than teaching their subject.  

In contrast to her hometown, the urban nature of UPersist’s campus was much bigger and 

more diverse, and Naomi was not used to either aspect. As someone from a rural setting, she 

realized you had to “carry yourself differently” while in the city:  

You just kind of know what to look out for, what to do, what not to do . . . how people 

are and how to react and how not to react toward certain things. I feel like everyone picks 

and chooses their battles. You can get on the train, and somebody will be screaming and 

yelling, but, you know, you have the choice to react or not to interact.  

When describing how being both African American and from a rural community shaped her first 

year at an urban university, Naomi confidently said, “I definitely think it shaped me to be a 

person that’s aware.” 
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Naomi started college with the HOPE Scholarship and was eligible for support from the 

federal Pell Grant. Due to financial circumstances, she had to work to pay the remaining college 

expenses out of pocket. At times, it was difficult balancing school and work, and because of that 

struggle, Naomi did not earn a strong GPA in her first year. Fortunately, her stubborn personality 

enabled her to persist to her second year and reduce her course load. Her stubbornness also 

helped her seek assistance despite challenges along the way. For example, her assigned academic 

advisor was discouraging and unhelpful. Instead of giving up on the advisement office, she met 

with other advisors to explore different majors and hear different opinions and perspectives 

regarding her academic path in college.  

After reflecting on her first-year challenges, Naomi feels more confident about her ability 

to be more academically successful at UPersist. She said: 

I feel a lot more confident this semester. I feel like I’m not pressured to go to school . . . I 

don’t feel forced to go to school, but that’s something that I want to do. And if I want to 

do it, I feel like I’m going to pursue it. It may take some slowing down, and I’m just 

going to have to be okay with, you know, just not graduating with my class. 

Naomi returned to UPersist for her second year because she does not like being idle, and she 

truly believes this is the time of her life to dedicate to earning a college degree. Despite taking a 

smaller course load, Naomi knows she will make it to the finish line even if it takes longer than 

she initially anticipated. 

Rebecca’s Story 

“Coming to UPersist really helped me.” 

Rebecca is from a small town in the western coastal plain region of Georgia and was a 

sophomore at the time of the study. Her hometown is just near the Alabama state line. She 



125 
 

 

describes the community as a place where “everybody knows everybody,” and the people do not 

grow or mature. She said the town radiated “bad vibes” and had a high crime rate. According to 

Rebecca, the racial makeup is predominantly Black, with White people living on the outskirts of 

town.  

Rebecca attended a high school in the northern part of her hometown. Many referred to it 

as the “ghetto” school that was predominantly African American. Her high school experience 

was rife with stereotypes, microaggressions, and double standards. School personnel held an 

assumption that all Black students were violent. For example, when a White female spoke her 

mind, she was assumed simply to be expressing herself, but when a Black female spoke her 

mind, she was talking back.  

Additionally, Rebecca recalled a time during her junior year of high school when a White 

student made plans to execute a school shooting and brought a gun to school. That student was 

suspended. The following year, he returned and planned another school shooting. Despite several 

students submitting to school personnel his social media posts indicating he planned a mass 

shooting in the cafeteria, administrators decided not to cancel classes. Teachers found the man in 

the bathroom during the lunch period when all the other seniors went to lunch with the gun in his 

book bag.  

Rebecca felt confident that the student’s Whiteness played a major role in how the 

situation played out and was disappointed at the response to it on several levels. She could not 

believe the administration allowed the student to return to the school her senior year after being 

caught with a gun on school property the year before. Even more upsetting, the student joined the 

rifle team upon his return. She felt administrators did not take students’ concerns seriously when 

they spoke of the threats the student made on social media, and she was also disappointed by the 
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portrayal of the second incident on local news, which suggested that he had not had a gun on 

school property.  

An experience with a White teacher who wanted to have a Black child also shaded 

Rebecca’s perception of her high school in hindsight. The teacher would make sure her classes 

had mostly Black students, and she always had her “token” students throughout the year. She 

often overstepped her boundaries with the students to be a mother figure to them. While the 

“token” student image never sat well with Rebecca, it really bothered her the semester she took 

an Africana Studies class. She realized her White teacher “wanted to mold us into what she 

wanted us to be.” 

While she always envisioned going to college, Rebecca did not get serious about 

planning for college until her sophomore year of high school. Initially, she planned to study 

dance, specifically ballet. Her goal was to attend Savannah College of Art and Dance (SCAD). 

After several injuries, she decided dance was not in her long-term future, and she shifted focus to 

other institutions. She had plenty of family members who attended the University of Alabama, 

but none of them graduated. As a result, she did not want to attend that school. She explained, “I 

don't want to go there ‘cause I feel like if I go there, I'm not going to graduate from there either.” 

From there, she began looking at other schools in the city of Atlanta. Rebecca stated, “I kinda 

liked the fast-paced life. I like being around a lot of stuff because if everything is really slow, I'm 

gonna want to move slow too.” 

UPersist accepted Rebecca through a summer bridge program. Similar to many of her 

classmates, spending the summer taking her first semester of college classes was disappointing, 

but she later grew to appreciate the program. The professors were engaging, empathetic, and 

made the students feel comfortable. The transition into the fall semester proved to be much more 
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difficult. The pace was faster, the distractions were endless, and there were thousands more 

students on campus. To make matters worse, she felt academically drained by not having a 

summer break before starting the fall semester. She said:  

Everyone was really stressed out in the fall because we didn’t expect it to be so, I don’t 

know, I guess more intense, and like I said, professors in the summer kind of babied us, 

so it’s, like, had they not babied us, maybe we would’ve been more prepared for the fall. 

But then again, if the fact that they babied us kind of had us get comfortable. I guess we 

were, like, too comfortable at a certain time. I don’t know. But it was, yeah, the transition 

from the summer to the fall was, it was rough. It was rough for a lot of us because we just 

felt like we weren’t really, we thought we were prepared and then realized, no, this is not 

the same thing. I guess because it was faster and it was more people around us, and then 

there’s more things going on and people got distracted. 

Despite the challenges she experienced during her first year, Rebecca retained the perception that 

UPersist was the place for her. When back home, Rebecca felt different. She reported feeling 

more stressed and angry, and stayed confined to her house in an effort to keep out of trouble. She 

disliked the atmosphere at home so much that she decided without a doubt to continue to her 

second year of college while home for winter break. She compared her hometown and Atlanta to 

the movie Halloween Town where one side of the town is gray, and the other side is colorful. 

“It’s a gray world down there . . . I love my city, it made me who I am, but I don’t want to be 

there,” she said.  

Again, Rebecca felt torn between her obligations back home and her obligations as a 

student. Previously, she had assumed the role of mother to her younger brother. Rebecca 

attended parent-teacher conferences and was listed as the primary contact at his school. Now that 
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she is away in college, she feels like she must parent from a distance. Regardless, Rebecca 

believes “getting out of my hometown was the best thing I could ever do.” 

Unlike many people she knew from her hometown who did not transition past their first 

year, Rebecca found support from people like peer mentors, professors, and her counselor who 

help her immensely. She said, “My philosophy professor in the spring helped me calm down . . . 

I overstress myself and overthink everything.” Rebecca went into depth about the impact peer 

mentors had on her experience:  

They helped with a lot . . . because my peer mentor was just a year older, he was more, 

like, I was able to relate more. . . . The fact that we had someone like a big brother or a 

big sister, that really helped. 

In the past, Rebecca took pride in doing things on her own. She learned how to ask for help and 

listen to the advice given by those she grew to trust throughout her first year. While UPersist was 

her backup plan regarding college, she knew this was the school for her and had no desire to 

return home after graduating from college.  

Focus Group 

 I interviewed six additional students in the focus group discussion. Two participants were 

boys and four were girls. All but one of the students were in their second year at UPersist at the 

time of the focus group, and the other student was in his third year. The students were all from 

small towns, mostly in the piedmont region of Georgia, and two of the students had grown up in 

the same town and attended the same high school. Also, three of the six students began their 

college career at UPersist in the Summer 2018 semester as participants of a summer bridge 

program.  
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When asked to describe their hometowns, many students used words like “country” and 

“in the middle of nowhere.” Half of the group (N=3) recalled seeing cows in front of their 

respective high schools. Several also spoke of the modern-day segregation that still exists back at 

home. Charity spoke in-depth about her experiences at school: 

We was the black school . . . If you were White and you went to our school, you only 

went to our school for first period because most of them went to, like, Career Academy, 

which was all of our high schools mixed together basically. So they didn’t even want to 

be around us. 

Noah added that his city had different sides when he said, “You got the hood, you got the side, 

umm, where the White people grow up, and then you have the in-between.” 

 Some students in the focus group had come from places they characterized as producing 

low academic aspirations. Sarah mentioned that few people from her hometown expected to go 

to college, and people judged those who did go to college as thinking they were better than 

everyone else. Faith and Charity had a teacher who made comments that revealed his low 

expectations for his students’ academic potential. Charity stated, “[the teacher] used to be, like, 

well, you guys are going to drop out of college.” Other participants discussed how going to 

college was widely expected within their high schools. Tabitha mentioned, “I would say it was 

very much expected for us to go to college. Like, because that was the standard they put it in my 

school. So, that's what they pushed in my school, to go to college,” she said. Regardless of the 

academic expectations from their hometowns, once in school, students in the focus group said 

they felt pressure from society and from their families to succeed because they are African 

American. Faith explained:  
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Nobody in my family graduated, and they looking at me like you’re the last one, so you 

have to graduate . . . Coming in and being a Black individual, because even though we go 

to a PWI, it’s a lot of Blacks here, and there’s a lot of Black people successful here. So 

it’s just, like, I don’t want to be that odd one that’s out not doing anything while I see my 

fellow Black people prospering and growing. And I’m sitting back just watching it 

happen when it can be me too. 

In reflecting on their experiences, several students said they did not feel their high school 

prepared them academically for college. Elijah stated, “I don't think it prepared me because it 

would seem too easy, like high school. Like I was just going through, like, all my classes easy.” 

Participants discussed the differences between how they had approached their work in high 

school compared to how they approached their work once in college. Several students discussed 

putting much less effort into succeeding in high school than during their first year of college. 

Sarah mentioned, “I didn’t have to study [in high school], and I graduated with honors at the top 

of my class. Then, I get here and feel like I’m at the bottom.” Another student added, “I didn’t do 

homework,” to which several others laughed in agreement. Noah added that the pressure he put 

on himself to succeed academically was because education was no longer free in college. He also 

talked about preparing for tests: 

In high school, we’d do PowerPoints, but you didn’t have to go over it. So that’s what I 

was doing until I took the first exam, and I got like a 50, and that woke me up because 

there was no extra credit . . . I passed the class with a C plus, barely. 

In contrast, Charity and Faith recalled an AP English class they took in high school. The two felt 

the teacher scared them by describing college as extremely difficult. Once they got to UPersist, 

they felt their college classes were significantly easier than the AP English class they took. 
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 In addition to putting more effort into their academics in college compared to high 

school, participants in the focus group discussed other adjustments they made during their first 

year. Elijah mentioned acclimating to a more rigorous course schedule. There were times he 

accidentally missed a class prior to committing his new schedule to memory. Additionally, Sarah 

talked about walking to class, especially in the early morning, which was much tougher than 

being dropped off at school when in high school. Charity also emphasized adjusting to the “no 

judgment policy” at UPersist. She explained: 

I know in high school, you walk around school with a tutu on, you’re going to be on 

everybody’s Snapchat. Had somebody walk around here with a tutu or a Halloween 

costume, everybody honestly really just minds their business. 

Many in the group collectively agreed that developing good time management skills were critical 

to academic success. Elijah stated, “Time management is everything, so I try not to procrastinate 

and make sure I'll have time to study and plan out my days.”  

 The group also discussed how they overcame obstacles during their first-year transition. 

Sarah mentioned the benefit of participating in the summer bridge program. Without the 

program’s support, she did not know how she would have made it through the year. Tabitha 

described how she built a reliable support system of good friends; they all helped hold each other 

accountable and encouraged her in moments of distress. Elijah discussed how his participation in 

a peer mentoring program for Black men students was key to overcoming obstacles faced during 

his first year. He explained:  

They kind of reached out to me before I even started school and, like, whenever I go to 

the office, and kind of reminded me or, like, helped me get on track or help me, like, 
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make sure I'm doing my FAFSA and picking my schedule out if I need, like, tutors or 

whatever. 

 Overall, the students in the focus group successfully transitioned as African Americans 

from rural communities to an urban university by embracing the culture and support around 

them. Several utilized campus resources, such as academic coaching and tutoring services. 

Others joined student organizations to make new friends and mentors. All learned to embrace the 

diversity of the student body and embrace themselves as African American students at UPersist.  
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS 

As mentioned in the introduction of this study, we know very little about the first-year 

experiences of college students who are both African American and from rural communities. 

Significant existing literature addresses the first-year experience in general (Hurtado et al., 2007; 

Neuville et al., 2013; Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2006; Sauvé et al., 2007; Tinto, 1999). 

African American students’ first-year involvement has been outlined in a broad sense (Baber, 

2012; Brown, 2011; Pool, 2012; Rodgers & Summers, 2008; Tierney, 1999), as has school 

participation for rural students (Griffin, Hutchins, & Meece, 2011; Means et al., 2016; Stone, 

2017). However, African American students from rural settings have been virtually ignored in 

the first-year experience literature. Because of the important role the first year plays in college 

student persistence and retention, understanding how rural African American students experience 

their transition in, through, and out of their first year is vital to promoting their overall academic 

success and degree completion. 

The counternarrative study presented here aimed to fill that gap in the knowledge by 

exploring how the intersectionality of race and rurality shape rural African American students’ 

first-year college experiences at an urban institution. In doing so, this study challenged the 

master narratives that African American students are urban, rural students are White, and rural 

African American students often struggle to persist past the first year of college. The target 

population was second- and third-year African American students from rural communities, 

currently in good academic standing (2.0 GPA or better) at UPersist. To gain a better 

understanding of this population, I collected stories from nine students through semi-structured 

interviews and six students through a focus group. The participants of the focus group also wrote 

a letter to their younger self advising about the first-year transition. Both Transition Theory and 
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Critical Race Theory were used to guide data collection and analysis in order to answer the 

study's research question: How does rural African American intersectionality shape experiences 

of students as they transition into college in the first year at an urban institution? 

Transition Theory provided a framework for exploring how study participants moved in, 

moved through, and moved out of their transition into college using the 4 S System (Schlossberg, 

1995) to consider participants’ conception of their Self (socioeconomic status, ethnicity/culture, 

resiliency,), situation (timing, duration, control/source), support (institutional, family, friends.), 

and strategies (reframing, self-care, action/inaction). The 4 S System identifies the coping 

resources an individual draws on as they evolve. Transition Theory guided my examination of 

how African American students from rural communities anticipated they would experience the 

transition of moving in, moving through, and moving out of their first year of college at an urban 

institution.  

Additionally, Critical Race Theory (CRT) provided a lens through which to understand 

the participants’ experiences of their transition moving in, through, and out of their first year of 

college. There are six basic tenets of CRT: (1) endemic racism, (2) race as a social construction, 

(3) differential racism, (4) interest convergence/materialistic determinism, (5) voices of color, 

and (6) antiessentialism/intersectionality (Abrams & Moio, 2009). This study focused on four of 

the six tenets during the collection and analysis of data: 

1. Endemic racism: Racism is normal, common, and usual. 

2. Interest convergence/materialistic determinism: Racism likely will never end because it 

advances the interests of the majority. 

3. Voices of color: Participants who identify as people of color recount experiences and 

unique perspectives that challenge and evaluate the master narrative. 
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4. Antiessentialism/intersectionality: Participants acknowledge and experience overlapping 

identities, such as being African American and rural. 

 It is important to note the significance race plays in the experiences of people of color 

specifically in the United States. While the participants’ racial identity was salient throughout 

their stories, they did not always connect their college transition experiences as a direct result of 

their African American racial identity. Instead, their stories supported the notion that 

intersectionality is about acknowledging students holistically. To do so, one must accept that no 

single identity exists independently of others at any given time (Jones, & McEwen, 2000). While 

some identities may present as more salient than others in certain environments and contexts, 

both social and personal identities coexist, overlap, and, sometimes, conflict within everyone 

(Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 2007). Each participant in this study contains both the African 

American racial identity and the rural geographical identity while transitioning into college in 

their first year.  

In this chapter, I present findings by analyzing four themes that emerged from 

participants’ descriptions of their experiences: (1) pre-college expectations, (2) “We’re not in 

Kansas anymore,” (3) it is common to be unique, and (4) mentoring matters; as well as seven 

subthemes. The table below provides a listing and explanation of the themes and subthemes.  
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Table 5.1: Themes and Subthemes 

Research Question: How does rural African American intersectionality shape 

experiences of students as they transition into college in the first year at an urban 

institution? 

Theme Description Subthemes 

Pre-college expectations  

Thoughts and attitudes toward going 

to college  

Individual 

expectations 

Family 

expectations 

Hometown 

expectations 

We're not in Kansas 

anymore 

The differences noticed and 

adjustments made by students from 

their rural towns to their urban 

university 

Adjusting to the 

city 

White is 

right...until you 

come to the city 

It's common to be unique 

The realization that diversity is 

common and lends itself to acceptance 

no matter who you are   
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Pre-college Expectations 

 One theme that emerged from the data was about students’ pre-college expectations, or 

their thoughts and attitudes toward going to college. The theme aligns with the moving-in stage 

of the transition because participants brought these expectations with them as they began college. 

Patterns emerged within students’ pre-college expectations regarding endemic racism in their 

hometowns, interest convergence projected from their high school teachers, and the 

intersectional identities of being African American, rural, and first-generation college students. 

Contrary to previous research regarding rural students’ academic aspirations (Beasley & Holly, 

2013; Manley, 2018; Stone, 2017), most participants held positive expectations about attending 

college that were developed individually, from family members, and from their community as a 
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whole. Therefore, this theme includes three subthemes: individual expectations, family 

expectations, and community expectations. 

Individual Expectations 

Individual expectation speaks to the assumption each participant had of themselves for 

attending college. All but one participant desired to go to college. Some knew they wanted a 

college education for as long as they could remember. For example, because of her independent, 

self-motivating personality, Naomi always knew she would go to college. Neither of her parents 

finished college, and she saw secondary education as a way to better herself and do her own 

thing. Rebecca is another student who planned from a young age on getting a college education. 

Rebecca described how she took the initiative in high school to prepare appropriately for college: 

I didn't have, like, help or proper preparation into getting into a college. Like, no one told 

me to, like, take the SAT and ACT. It was more or less, like, I did my own research, did 

it on my own, and, like, no one was trying to make sure, like, I was doing FAFSA, and so 

I just, like, did my own type of research. 

She went on to discuss how, since coming to school, her family accused her of never asking for 

assistance with college preparation. According to Rebecca, family members would say, “you 

would've had help had you asked for help on how to do certain things.” In response, she felt she 

should not have had to ask for such assistance as a child. To this day, she prides herself on the 

initiative she took to better her future. 

  Others spent an extended period developing the notion that college was what they wanted 

to do immediately after high school. For example, Abigail walked me through her thought 

process throughout high school, and when deciding to go to college, during her interview: 
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Well, freshman year of high school I . . . started thinking what I wanted to do with my 

life. Umm, and I knew I wanted to be somewhere where I could help people because I 

enjoy helping people. I enjoy socializing, I enjoy meeting people, all that stuff. So I knew 

I wanted to be in that field. And throughout, I think it was junior year, I think the junior 

year I took biology, and I just, I loved it so much. I don't know if it was my teacher, the 

way she taught it, but I love, I love biology so much, and I was like, look, what's the best 

way to help somebody? And I thought of being, um, either a nurse or a doctor because I 

want to be able to have the power to save somebody's life, you know, because saving 

somebody's life, I feel like I'm, you're saving somebody's loved one. And that's the best 

thing you can do for somebody. So probably around junior year I figured out, like, okay, 

in order to do all these things, I need to go to school. I need to end. And senior year, 

when I started to, like, go to my community college, I learned, like, this is a learning style 

that I am, that I can do, I can do this learning style. It's enjoyable. It's doable. 

Abigail's thoughtful consideration helped her make the decision to go to college and continues to 

serve as motivation for persisting to degree completion. She is passionate about helping people 

in the healthcare field and she knows she needs a college degree to reach that career goal. 

Others did not decide to go to college until late in their senior year of high school. For 

example, Luke delved into his difficulty deciding if college was for him: 

Well, I actually had a really tough time trying to decide if college was for me . . . When I 

was in the, my senior year of high school, and everybody was talking about the colleges 

they were applying for and all of that, I had no idea what I was going to do because I 

didn't really know what I wanted to do. Like, I always wanted to, like, try acting, but, 

like, everyone told me that's not like something you should go to school for. So, it kind of 
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freaked me out ‘cause my whole life I was like, ’Oh yeah, I want to be an actor. I want to 

do this. I want to be on TV screens,’ and then, when it's finally time to, like, apply that, 

it's like people are telling you, "no, don't do that," and now you don't know what you're 

going to do. I actually only applied for one school, and it was UPersist, and I applied for 

it on the last day. 

A lack of alternatives made Luke decide to go to college. He did not want to continue living with 

his mom and he did not want to continue working the same job he worked since he was 16. Most 

importantly, Luke wanted to get out of his hometown because of the racial undertones of 

everyday life. He knew the world had more to offer. As a result, Luke finally decided to go to 

college and begin earning a degree. 

 Unlike the other participants, Elizabeth continues to struggle with whether or not college 

is for her. She explained: 

[College] isn’t for everybody, and I feel this isn’t really for me . . . I feel like, umm, I feel 

like a lot of people kind of instill it in your mind that you really need college. But, if you 

look at a lot of the successful people now, like, a lot of them didn't go to school. 

If she had things her way, Jessica would attend a cosmetology school and pursue a career as a 

hairstylist instead of going to college to earn a four-year degree that might not guarantee success. 

Family Expectations 

The family expectation subtheme speaks to the assumptions each participant’s family had 

of them about going to college. Many of the participants occupy overlapping identities as first-

generation college students in addition to being African American and rural. As a result, many of 

them expressed that their families expected them to break the pattern and go to college. They 

often reported that their families saw college as an opportunity to better the individual student 
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and the family unit. For example, Faith described how her family expected her to go to college; 

she stated, “The family, especially nobody in my family, graduated, and they were looking at me 

like, ‘you're the last one so you have to graduate.’” Faith felt as if she was their last hope for 

someone in the family to earn a college degree. Ashley was also a first-generation college 

student. Her mother came to the United States wanting a better future for her family. She always 

encouraged Ashley and her brother to do well in school and she told Ashley that going to college 

is not just for her; it is for the entire family. She believed a degree would lay the foundation for a 

brighter future for generations to come.  

In contrast, Elizabeth was not a first-generation college student, but always felt pressure 

from her family to go to school. She struggled with deciding to attend college because she did 

not fully believe a college degree is necessary to be successful.  Elizabeth shared how her father 

held a degree that did not apply to his profession, and as a result, he later returned to school to 

pursue a different degree. She also talked about how her brother dropped out of a technical 

college after one semester and went on to enjoy a comfortable lifestyle. Elizabeth discussed how 

her mother went to cosmetology school and is now the most successful person in her family. The 

main reason Elizabeth decided to attend college was that her family encouraged her to earn a 

degree. Her father pushed her to go to school and her aunt told her that earning a degree is 

essential even as just a backup plan. Another participant, Ashley, described feeling pressure to 

persist to her second year of college because her parents invested a significant amount of money 

for her to pursue higher education. She did not want to waste their money by dropping out of 

school after the first year. 
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Community Expectations 

Community expectation speaks to the participants’ perceptions that their schools and 

town communities assumed they would attend college. Throughout the focus group session and 

several interviews, participants shared various interpretations of how their communities 

supported college-bound students. Several of the participants spoke about not wanting to return 

to their home community once they graduate college because of the negative perceptions and 

attitudes they had observed in the past toward college students and graduates. Participants 

described disapproval from their hometown community toward students who further their 

education. For example, during the focus group session, Sarah said: 

The stereotype for coming out of my hometown and going into a college is, like, little to 

none. Like, if you go to college from my hometown it's just, like, “Oh, she thinks she’s 

better than everybody,” because you still have everybody else back home having babies 

and working at McDonald's. So, it's just, like, me and other students that I went to school 

with, and went to college, you were looked at as, ‘we think we're better than the next 

person because it's a joke to go to college.’ They'd rather trap and do things like that. 

Rebecca had a similar perception of the attitudes held by people back home. She explained:  

It’s negativity . . . once you leave, when you come back, everybody is, like, “Oh you’re 

Hollywood. You think you’re better than everybody.” I have people, they don't really talk 

to me anymore . . . you’re treated like an alien when you come back. 

As a result, Rebecca wanted nothing to do with her hometown when she was in college and 

adjusting to a different lifestyle in the city. Two focus group participants (Charity and Faith) also 

spoke to how their high school teachers made comments that presumed that if they did go to 

college, they would eventually drop out. They both attended predominantly Black high schools 
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and their teachers’ comments aligned with the normalized racist notion that Black people are not 

intelligent enough to be successful in postsecondary education. These pessimistic comments 

instilled fear and doubt in the students and in their perception of their own ability to succeed in 

college.  

 In contrast, a few participants came from high schools and communities that held high 

expectations for students attending college. During the focus group interview, Charity said, “Our 

school definitely pushed college. Like, I know we had, like, college day where all the teachers 

and stuff wore their college shirts, people wear what college you want to go to.” Ashley also 

discussed how her high school encouraged going to college: 

I had teachers . . . and uh, my favorite counselor in high school, he was, um, he's more of 

a, I don't know how to describe him. He tells you like it is. So, he was like, “It's good to 

go to college to get a degree. Even if it's not, like, what you're going to live off of.” . . . 

He was like, “You see the stereotypical African Americans, and they're like, ‘Oh, we 

can't do this. We can't do that.’ Let's just show people that we can,” you know? So, he 

really talked to me about that and, yeah, he really convinced me. 

Regardless of what messages they received about going to college, many of the study 

participants used their pre-college expectations as motivation to complete their degrees. For 

example, in her letter to her younger self, Faith wrote: “Things may be different from back 

home, but just keep in mind your goal is to be the first college graduate in your family.” Charity, 

a student who attended the same high school as Faith, also wrote in a letter to herself: “Lastly, 

don’t let anyone in high school tell you that you won’t succeed, and listen to yourself. Worry 

about your path, and that’s it.” Both students described their experiences before their first year as 

motivation to make progress through college. The type or source of the expectations did not 
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seem to matter; their perceptions of others’ thoughts and attitudes impacted their decision to go 

to college. Pre-college assumptions also influenced whether they returned for their second year. 

“We’re Not in Kansas Anymore” 

This second theme, “We’re not in Kansas anymore,” speaks to the differences 

participants noticed between their rural towns and the urban university as well as the adjustments 

they made in response to these differences. This theme aligns with the moving-through phase of 

their college transition as these experiences and observations took place throughout the first year. 

Additionally, participants discussed the intersectionality of their overlapping identities and their 

perception that endemic racism was minimized in the urban environment while transitioning 

through the first-year. Two subthemes fall within this theme: (1) “White is right . . . until you 

come to the city” and (2) adjusting to an urban university.  

“White is Right . . . Until You Come to the City” 

This subtheme speaks to how participants experienced life within their hometowns 

compared to life in downtown Atlanta. Several tenets of Critical Race Theory (CRT), such as 

endemic racism and interest convergence, emerged within participants’ stories of growing up in 

their hometowns during the interviews and focus group. Many of the participants discussed racial 

tensions within their hometowns that made them feel uncomfortable and as if they did not 

belong. For example, Luke noticed tensions as he got older and entered high school: 

As I started to get older, I feel like there were more, like, White people around me, and 

then that's where problems became. Because we don't have the same cultural 

backgrounds, so, like, we don't do the same things. We don't know the same things. I 

would definitely say, once I got to high school, me being Black felt like it was a problem. 
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I feel like the administration wouldn't really pay attention to Black people. And I feel like 

White students weren't really reprimanded for the things they would say or do. 

Luke went on to share a story about a time when a White classmate called him a monkey. Of 

course, this hateful slur hurt and angered him, and when Luke told his teacher, their response 

was to remove both students from the classroom. Luke felt his teacher and the principal handled 

the situation unfairly; in his view, the response was not intended to deescalate the racially 

charged situation but instead to showcase that the school responds to conflict promptly. Their 

disingenuous approach made him feel devalued and unappreciated as an African American 

student at his predominantly White high school.  

Additionally, many participants reported that the notion that “White is right” strongly 

influenced how they thought and acted while living in their hometowns. Abigail described her 

experience in high school: 

I remember I wanted to straighten my hair all the time to look like the white girls. I 

remember how, um, the Black guys wanted the White girls more because of their pretty 

hair, quote-unquote pretty hair, and all that stuff. And just going to high school where 

being White was considered cool or better . . . And there was so many times where I had 

to, I forgot with what the term is called. I think it's called code switching . . . There were 

so many times where I had to do that. And um, it was annoying . . . and people 

automatically assuming things about you because you're Black. It's crazy.  

These experiences significantly impacted how Abigail viewed herself as a person and also show 

the impact of endemic racism on self-perception and perception of the school environment. She 

did not begin to embrace her hair texture, skin color, and Afro-Caribbean culture until her senior 
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year of high school. John also talked about how his school experiences shaped his preference for 

White girls: 

There was three Black people in my grade from six to 10th grade year, and there's two 

guys. One girl. I was not attracted to that girl, and usually, I was most attracted to White. 

I was just most attracted to White women ‘cause there wasn't any, in my opinion, uh, 

attractive Black girls. 

John went on to discuss how his attraction to Black women increased once he moved to a more 

diverse environment, but until then, he had been inculcated to privilege Eurocentric beauty.  

John also felt as if the culture and operating structure of his hometown functioned were 

endemically racist: 

The type of town I think is a “good ole boy” town that, umm, it isn't open racism, but it 

is, like, this little racism of where, I think, you can't do a lot of stuff without, um, the old 

guard being, in all honesty, the White guard, without them signing off on it. 

John’s understanding that it is necessary for the “White guard” to sign off and provide their 

approval created a constant feeling of systematic control perpetuated by the majority and 

tolerated by the minority. Elizabeth offered her similar perspective on the everyday racism 

within her community when she described how she felt it was wrong to be Black in her 

hometown:  

I always got made fun of, because I was like, again I went to a PWI, like, in elementary, 

and somewhat middle school, but mainly elementary. So, like, I was kind of looked at as 

being different. Like my hair wasn't the same. So nobody really, I guess, wanted to touch 

my hair . . . I guess everybody noticed that, like, we were different; I was different from 
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them. So, my differences were more, so, like, pointed out. So, it was harder for me to 

make friends. 

As she mentions, Elizabeth’s experiences created a sense of otherness in the classroom space and 

made her feel isolated from her classmates.  

Even in instances when it seemed participants benefited as African Americans, 

participants described an ultimate realization that their preferential treatment was advancing the 

interest of the majority. For example, Rebecca described a White teacher at her school who 

tokenized Black students:  

So, umm, so the teacher that was like, a mom to me, she had this like . . . She was a 

White woman. But, she always said she wanted a Black baby, and that used to bother me 

a lot ‘cause I used to be like, “Why do you want a Black baby so bad?” So I kind of felt, 

like, because she wants a Black child, that's why she, she would handpick her kids. And 

majority of her classes, were just, like, Black kids. Like, that's all she really had in her 

class and whatnot . . . So, it was like she would kind of try to force the whole idea of her 

being around Black people. And I kind of feel like, you feel like we’re around you, so 

you have token kids now. So, you can say what you want to say and do what you want to 

do. And it kind of aggravated me because I didn't really, I knew it was a thing, but I didn't 

realize how bad it was until, like, my spring semester, my last spring semester when I 

took Africana studies, and I kind of, like, talked about stuff like that. Like, why, I didn't 

really understand why she wanted to have a Black child. Like, what do you want? I didn't 

know if she wanted a Black child to culturally appropriate the child. I don't know. I just 

felt like she wanted to mold us into what she wanted. 
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Rebecca ultimately felt that the motherly relationship the White teacher cultivated with her 

African American students was less about being a positive influence in the lives of young people 

and more about making herself feel as if she was a White savior molding students into her ideal 

for what constitutes a “good student.” John also described how his school positively highlighted 

African Americans in a way to advance the school’s real agenda. John shared that he was made 

to feel like the “token Black student” and described how his private Christian school treated 

Black history and culture: 

I really felt a lot of instances as the token Black kid, uh, that, uh, I knew I was Black, and 

I knew I had, uh, a darker skin color, but I wasn't really. I didn't know what it meant. I 

didn't know the history behind it, because to be honest, it wasn't taught at a private 

school, I wasn't taught African American history. Just to be honest, we did not even 

celebrate African American history month until probably my last year, 10th grade year, 

my last year there. Um, and even if we did talk about race, I felt, like, that people would 

use, uh, well, I feel like teachers and students will use a religion, religiosity to, umm, to 

form an opinion about, umm, race relations, especially during the time since the 10th 

grade year. It was a turbulent time, especially with the increase or the development, 

Christian development, of Black Lives Matter. 

Because of the school's White conservative agenda, John's mom decided to transfer him to a 

public school in his junior year of high school. 

 Study participants described how in coming to UPersist in the downtown urban 

environment, they recognized that norms forced upon them by hegemonic White culture were 

less prevalent and they began to feel more empowered in their African American identities. John 
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said that because UPersist had such a large African American student population, he believed 

they had a more significant role in shaping university culture:  

Black people at UPersist . . . we're the thermostats for the culture . . . we kinda tell what's 

in and what's not, and that even, like, positions, such as student government and 

positions, such as homecoming . . . see Black people in it. 

Some students grew to appreciate the color of their skin after coming to such a diverse 

environment as they were no longer the minority. John summed it up best when he said, “I mean, 

I love being Black. It literally is like, like, I love it. Especially . . . in college has just gotten even 

more better, especially with, uh, because UPersist has an office of Black Student Achievement.” 

Taken together, these participants felt the predominantly Black environment of UPersist 

minimized the impact of systematic oppression and endemic racism projected in overt and covert 

ways on many African Americans across the country. As a result, they felt more comfortable 

being themselves on campus than at home.  

Adjusting to an Urban University 

Once they arrived at UPersist, it did not take long for participants to notice differences 

between high school and college and between their rural communities and the downtown urban 

setting. For example, participants spoke about the adjustments they had to make to be successful 

in the college classroom. Faith said, “High school did not prepare me for college . . . Like 

because you can just fly by your classes and pass. It was so easy. Yes. It was so easy.” Relatedly, 

Ashley spoke in her interview about adjusting to college after taking AP classes in high school:  

With the AP classes, you know, they had us on it. Like, we had to do this, that, and the 

third. But, I don't think, I think they just hit the tip of the iceberg. Because when I got to 

college, it was just different. 
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While the participants described feeling underprepared for college, the reasons they 

provided did not align with findings in existing literature. For example, literature attributes rural 

students’ lack of preparation to a range of factors, including: (1) being geographically isolated 

from higher education institutions and thus not seeing college campuses frequently; (2) limited 

options for taking college courses through the Dual Enrollment program; (3) less access to 

Advanced Placement and International Baccalaureate (AP/IB) course offerings, and (4) minimal 

technological resources in schools compared to urban and suburban communities (Byun, Meece, 

& Irvin, 2012; Diallo, 2017; Planty, Provasnik, & Daniel, 2007). Participants in my study 

attributed their lack of preparation for college to lack of training in soft skills—such as study 

skills and critical thinking skills—that are necessary for success in the college classroom. The 

most salient adjustment they had to make from high school to college was in developing and 

improving their time management skills. During the focus group interview, Noah and Elijah said: 

And I told myself not to procrastinate, and pick up a study habit because I did not do that 

in my first year. Yeah. Branching off Number Two [Noah], I'm Number Six [Elijah], and 

I said that time management is everything, so I try not to procrastinate and make sure I'll 

have time to study and plan out my days. 

Elijah also wrote in the letter to himself: “Time management is everything. Do not procrastinate. 

Late work equals low GPA. Make sure you engage in all available resources on campus. Avoid 

all distractions and stay focused. Time is money. Don’t waste it.” Charity also touched on the 

necessity for time management skills in her letter when she wrote: “Do NOT 

PROCRASTINATE. It is very important to stay ahead of your work and start practicing these 

good habits while you are in high school.” Similarly, Noah added in his letter a thought about 

time management and the necessity to step things up academically: 
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Here is what you can expect: long nights, exams, homework, and maybe a couple of 

mental breakdowns. You need to start studying because that is where we fall short . . . 

This is not like high school; you have to stop procrastinating and be on top of your stuff. 

You are with the big dawgs now, so tighten up. 

These participants had various obstacles to overcome when making adjustments for academic 

success once in college, but overall, they reported that time management was the most vital skill 

they developed.   

 In addition to making adjustments to their academic routines, participants had to change 

how they lived as they transitioned into the urban institution. Participants noticed a plethora of 

differences between their rural hometowns and the downtown urban environment. For example, 

Mary quickly noticed an increase in people and traffic as compared to her hometown. Luke also 

discussed the different smells of the city and the relative lack of safety compared to his rural 

hometown. Rebecca talked about her love for the new, fast-paced urban environment. During her 

interview, Abigail noted several differences in the city:  

From the transition, I learned I'm a city girl. I don't really want to go back. I really don't 

want to go back to the country at all . . . It was different to, like, wake up to, you know, 

sirens or drilling from outside. That was a lot. But after some getting used to it was, fine . 

. . . It was different to see so much people . . . I love socializing, but it was a lot to see, 

you know, people standing on the sidewalk, or always seeing people cause something's 

always happening . . . So there's a lot to see, a lot of people, a lot of events, and it's right 

down the street from me. That's another thing. Umm, a lot of the events that I usually 

wanted to attend, like events like Afropunk, if you know what that is, or even, Music 

Midtown and stuff like that, I can attend that because of how close I am. 
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Abigail also talked about how she grew to enjoy the sights of the city compared to the bushes she 

often saw back home when she said, 

Even walking the streets, because it's actually pretty when you're with a group of people 

that you know how to have a good time when it's fun, like, walking the streets, you know, 

walking around the city. Because it's actually really nice. It's really pretty, or at least to 

me because all I used to see was bushes. 

Mary described her process of adjusting to the city in her interview: 

I started walking around with friends, exploring, kind of memorizing where everything is. 

Um, that was really the biggest thing is actually getting out on campus and off campus 

and seeing how everything is, how everything works and just, identifying, like, what's 

different, and seeing how I can adjust to the environment change. 

Making new friends and exploring new places was huge for Mary because she considers herself 

a very introverted and shy person. The realization that college success is an outcome of the effort 

you put into it helped Mary step outside of her comfort zone and adjust to the new environment.  

 Several participants noted the significant homeless population in the downtown area of 

the city. They were not used to seeing that back home. Joseph talked about how there was only 

one homeless person he knew of in his town, and that person was homeless by choice, in 

Joseph’s opinion. As a result, he had at first been very charitable when homeless people asked 

for spare change. Joseph grew to be less giving and came up with other ways to assist those in 

need, like sharing his food. He described his surprise about the homeless population during his 

interview: 

So it was like, coming here I was, like, I was shook. I was like . . . people just lay on the 

streets. It was crazy. I was like, “Oh my goodness!” And it's like when I first got here, 
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every time someone asked for money, I would give it to them. I was like, “Here, you 

need it more than I do.” For sure . . . And it's, like, when I first got here it was, like, okay 

give everybody everything. But, being here for three years it was, like, don't give 

anybody anything . . . Like, I made a specific decision to not give money anymore. I'll 

give out food now, but I won't give out any money. 

Ashley also described her reaction to the large homeless population: 

You never see a lot of homeless people, but when I went downtown and I saw at the 

corner of every street, there's a homeless person. I was, like, Whoa, this is actually 

happening. I thought this was just something on TV. 

While the homeless population was surprising at first, it became a part of the participants’ 

everyday experience in the city. Joseph suggested people in the city have cold hearts because 

they are numb from seeing so many people in need so often. He explained, “I feel as though 

hearts are definitely cold up here because they're so used people suffering.” Joseph is not fond of 

this unfeeling attitude, and in a letter he wrote to his younger self, he encouraged himself to 

maintain the southern hospitality from back home while being aware of his surroundings: 

Make sure you use your southern hospitality because they’re not used to that in the city, 

and it will take you far. However, be careful of how open you are to people. Those in the 

city can’t be trusted the same way you trust those who live around the corner. 

Ashley also touched on the mistrust she had of the strangers when she said, “Now there is like a 

million and one things to do, a million and one places to go . . . but it was also scary because, 

like, you're downtown, you gotta be careful, you don't know who's who.” Many of the students, 

Joseph and Ashley included, came from towns where everybody knew everybody. In the city, 

they learned to interact with the homeless population and other strangers around them with a 
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combination of an empathetic, small-town heart and a street-smart, proceed-with-caution 

mindset. 

 In general, rural students in this study quickly identified differences between the city and 

their home communities. Throughout their transition, they adapted how they walked, talked, 

lived, and thought in the urban context and successfully adjusted to life in that environment. 

It is Common to be Unique 

 The theme “it is common to be unique” speaks to participants’ understanding of diversity 

and belonging at UPersist. In particular, the perception that UPersist was a diverse environment 

that fostered a sense of belonging was the most salient theme in the data. This theme aligns with 

the moving-through phase of participants’ college transition as these experiences and 

observations took place throughout the first year. Overwhelmingly, participants felt that their 

urban institution was diverse and not only in terms of racial identity. During their first-year 

transition, the students noticed people of different races, nationalities, and ages. For example, 

Elizabeth stated, “Because there's so many different backgrounds and nationalities and races and 

everything, you could just easily fit in with anybody.” The participants also noticed their 

classmates’ diverse levels of maturity, passions, and perspectives. For example, Abigail 

described a large philosophy class she took her first semester: 

I had like 50 people in it, and it was great to see people [from] different ages and 

different walks of life. You know? We're talking about philosophy, a series of stuff, and 

everybody gave their input. It wasn't just one perspective but different perspectives and 

stuff . . . I'm in a classroom with a mother. Like I'm not in the classroom with, you know, 

twelve other 17-year-olds. 



154 
 

 

Abigail appreciated the diversity of experience and maturity levels of her classmates. It was quite 

different from her experiences in high school.  

  Participants also noted the diversity of expression, style, and dress among peers at 

UPersist. Rebecca compared how people dressed at UPersist to back home when she said, “The 

trends here, fashion-wise here, no one really cares about what you wear. Like, your style or style 

back home, someone's going to have something to say. Someone's like, what are you wearing?” 

Rebecca’s comments spoke to the pressure she felt to dress like others in order to fit in back 

home. During the focus group interview, Charity linked this diversity of clothing and expression 

to what she called a "no judgment policy" she believed the community possesses. She explained: 

I know in high school, you walk around school with a tutu on, you're going to be on 

everybody's Snapchat. Had somebody walked around here with a tutu or a Halloween 

costume, like, everybody honestly really just minds their business. 

In contrast to their experiences back home, both Rebecca and Charity felt that people in the city 

surrounding UPersist seldom judged others by the clothes they wore. Not only are people not 

judged, but their clothing choice goes unnoticed regardless of what they have on. 

The only thing participants mentioned that everyone had in common was a unique sense 

of self. As a result, everyone fits in because no one is the same. As Joseph put it, “That’s what I 

think the beauty of it is, is that you don’t have to fit in, like, because there’s somebody for 

everybody.” Abigail also spoke to the commonality of being different and how that assists with 

building a sense of belonging when she said: 

I don't feel like I do not belong only because everybody's different. That's what I love 

about it. Everybody's different. And that also ties into, like, how everybody has their own 
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things on entrepreneurship. Their own ideas on things going on. Everybody's different. 

And I really loved that about UPersist. 

Several participants also acknowledged their appreciation for the intra-group diversity within the 

Black student population at UPersist. Getting involved with things like the African Student 

Association (ASA) and the Black Student Achievement office exposed the students to all types 

of Black people. For example, Abigail loved meeting other students with African backgrounds 

and Caribbean backgrounds in ASA as her mother is from Africa and her father is from the 

Caribbean. Additionally, John enjoyed meeting African American students who had interests in 

various leadership roles on campus because he wanted to become a part of the Student 

Government Association. The diversity within the African American student population made 

participants comfortable with being their unique selves because they often felt they could not do 

that back home. For example, Ashley, Luke, and Elizabeth talked about being too Black to fit in 

with their White peers because of their skin tone and being too White to fit in with their Black 

peers because of how they talked, dressed, and acted. Once at UPersist, they found other African 

American students like them and students who accepted them for who they are. Ashley described 

her reaction to the diversity within the Black student population in her classes when she said: 

I felt like there were more people with my skin color that were just themselves. Like I 

said, it was hard for me in those [high school] classes. It was hard for me to be myself in 

high school. I was the only one in the class . . . Then, when I went to UPersist, it was like, 

“There’s 500 Black people in this class. Yaaay!” 

The significant and diverse African American student population also helped participants feel the 

sense of connection to their culture that many of them desired. Regardless of how the 

participants were treated by other African Americans back home, most initially wanted to attend 
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a Historically Black College or University (HBCU) so they could be connected to other Black 

people in higher education. For example, even though he felt rejected by his African American 

peers at home, Luke wanted to go to an HBCU when he first considered going to college. 

Despite experiencing some rejection from his Black peers, Luke felt more connected to Black 

people than to White people. He did not feel there was an issue with being African American 

until he spent time in predominantly White environments. In addition to wanting to move to the 

city, Luke wanted to go to school with people who looked like him, who shared his cultural 

perspective and experiences. 

During his later years in high school, John began to understand what being Black meant 

to him. At that time, John also yearned to continue his education at an HBCU. He mentioned that 

he did not learn about HBCUs until his junior year of high school but that he was intrigued: 

That was, like, my dream to go to an HBCU just because I saw the culture. I saw a lot of 

people who I looked up to and not only in my community, but umm, who are just African 

American. Say I went to HBCU and I was like, I’m going to dedicate my time and energy 

to go into an HBCU. 

Despite not being an HBCU, John and other participants believed UPersist bears many 

similarities to HBCUs because of its significant Black student population.  

Many participants who came to UPersist instead of an HBCU did so for financial reasons. 

The HBCUs in the area are private and thus much more expensive than UPersist, which is a 

public institution. Naomi discussed how coming to UPersist was a last-minute decision after 

things fell apart in the financial aid office of her first-choice school. She explained, “My mind 

was set on [another state university], but then my mom had a falling out with financial aid, and 

she was just very upset . . . My last resort was a week before graduation, so my last resort was 
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UPersist.” At the time of the study, Naomi mentioned that there were still aspects of attending an 

HBCU that she felt she missed out on, such as Greek life and the dance team, but she appreciated 

being among the large Black student population at UPersist.  

 Campus diversity also provided space for students to appreciate their rural African 

American backgrounds. They grew to love being Black and to love how their rural community 

made them who they had become. They appreciated how the intersection of being both rural and 

African American shaped the unique way they navigated the urban university during the first-

year transition. For example, Mary described how her rural African American background gave 

her a new perspective while transitioning into college: 

So coming from a rural area, it kind of made me into a chill person and everything. And 

even though there's a lot of things I didn't experience until, like, I came to college, I 

looked at it differently . . . Well, coming from a rural town and being African American 

made me . . . it helped me become more open-minded. I guess I could put it that way.  

Ashley also described how being rural and African American made her approach the transition 

with an open mind: 

I would say being from a rural community and African-American made me more open-

minded. It was like, okay, I'm from here, most of these people are like this, I'm different. 

So, when I go to, like, when I went to [the city], it was, like, okay, you gotta give people 

a chance, you gotta be open-minded cause people aren't open-minded to you. Uh, it was 

also, like, try to do as much as you can down there because there was nothing to do up 

here. But now there's, like, 500 clubs to join. There's so many, umm, what's it called? 

Community service opportunities out there. There's just so much.  
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Both Ashley and Mary came from small towns full of like-minded individuals. The closed-off 

mindsets common in their hometowns inspired them to be different and open-minded in the city. 

Additionally, Joseph and John discussed how their background helped them interact with people 

while transitioning. John stated: 

I think in a small town we have this thing, um, not everywhere, but this thing called 

southern hospitality. And again, it's not everywhere, but I think that in my hometown, 

like, everybody knew everybody, and everybody is in everybody's business. I don't try to 

be in everybody's business, but everybody's in everybody's business in my hometown, 

unfortunately. And I think just that relationship, that relational factor, with my 

relationship with my friends, well, with all my peers, I just, I think that's where like, 

talking to anybody and genuinely like, I'm not trying to get anything from you. I just 

genuinely want to know about you. 

John developed a way of getting to know people back home, and that same curiosity helped John 

build relationships with new people once in college. Joseph also discussed his view on his 

background and how it helped him transition. 

Someone told me like, “Hey, if you do everything you did in your hometown in the big 

city, they won't talk to you, they won't mess with you.” But it's like, me being, like, nah, 

I'm going to do what I want to do regardless because I want to do it. It's like people were 

more receptive here than they were in my hometown. 

Joseph went on to say his “southern hospitality” was uncommon but took him far throughout his 

college experience. While the participants recognized their growth since coming to college, they 

attributed part of their successful transition to staying true to their rural African American 

backgrounds. 
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Mentoring Matters 

The theme of mentoring matters refers to the importance of mentorship as students 

transition into college. This theme aligns with the moving-through phase of the transition into 

college because participants built mentoring relationships throughout the first year. This theme 

also aligns with the moving-out phase of their college transition because several participants 

discussed the integral role mentors played when reflecting on the decision and process to return 

for the second year after the first year of college. This theme includes two subthemes: 

faculty/staff mentors and peer mentors.  

Faculty/Staff Mentors 

Existing literature speaks to the impact faculty relationships have on students of color 

(Baber, 2012). For example, there is a positive relationship between student/faculty relationships 

and retention of African American students (D’Lima, Winsler, & Kitsantas, 2014; Hausmann, 

Ye, Schofield, & Woods, 2009). Participants in my study reported that they came into college 

valuing mentorship with faculty/staff as a result of relationships from their middle school and 

high school years. For example, Naomi had teachers from elementary school who were 

mentoring her at the time of the study. Similarly, Elizabeth built mentoring relationships with her 

African American teachers in high school because she felt the African American teachers at her 

school were genuinely invested in the success of their Black students. As a result of these 

relationships, participants came to college knowing the positive impact building relationships 

with faculty and staff on campus could have on their experience.  

Because going to college in an urban environment was new to all of the participants, 

several experienced increased stress levels while adjusting to their new lives and routines. For 

example, during the focus group interview, Tabitha talked about her tendency toward 
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perfectionism and how she had put pressure on herself when she first came into college. She 

explained: 

I'm the type of person, I'd be, like, I have to do this right and have to get it right, right 

now, or I can't do nothing else for the rest of the day . . . I’m a “stressor.”. . . Coming out 

of the summer bridge program, I had a 3.9 [GPA], and then like, spring semester, I think I 

ended up with a 3.5. So it's like, “Oh no, this is not good enough,” because I would keep 

stressing myself “4.0, 4.0.” So now, I'm kinda, like, “Okay, do it to your best ability. 

Like, you know you're going hard, like, keep going hard, but don't overwhelm yourself.” 

The pressure resulted in her feeling overwhelmed and stressed as she adjusted to life at an urban 

institution. Rebecca is another example of a student putting additional pressure on herself once 

she got to UPersist. During her interview, she described how she planned out her life at the age 

of twelve and pushed herself to be successful once in college. Additionally, she felt torn between 

her family obligations at home and her academic obligations at school. All of the stress resulted 

in bouts of depression during her first year of college. Fortunately, Rebecca built mentoring 

relationships with faculty and staff on campus to help her through the darker times. For example, 

Rebecca described a professor who helped her calm down and relax. She stated, “I had a 

professor, my sociology professor in the spring. She kind of, like, calmed me down. My 

professors as a whole in the spring kind of, like, calmed me down and had me relax.” Rebecca 

also built a relationship with a therapist at the Counseling Center on campus. She said of her 

ability to cope and calm down, “One of my counselors, Hannah . . . she helped with a lot.” The 

counselor gave Rebecca advice and suggested healthy coping strategies for when she was feeling 

overwhelmed or depressed. The counselor also assisted Rebecca with her communication skills 

to set better boundaries and ask for help with her family members back home. Lastly, Rebecca 
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reported to my office biweekly throughout the Spring semester of her first year while she 

participated in my study. During those visits, we talked about her classes, her family, and her 

improvement in her stress management. Without the mentoring relationships she built with the 

faculty and staff on campus, Rebecca does not know where she would be today.  

  Mary also experienced an increased level of stress and anxiety when she came to college. 

At one point, she felt overwhelmed by many of the things occurring in her personal and 

academic life. As a result, Mary decided to prioritize her overall wellness by visiting with the 

Counseling Center and the campus nutritionist. She also built a strong relationship with a 

professor during her first year. The professor assisted her with speaking up in class and sharing 

her thoughts and ideas with classmates. She enjoyed the growth that resulted from the working 

relationship between them so much that she decided to take another class with the same 

instructor in her sophomore year.  

When describing who helped him decide to persist to his second year of college, John 

spoke of a staff mentor on campus:  

Mark; I love Mark. He's like, he's great. Uh, and he's also, like, from a rural, you know, 

more rural city than my hometown. But when I see him, I'm like the Black professional 

doing his thing . . . living on purpose. I think that encourages me. And that makes me feel 

like, “Hey, John. Yeah, you can do it too.” 

Mark is the director of the Black Student Achievement office on campus at UPersist, and John 

explained that he visited the office frequently throughout his first year. Over time, he built a 

relationship with Mark and saw himself in Mark. Because of their similar backgrounds being 

from rural environments, John saw how he could grow to be a successful person and make a 
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positive impact on others, and he used that as motivation to continue to his second year of 

college.  

Peer Mentors 

In addition to benefits associated with faculty/staff mentoring, peer mentorship played a 

significant role in the first-year transition of the participants. John described how he planned to 

find a peer mentor before coming to college:  

I love the concept of mentorship, and I think you should always have somebody 

mentoring. I think you should always have somebody, that you should have peers on your 

level who are trying to get, who are fighting with you, trying to get you where you need 

to be. And also, you need to have someone that's looking at you. So, one of my main 

goals was, I said, “No matter where I go to college, my mentor is going to be the 

president of the Student Government Association.” That's it. I don't know how it's going 

to happen, but it's going to happen. 

John contacted the SGA president on social media before he moved on campus and ultimately 

met with the president every week as he progressed through his first year. The SGA president's 

guidance helped so much that John ran for office in SGA and won prior going into his second 

year of college. 

Of the fifteen participants, eight were a part of a summer bridge program while 

transitioning into their first year of college. One aspect of this program is a peer mentoring 

system through which new first year students are paired with undergraduate mentors during the 

summer bridge semester. Several of the summer bridge participants in my study spoke to the 

ongoing benefit of those peer mentors during their first semester. For some, the peer mentors 

were more relatable than the faculty and staff on campus because they were closer in age and 
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were current students at the institution. These students also felt they could be more open with 

their peer mentor about difficulties they experienced while transitioning into college. The peer 

mentor made such a positive impact on Rebecca’s experience that she applied and interviewed to 

serve as a peer mentor for new summer bridge students for the Summer 2020 semester.   

Abigail, Elijah, and Joseph joined co-curricular organizations that exposed them to 

upper-level students who helped them through their first year and persist to their second year. 

Abigail described an experience with peer mentorship in one such context: 

I started attending ASA . . . ASA is the African Student Association. Umm, so talking to 

them, understanding what they do, getting tips from them, [from] upperclassmen. It was 

helpful. I think that's where I got the idea of writing my schedule down and writing out 

on my calendar and when all my assignments are due for my, for each class, stuff like 

that. Umm, yeah. It has helped me. It was, it was mainly upperclassmen and them being 

honest, too. 

Abigail explained how previously, she struggled to adjust academically. Receiving advice from 

upperclassmen in ASA helped her improve her time management and organizational skills, and 

thus might have bolstered her academic readiness. Elijah also joined a peer mentoring program 

for African American male students. He described how this group supported his progress: 

They kind of reached out to me before I even started school and, like, whenever I go to 

the office and kind of reminded me or, like, helped me get on track or, like, help me, like, 

make sure I'm doing my FAFSA and picking my schedule out if I need, like, tutors or 

whatever. 

Elijah explained how peer mentors in the organization would answer questions he was afraid to 

ask or did not know he needed to ask. Joseph also attributed his persistence to his second year of 
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college to two peers with whom he built mentoring relationships. One of the students was in an 

organization with Joseph during his first year. As the year came to a close, the organization 

hosted elections for new leadership. Because he felt the candidates listed were the best choices 

for the positions, he did not consider himself to be someone who should run for a position. 

Instead, he convinced himself that playing a supportive role to the leadership was the best fit for 

him. His mentors encouraged him to rethink that position. Joseph explained: 

They don’t even know how they help me either . . . he gave me some advice . . . it sticks 

to me all the time . . . he was like, “You should never go into any kind of interview, any 

kind of thing, thinking someone else is better than you. You should always think, I’m the 

best person for the job.” 

The advice helped Joseph envision how to move forward with subsequent years of his college 

career. Additionally, Joseph had a peer help him put his classes together for the fall semester of 

his second year of college. He described the interaction:  

I got email for the advisement office, and they say that most kids fail if they don't look, 

they don't go, to their advisors. And I was like, “Most kids fail? All right, watch me not 

fail, and not go to you at the same time.” And that's what I have my head. And that was 

so dumb . . . So, really all I did was, I got a friend . . . her hobby was, like, making 

schedules. Like, she loved making schedules for everything. So, I went to her and was 

like, “Hey, I want this, this, this, this, and that on my schedule. I want it from this time to 

this time, with this time as a break,” and she was just like, “Okay, cool . . . it sounds like 

fun.” And that's, like, still one of my best friends ever. 

Tasks such as applying for financial assistance by filling out the FAFSA and registering for 

courses must be handled repeatedly throughout college students’ careers. For students like 



165 
 

 

Abigail, Elijah, and Joseph, it was helpful to have peers provide guidance, reminders, and advice 

when completing such tasks. The peer mentorship the participants received from peer mentors 

and other Black students helped them persist to their second year and set high goals and 

expectations for their life and college careers beyond the first year. 

Conclusion 

 All in all, participants’ stories shared here contribute to a better understanding of how 

rural African American students experience the first-year transition into an urban university. 

Data suggest that students recognized different expectations to attend college early on in their 

transition. Then, students made observations and adjustments to life at an urban institution while 

coming from a rural community. They also grew to embrace diversity and their unique 

individuality while gaining a sense of belonging, and they ultimately built relationships with 

peers, faculty, and staff on campus to assist in continuing to their second year of college. 

Additionally, they described feeling a decreased or minimized level of racism as they became a 

part of the majority on the diverse, urban campus of UPersist. While almost none of the 

participants expressed a desire to return home after college, most exhibited a sense of respect and 

appreciation for their rural upbringing.  Their intersectional status in being both African 

American and from rural environments positively shaped how the students perceived themselves 

and their surroundings as they transitioned into college in an urban setting.  

 The next chapter concludes this study by providing a discussion of key findings, 

theoretical implications, and recommendations for policy and practice, as well as suggestions for 

future research. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

The purpose of this study was to explore how the intersectionality of race and rurality 

shape rural African American college students’ experiences of their transitions in, through, and 

out of their first year at an urban institution. By exploring rural African American students’ 

experiences of these transitions, this study sought to: (1) challenge the problematic and 

inaccurate assumption that African Americans are all urban and rural individuals are all White; 

(2) shed light on how the first-year transition impacts individuals by sharing students’ stories; 

and (3) provide rich qualitative data about rural African American students’ experiences that can 

be used to improve support and institutional programming for these students in their transition to 

the first year and throughout their college careers.  

 Studying first-year transition experiences is necessary because the first year of college 

plays an important role in academic success beyond the first year as well as degree completion 

(De Clercq, Galand, &Frenay, 2016; Martin, 2016; Neuville et al., 2013; Sauvé et al., 2007). 

Existing literature on rural first-year students’ experiences is limited and when rural students are 

considered, they are rarely aggregated by race (Stone, 2017). Additionally, universities have 

historically failed to retain both African American students and rural students compared to other 

geographic and racial demographic groups (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 

2017; Pierson & Hanson, 2015; Stone, 2017). For these reasons, considering the unique 

experiences that rural African American students have in the first-year college transition is 

essential. 

Transition Theory and Critical Race Theory (CRT) guided data collection and analysis to 

answer the research question: How does rural African American intersectionality shape the first-

year experiences of students at an urban institution? Through the use of a counternarrative 
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approach, I collected stories from second- and third-year students at UPersist, located in 

downtown Atlanta, GA. Because retention of first-year students is vital to the individual, the 

university, and the state of Georgia as a whole, it is necessary to shed light on how rural African 

American students experience a successful transition into college during their first year. 

Four themes and seven subthemes emerged at the completion of the data analysis. The 

themes and subthemes are:  

1. Pre-college expectations: Individual expectations, family expectations, and 

community expectations; 

2. We’re not in Kansas anymore: White is right . . . until coming to the city, and 

adjusting to the city; 

3. It is common to be unique; and  

4. Mentoring matters: Faculty/staff mentorship and peer mentorship.  

The themes and subthemes align with the conceptual framework used for this study and provide 

answers to the research question previously mentioned. Table 6.1 outlines the themes, 

subthemes, and their connection to the conceptual framework. 
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Table 6.1: Themes, Subthemes, and Key Theoretical Constructs 

Research Question: How does rural African American intersectionality shape 

experiences of students as they transition into college in the first year at an urban 

institution? 

Theme Subthemes Key Theoretical Constructs 

Pre-College Expectations 1. Individual 

expectations 

2. Family 

expectations 

3. Community 

expectations 

Transition Theory 

• Moving in phase of 

transition 

• 4S System: self, 

situation, support 

CRT 

• Voices of color 

 

We’re Not in Kansas 

Anymore 

1. White is 

right...until you 

come to the city 

2. Adjusting to an 

urban university 

Transition Theory 

• Moving through phase of 

transition 

• 4S System: strategies 

CRT 

• Endemic racism 

• Interest convergence 

• Voices of color 

It’s Common to be Unique  Transition Theory 

• Moving through phase of 

transition 

• 4S System: self, 

strategies 

CRT 

• Voices of color 

• Intersectionality 

Mentoring Matters 1. Faculty/staff 

mentors 

2. Peer mentors 

Transition Theory 

• Moving-through phase of 

transition 

• Moving-out phase of 

transition 

• 4S System: self, support 

CRT 

• Voices of color 

• Intersectionality  

 

Discussion of Key Findings 

 The study aimed to provide a better understanding of how rural African American 

students experience a successful transition into college during their first year. More specifically, 
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this study sought to answer how the intersectionality of being African American and rural shaped 

students’ first-year transition at an urban university. This section sheds light on both points by 

highlighting different aspects of the key findings presented in Chapter Five.  

How Students Experienced Transition  

As mentioned in Chapter Five, a range of factors influenced research participants’ 

transition into college at an urban institution. Some of the data aligned with previous research, 

while other data did not. For example, I was surprised to hear such positive thoughts and 

attitudes from the participants, families, and communities about going to college. After a review 

of the literature, I expected rural students’ stories to reveal their low academic aspirations, given 

their common characterization along those lines in the literature (Beasley & Holly, 2013; Irvin, 

Byun, Meece, Farmer, & Hutchins, 2012; Manley, 2018; Stone, 2017). Instead, most desired to 

go to college and had family and community members who envisioned college as the key to a 

brighter future.  

Once in school, many participants had to adjust to the academic and urban environment 

around them. Based on my review of the literature, I expected students to discuss such issues as 

geographic isolation from higher education institutions, lack of advanced-level courses offered at 

their high schools, and significant financial barriers preventing them from continuing through 

their first year (Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012; Diallo, 2017). Instead, they overwhelmingly 

discussed their lack of soft skills and metacognitive skills, such as study and time management 

abilities, as obstacles to their successful transition in their first year. Participants had to adjust in 

similar ways to the urban environment while moving through their first year at UPersist. For 

example, participants mentioned everything from adjusting to the sounds and smells of the city 

to adapting to the large homeless population that exists in downtown Atlanta. Most noteworthy 
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was their need to acclimate to intergroup diversity of the student body and intragroup diversity 

within the African American student population. I was surprised to hear how uncomfortable 

many of the participants felt growing up in their hometowns and how quickly they gained a sense 

of belonging at UPersist as a result of the urban university’s diverse composition.  

As they reflected on persisting from their first to the second year of college, participants 

shared stories about people and events that impacted their decisions to continue. It was not 

surprising to hear that many students decided to return for a second year after spending time at 

home during the winter and summer breaks. This makes sense when considering Chickering’s 

Student Development Theory (1993). The theory suggests that students have a range of 

experiences when moving through autonomy toward interdependence and establish many aspects 

of their identity while in college. For several participants, the trips back home interrupted peer 

group membership and autonomous identity development and resulted in the epiphany that they 

must come back to campus to refocus on their new lives as students and young adults. The 

relationships the students built during their first year with faculty, staff, and peers also played a 

pivotal role in the decision to persist to the second year of college. Overall, study participants 

experienced their first-year transition in different ways but shared common experiences. 

Generally, they came into college with expectations from themselves, their families, and their 

communities to pursue higher education. They made academic adjustments, learned how to 

navigate the urban environment, became comfortable with who they are, and built bonds that will 

possibly last a lifetime.  

How Being African American and Rural Shaped the First-Year Transition  

Before undertaking this study, I had no prior hypothesis about how the data would 

answer the research question. Throughout the data collection process, I formed an assumption 
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that most of the participants were not fond of their hometown or of being a person from a rural 

environment. After analyzing the data, the initial assumption proved incorrect. Several 

participants took pride in their small-town background. They did not always agree with the way 

people back home thought and acted, and they did not have much of a desire to return once they 

graduate, but they appreciated how their personality developed as a result of their communities. 

The appreciation was so strong that several participants made it a point to stay true to things like 

“southern hospitality” once in their new urban environment. The commitment to their rural 

upbringing is a reminder of the saying, “You can take the boy out of the country, but you can’t 

take the country out of the boy.” 

Additionally, participants spoke about feelings of shame about their racial identity before 

coming to college at a diverse urban university. Some shared perceptions that being Black was 

wrong, and others talked about how they felt disconnected from their racial identity while in 

predominantly White environments. At UPersist, participants noticed the significant African 

American student population as well as the broad diversity within the African American student 

population. The breadth and depth of the population allowed the participants to feel connected to 

their race and positively embrace being African American. Additionally, they gained an 

understanding that there is no one type of African American person, and they each found other 

Black students they could connect with in unique ways.  

Overall, the intersection of being both rural and African American shaped the students’ 

transitions in unique ways. They brought their southern hospitality and determination to be open-

minded, unlike those back home, along with their desire to connect to their racial group as they 

moved in, moved through, and moved out of their first year of college. As a result, they easily 

built relationships with their peers and faculty and staff on campus, tried new things they never 
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knew existed, and laid the foundation for how they want to live out the remaining years of their 

college career. Additionally, DeCuir-Gunby (2007) suggests African American students must 

have positive African American identity to be successful in academic settings. The participants 

of this study grew to embrace and appreciate their race and African American culture while 

moving through and out of their first-year marking a successful transition into college by 

persisting to the second year. 

Theoretical Implications 

 As previously mentioned, Transition Theory and Critical Race Theory (CRT) guided and 

framed this study. These theories were critical to the study design and methodology. For 

example, counternarrative inquiry is a tenet of CRT. Additionally, the theories were embedded 

within the data collection protocols and used as a priori codes when analyzing the data. This 

section explains how the stories shared by participants further support the theoretical framework. 

Table 6.2 illustrates how Transition Theory and CRT were combined throughout the data 

collection, data analysis, and findings of the study. Overall, the counternarrative methodology 

used to conduct the study aligns as a major tenet of CRT. The constructs of Transition Theory 

are in red text, and the tenets of CRT are in blue text.  
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Table 6.2 Combining Transition Theory and Critical Race Theory 

Methodology- Counternarrative Inquiry (CRT) 

Data Collection 

  1:1 Interviews 

Questions about examples/experiences with 

endemic racism, interest convergence, and 

intersectionality while moving in, through 

and out of the first-year transition   Focus Group 

Data Analysis 

  A priori coding 

Codes created with Transition Theory 

phases, 4S- System, and CRT tenets to 

identify constructs of the theories within the 

data 

Findings 

  Pre-college expectations 

Participants recalled experiences of endemic 

racism, interest conversion, and 

intersectionality from their hometowns 

while moving into the first-year transition 

  "We're not in Kansas anymore" 

Participants recalled experiences of noticing 

decreased endemic racism and interest 

conversion while moving through the first-

year transition. Participants shared 

experiences of the intersection of being 

Black and rural while moving through the 

first-year transition. 

  It's common to be unique 

Participants shared experiences of the 

intersection of being Black and rural while 

moving through the first-year transition. 

  Mentoring Matters 

Participants shared how the shared racial 

identity with faculty/staff mentors and peer 

mentors impacted their persistence as they 

moved out of the first-year transition  

 

Transition Theory 

Transition Theory provided a roadmap for the participants’ transition into college and 

emphasized coping mechanisms used while working through the transition using the 4 S system 

(self, situation, support, and strategies). Throughout the interviews, students provided insight on 

their experiences moving into their first year of college, moving through their first year of 

college, and moving out of their first year of college. Students detailed the first S, self, when 
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speaking about life before college and moving into the first year. They described their personal, 

demographic, and psychological characteristics along with their resources as they moved into the 

transition. For example, each of the participants fell into the African American student from a 

rural Georgia demographic, and most participants had positive thoughts and attitudes toward 

going to college as they approached the move-in phase of the transition.  

Additionally, the second S, situation, aligned with the first phase of the transition as it 

speaks to the timing of the transition. Each of the participants transitioned into college 

immediately after their senior year of high school. The third and fourth S’s, support and 

strategies, came to light when reflecting on the time students moved through and moved out of 

their first year of college. For example, participants often discussed mentorship as support 

developed during the first year, and they explained that they utilized it when persisting to their 

second year. Additionally, students detailed strategies of how they coped with and navigated the 

transition. For example, several participants used their small-town background and values as a 

way to stand out and make new friends; these helped them develop a sense of belonging at the 

institution.  

The data from this study could support an expansion of Transition Theory into the second 

year of college as some argue that students’ transition into college expands past the first year. 

Several of the second-year participants of the study discussed experiencing trials and errors in 

their first year that increased their confidence in their academic abilities and sparked their 

excitement to try new approaches to coursework. In this light, Transition Theory could be 

expanded and applied to additional phases beyond the first year of college.  
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Critical Race Theory 

As detailed in Chapters One and Two, this study focused in particular on four of the six 

tenets of CRT: 1) endemic racism, 2) interest convergence, 3) voices of color, and 4) 

intersectionality. The counternarrative approach captured voices of the African American 

students, recounting their experiences and sharing unique perspectives that challenged and 

assessed master narratives. Also, the research question specifically investigated the 

intersectionality of being both African American and rural, and how those intersecting identities 

shaped participants’ first-year experience. During the individual interviews and focus group 

discussion, students spoke in detail about the endemic racism from their hometowns. The 

systematic oppression of African Americans was so ordinary that they did not know how life 

functioned otherwise. The notion of interest convergence emerged during a story told by a 

participant describing a teacher at her high school. While on the surface it seemed that the 

teacher gave preferential treatment to her African American students for their benefit, she treated 

them differently to assist her agenda in shaping them to be good students in her eyes. When 

students discussed their experiences in college, it seemed as if endemic racism and interest 

convergence subsided as they were no longer in the minority. While Atlanta is a predominantly 

Black city and UPersist is a predominantly Black university, one might wonder in what ways, if 

at all, these tenets of endemic racism and interest convergence still exist. For example, all but 

two of the senior administrators of UPersist are White, so is there still a system of oppression 

under which the school functions? Also, are the efforts to ensure the success of the diverse 

student body driven by doing right by the students of color or by progressing the agenda of the 

White leadership of the university? In short, do these tenets exist in situations where African 

Americans are the majority? This study sheds light on the participants’ perception that their 
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quality of life improved once they came to UPersist and became a part of the mainstream. The 

perceived improvement opens doors to explore the reality of navigating their environment. 

Utilizing Transition Theory and Critical Race Theory 

When planning this study, I sought to expand the use of Transition Theory to African 

American students, and I believed integrating it with CRT would create an ideal framework for 

the project. After collecting and analyzing the data, I believe there is room for a different theory 

to be paired with Transition Theory to better support the study of the rural African American 

student population. While amplifying voices of color was central to my data collection approach 

and while examples of endemic racism, interest convergence, and intersectionality emerged 

through the analysis (documented in chapter four), critical race concepts were not as salient to 

students’ experiences of transition as I anticipated they would be when I began this study. For 

example, the notions of endemic racism and interest convergence were prevalent in students’ 

stories about their hometowns and their experiences during the moving in phase of their 

transition. In contrast, students’ perception that racism is common and that policy and actions 

usually benefit the White majority faded significantly once they came to a more diverse 

environment at UPersist in the city as they moved through and out of their first year of college. 

They felt they were part of the majority and did not acknowledge experiences of systemic racism 

that exist once on a diverse, urban campus.  

Instead, I think it would be more appropriate to incorporate a reconceptualized model of 

Jones and McEwen’s model of multiple dimensions of identity (2000). The model of multiple 

dimensions of identity (see Figure 6.1) falls into the category of literature on student 

development theory and presents a conceptual illustration of relationships among college 

students’ personal and socially constructed identity dimensions, acknowledging that each 
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dimension cannot be fully understood in isolation (Abes, Jones, & McEwen, 2007). Additionally, 

the model provides a framework for recognizing how the salience of particular identities is 

situational and influenced by environment and context. The model depicts various identities as 

intersecting rings around a core, signifying how “no one dimension may be understood 

singularly; it can be understood only in relation to other dimensions” (Jones & McEwen, p. 410). 

The sense of self is represented as the core of the model encompassing “valued personal 

attributes and characteristics” (Jones, 1997, p. 383). 

 

Figure 6.1: Model of Multiple Dimensions of Identity (Jones & McEwen, 2000) 

 In 2007, Abes, Jones, and McEwen reconceptualized the model by incorporating 

“students’ intrapersonal, cognitive, and interpersonal domains of development” (p. 11). By 

incorporating meaning making into the preexisting model, the reconceptualization includes both 

the relationships students perceive among their personal and social identities and how they come 

to perceive them as they do. Additionally, Abes, Jones, and McEwen (2007) state that  
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Integrating meaning-making capacity into the model of multiple dimensions of identity 

also addresses a question regarding distinctions in the model between the core self 

(personal identity) and the surrounding social identities, especially social identities 

typically lacking privilege in dominant–subordinate hierarchies (p. 11). 

The second point regarding the addition of meaning making to the model is particularly 

important to the rural African American student population as their marginalized social identities 

of being Black and rural lack privileges when on college campuses controlled by dominant-

subordinate hierarchies. In contrast to intersectionality as defined by Crenshaw (1991) which 

emphasizes the integrated salience of both race and gender to all experiences and at all times, the 

multiple dimensions identity model reveals that identity constructions are shifting and 

contextual, such that students oscillate among different identities as they move through different 

social domains. 

While analyzing the stories I heard from the participants, I noticed their race was not 

always their most salient identity, and that their perceptions of their experiences, especially once 

in a more diverse environment at UPersist, did not seem to them to be a result of their race. Not 

only did the students identify as African American and rural, but they also identified as first-

generation, Christian, or homosexual. Overall, their intersecting identities existed at all times and 

all stood out in different ways while transitioning into college. 

Implications and Recommendations for Policy and Practice 

 Because universities still struggle to retain rural African American students, the field of 

higher education and the state of Georgia as well as individual students stand to benefit from the 

findings of this study. State policy makers and higher education institutions need to develop and 

implement support services for increasing access to college and enabling a successful first-year 
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transition. In order to properly support this unique student population, we must first understand 

their experiences. While qualitative research does not often render broadly generalizable data, 

the results from this study support the following implications and recommendations for UPersist 

and the field of higher education. 

Implications and Recommendations for Policy 

 Retention data comparing African American and rural students to their counterparts of 

other races and from other locales reveals an achievement gap once students begin their college 

career (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2017; Pierson & Hanson, 2015; Stone, 

2017). This study highlights how rural African American students experience their transition into 

college. Most participants described feeling underprepared for college and felt they lacked the 

soft skills necessary for college success. These challenges serve as a potential link between K-12 

and higher education contexts. What students experience, or do not experience, before they go to 

college impacts their experiences and success once in college. Currently, the state of Georgia has 

curriculum requirements students must meet to be eligible for admission to any state four-

institution in addition to satisfying any institution’s specific requirements. To better prepare 

students for college, policy makers should reevaluate the required high school curriculum to 

qualify to go to college. Do the courses students currently take to qualify to go to a four-year 

institution prepare them for the subject level and rigor of college classes? For example, what 

level of math should students reach in high school prior to taking any college-level math once in 

college? To ensure that students are accepted into four-year institutions and are academically 

prepared for college, policy makers should reconsider appropriate minimum admissions 

requirements for public institutions within the USG system. For example, Walpole, McDonough 

and Bauer (2005) suggest standardized college admissions tests are unfair assessments for urban 
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African American and Latino students. Additionally, Zwick (2013) offers a rethinking of the 

future of standardized testing in university admissions. In a perfect world, I would eliminate 

standardized testing and the use of weighted GPA as components of a college application 

because I do not think they serve as accurate predictors of students’ postsecondary academic 

potential (Walpole, McDonough, & Bauer, 2005). Additionally, I would require letters of 

recommendation and a personal statement as application components to gain better insight of the 

student and their motivations and commitment to go to college. To encourage institutions to 

support students during their first-year, policy makers should rethink accreditation requirements 

regarding factors such as retention and graduation rates. For example, to what extent would 

institutions be motivated to support first-year students during their transition into college if 

policy requires a 75% retention rate to maintain accreditation? The policies that guide our 

education system should assist with guiding students to and through successful academic careers.  

Implications and Recommendations for Practice 

 In my experience, disconnections often exist between the literature or theory related to 

higher education and the practice of teaching and learning. Once again, the findings of this 

qualitative study do not render broadly generalizable information but offer recommendations 

educators and administrators can use to improve in connecting the literature and theory to 

practice. A significant amount of African American students from rural communities are served 

within the K-12 system nationwide. As a result, educators and policymakers should consider the 

access this population has to higher education and allocate resources to support their successful 

transition into school. For example, institutions with large rural student populations could 

develop support services and offer them to various subgroups of rural students, such as rural 

African American students. Additionally, because positive racial identity is imperative for the 
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success of African American students in educational settings, colleges and universities must 

create cultural climates that allow African American students to safely explore and embrace their 

racial identity. For example, universities should prioritize increasing the presence of African 

American faculty on campus and provide curricular and co-curricular experiences that are 

favorable for learning for all racial groups. I also believe it is important for faculty to extend their 

focus on content and on providing what students need in the classroom to providing space and 

opportunities for dialogue framed in culturally competent ways. This extension of focus could 

aide in the academic success of African American students and students of other marginalized 

populations. Because some identities, such as being rural, are hard to recognize, I believe faculty 

should increase their cultural awareness and competence, identify disadvantages that come with 

marginalized populations, and attempt to eliminate barriers that prevent students from speaking 

about who they are in the classroom. For example, Pasque, Chesler, Charbeneau, & Carlson, 

(2013) discuss how faculty value diversity in the classroom and how they can also make 

adjustments to their classroom practices to address diversity issues. Lastly, one idea that both 

previous literature and the data from this study stresses is the importance of developing a sense 

of belonging at the institution (Palmer, O’Kane, & Owens, 2009; Tinto, 1987; Thomas, 2012). 

Participants of this study developed a sense of belonging through the diversity of the campus, the 

relationships they built, and the acceptance of unique personalities and attributes. The 

intersectionality of being both Black and rural provided participants unique advantages to 

developing a sense of belonging on their urban college campus because they embraced the 

intragroup diversity within the large African American student population and stayed true to 

their small town values, such as “southern hospitality” when approaching new people and new 
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situations as they moved in, through, and out of their first-year transition. As a result, they 

successfully persisted from their first to the second year at UPersist.  

UPersist. Throughout the interviews, I asked participants to share ideas of what UPersist 

should do to assist students like them with the first-year transition into the university. Several 

participants suggested things that already exist, such as peer mentoring programs and academic 

support, like tutoring or academic coaching services. As a result, findings should urge the 

institution to prioritize increasing awareness of services provided to assist with academic 

success. Additionally, a few participants mentioned forming a network of current and former 

UPersist African American students from rural communities. Being connected to those of similar 

backgrounds could make the possibility of collegiate success seem more realistic for the 

incoming rural African American students at the institution. Based on my study and professional 

experience, I believe this is feasible because there is already an office of Black Student 

Achievement established at the university, and the admissions office now has the technology to 

identify and track African American students admitted from rural school districts each year. For 

example, there were over 700 rural African American students admitted to the university in the 

fall 2018 admission cycle. Those numbers support the need for building programming for rural 

African American students. Additionally, the office could partner with other campus services, 

such as supplemental instruction and early alert programs, to connect students to existing support 

networks.  

Two topics came up sporadically, and they may serve as a significant point of interest for 

the university. First, consider faculty diversity. When asked about improving rural African 

American student support at the university, one participant mentioned her desire for increased 

faculty diversity. She explained how she sees many African Americans in service roles at the 
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institution, such as bus drivers and custodial staff, but does not see many faculty members who 

look like her. The school has one of the most diverse student bodies in the nation, but it does not 

match the level of diversity among faculty. For example, a 2018 state report showed 75% of the 

school’s 53,000 students are nonwhite, and only 32% of its faculty are nonwhite (Stirgus, 2018). 

Despite this observation coming up only once in the study, this data point may suggest the 

university’s composition is a problem worth addressing. Additionally, several of the participants 

spoke about the impact African American teachers had on them before coming to college. It 

would benefit those students to have the same opportunity to interact with African American 

professors now that they are in college.  

The second topic is financial support. Very few of the participants mentioned finances 

serving as a barrier to their successful transition into college, but nine of the fifteen participants 

are Federal Pell Grant recipients for the 2019–2020 academic year, a fact which suggests they 

come from low socioeconomic backgrounds. Because many rural students come from low-

income households and almost a quarter of the second-year students retained from the fall 2018 

semester are African Americans from rural school districts, there could be a significant need for 

financial support. As a public institution, the university has the responsibility of helping its 

students, who are mostly Georgia residents, continue to degree completion. One great way for 

the university to help is through financial assistance. 

Future Research 

 My study suggests at least three directions for future research. The first is to conduct a 

quantitative study about rural African American students’ first-year experiences. As previously 

mentioned, this qualitative study aimed to explore the lived experiences of rural African 

American students as they transitioned into college. The findings are not broadly generalizable 
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and are unique to the students at the urban institution containing the collected the data. However, 

results from my study lay important groundwork for considering how the factors I identified as 

contributing to the successful first-year transition of rural African American college students 

applies to a wider sample size. Taking a quantitative approach would broaden our understanding 

of rural African American students’ needs and experiences and would improve institutions’ 

ability to support their successful transition to college.  

A second direction for future research is to conduct a study of how rural African 

American college students’ financial circumstances impact their academic success. In particular, 

the fact that nine of the fifteen participants received the Federal Pell Grant for the 2019-2020 

academic year raised additional questions regarding finances. Based on my professional 

experience at UPersist, I am anecdotally aware that a significant number of students do not 

persist because of financial barriers, and not because of their inability to be academically 

successful. Another recommendation is that UPersist should provide financial support for their 

bourgeoning rural African American student population. After working at the university for three 

years, I understand that this recommendation will not be entertained without sufficient data to 

back it up. Because money is a finite and limited resource, future research could consider the 

financial impact attending college has on rural African American students to justify the need for 

increased support.  

Future research should also use longitudinal data to consider the college experiences of 

rural African American students. At the conclusion of the interviews and focus group session, I 

often found myself thinking, “what will happen next?” While the first year is pivotal, the 

sophomore slump is an issue receiving increased scholarly attention. Additionally, the main goal 

of starting college is often simply to finish. Retention rates are essential, but so are heavily 
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tracked graduation rates. Conducting a longitudinal study throughout students’ entire college 

careers would provide additional perspective on the rural African American college student 

experience as a whole.  

Conclusion 

 This study explored the first-year college experiences of fifteen rural African American 

students attending an urban university. The counternarrative approach gave voice to those who 

often go unheard and challenged the master narratives that African American students come 

from urban environments, that rural students are White, and that both African American and 

rural students are unlikely to successfully persist beyond their first year of college. Because of 

the critical role a successful first-year transition plays in college and the lack of literature on this 

unique, yet significant, student population, this study provided invaluable insight on how rural 

African American students experience their first year of college and how rural African American 

intersectionality shaped their transition into an urban university.  While the participants met 

challenges throughout their first year, their commitment to stay true to small-town values, along 

with their desire to connect with others of their race, aided in building meaningful relationships 

and a sense of belonging at the institution. As a result, these students beat the odds and 

successfully transitioned into college in their first year.  
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Appendix A- Rural African American Student Criterion Survey  

Thank you for your interest in participating in this study on first-year experiences of rural 

African American students. Please answer the following questions as honestly and as completely 

as possible. If you are selected to participate in the study, you will receive additional details from 

Ariel Cochrane-Brown within a week of completing the survey.  

  

For any questions, please contact Ariel Cochrane-Brown at aecochr2@ncsu.edu.  

1. Email address 

2. Phone number 

3. Please select the race/ethnicity with which you identify.  

American Indian or Alaska Native  

b. Asian or Asian American  

c. African American/Black  

d. Latino(a) or Hispanic  

e. Middle Eastern  

f. Native American or Other Pacific Islander  

g. Multiracial  

2. In which year of college are you?  

a. 1st year  

b. 2nd year  

c. 3rd year  

d. 4th year  

e. 5+ year  

3. How many credit hours of coursework have you completed?  

a. 0-29 hours  

b. 30+ hours  

4. Prior to attending college, have you completed college coursework through Dual 

Enrollment, community college, another college/university, etc.?  

a. Yes  

b. No  

5. What is your GPA?  

a. 0.00-0.99  

b. 1.0-1.99  

c. 2.0-2.99  

d. 3.0-3.99  

e. 4.0+  

6. Did you attend high school in a rural community?  

a. Yes  

b. No  

7. What is your hometown (city, state)?  

8. If you are selected to participate in this study, are you able to attend one 60-minute one-

on-one interview and one 90-minute focus group session?  

a. Definitely yes  

b. Probably yes  

c. Might or might not  

mailto:aecochr2@ncsu.edu
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d. Probably not  

e. Definitely not  
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Appendix B- Recruitment Email 

Are you from a rural area?  

Do you identify as African American?  

Are you in your 2nd or 3rd year of college?  

If you answered yes to all of the questions, we want to talk to you!  

  

Join this groundbreaking research project as we explore first-year college experiences of African 

American students from rural high schools. By participating you will....  

• Participate in one 60-minute one-on-one interview, or  

• Participate in one 60-minute focus group with other rural African American 

students.....with free food.  

 

Upon the completion of the study, you will receive a $20 Amazon gift card. 

 

If you are interested, please complete the online questionnaire by Monday, August 25, 2019. 

Please email Ariel Cochrane-Brown with any questions.  

  

  

https://ncsu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_byzgXIts4EBQ9Zb
mailto:aecochr2@ncsu.edu
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Appendix C- Interview Protocol 

  

Participant’s Pseudonym: __________________________________  

Date: _____________  

Location: _______________________  

Scheduled time: ________  

Start time: __________   End time: __________  

  

 

Building rapport and moving into the first year of college.  

Thank you for joining me for this interview. First, I want to remind you about the consent form 

that you signed and returned to me. If you have any questions or concerns about the form, feel 

free to bring them up now.  

 

Next, I wanted to share with you about the focus of today’s interview. Essentially, I want to learn 

how being both African American and from a rural community shaped your experiences as you 

transitioned into college in an urban environment. We’ll start by discussing your experiences 

prior to coming to college. Keep in mind, answer only the questions you feel comfortable 

responding to. In the event you do not want to answer a question, feel free to just say, “no.”  

 

Lastly, please try to use general descriptions or pronouns when referring to specific people 

and/or programs/events.  

 

1. Tell me a bit about who you are? 

2. Describe the community you grew up in. (include racial and economic composition). 

3. What was it like growing up in a rural community? 

4. How was it being an African American student at your high school? 

a. What percentage of your high school population was African American? 

b. What are your clearest memories of being African American at your high school? 

5. What was your life like being African American in a rural community in Georgia? 

6. Describe your (K-12) educational experience. Do you feel it prepared you for college? 

7. Tell me about the time you first considered going to college?  

a. Tell me about your attitudes/thoughts toward college before you came to college.  

8. Walk me through the steps you took in the days/weeks/months leading up to your first 

day of college.  

9. Describe your financial circumstances prior to coming to college.  

10. In what ways were you influenced to decide to go to college?  

a. Individuals (friends, family, teachers, etc.)  

b. Experiences  

  

 

Moving through the first year of college.  

11. Now, we will talk about your experiences throughout your first year of college.  

12. Share with me a story about your most significant memory in the classroom of your first 

year of college.  
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13. Share with me a story about your most significant memory out of the classroom of your 

first year of college.  

14. Tell me about your experience(s) transitioning into college.  

a. Describe your experience as an African American student transitioning into an 

urban institution.  

b. Describe your experience as a student from a rural community transitioning into 

an institution in an urban setting?  

15. How has being both African American and from a rural community shaped your 

transition into college? 

16. Competing priorities back home? 

17. In what way(s) do you feel you belong at this institution?  

c. Was college what you expected? 

d. In what ways did college fit your thoughts/attitudes before you came? 

e. In what ways was it different? 

  

Moving out of the first year of college.  

Lastly, we will discuss your persistence from your first to second year of college. Note 

persistence means your continuation from one year to the next in college.  

18. At what point during your first year of college did you know you were going to persist to 

your second year of college?  

19. What helped you persist from your first to second year of college?  

a. Tell me about a significant person(s).  

b. Tell me about a significant experience(s).  

20. What was your process of persisting from your first to second year of college?  

c. What were the pros and cons in your own mind/life about returning for your 

sophomore year? 

d. What helped you lean into/decide to return? 

21. What are your career goals?  

a. Have you had support to help you develop toward these goals? 

 

Conclusion 

22. What haven’t I asked you about your experiences coming to school and returning for 

your second year that you want to be sure I hear? 

23. What would you tell your high school self about moving through this journey? 

 

This concludes our interview. Thank you for your time. Please note, I will have a professional 

transcriber transcribe this interview. If I determine I need additional information from you, I will 

follow up accordingly. Also, please do not share with anyone information about your 

participation in this study until the project is complete. Thank you again. You will receive a $20 

Amazon gift card via email shortly for your generous participation.  
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Appendix D- Focus Group Guide  

Date: _____________  

Location: _______________________  

Scheduled time: ________  

Start time: __________   End time: __________  

  

Thank you for participating in this focus group. The purpose of this session is to provide space 

for you to share experience(s) from your first year of college as a rural African American student 

at an urban institution. Remember, persistence is the continuation from one year to the next of 

college. Please place the number card in front of you and remember to refer to yourself and 

others in the room as the assigned numbers when conversing. Also, use general descriptions or 

pronouns when referring to specific people and/or programs/events.  

 

Writing Prompt 

1. We will start the session with a writing prompt for 20 minutes. 

a. On the sheet of paper provided, write a letter to yourself (your high school 

graduation day self) about what to expect/the do’s and don’ts of your first year of 

college.  

i. If participants have difficulty writing out their experience, I will provide 

alternative options to describe their first-year experience: write down the 

name of a song that you closely associate with your first year in college. 

2. As I come around, please hand me your written letter. 

 

Focus Group Protocol 

We will now move on to the discussion portion of the focus group. Remember, please refer to 

yourself and to others as the numbers on the cards in front of you. Also, please use general 

descriptions or pronouns when referring to specific people and/or programs/events.  

1. Please share the most helpful tip from their letter to their high school aged self. (I will not 

be discussing the letters any further at this time). 

2. Describe the community you grew up in. (include racial and economic composition). 

3. Describe your (K-12) educational experience. Do you feel it prepared you for college? 

4. When did you first know you wanted to go to college?  

5. What motivated you to want to go to college? 

a. What were the expectations of life after high school for most people from your 

hometown? 

b. Compare and contrast your experiences from attending high school in a rural 

community to the experiences since coming to college in an urban environment.  

6. To your level of comfort, share your experience(s) as an African American student 

transitioning into college during your first year.  

a. Who was the most impactful person (positive or negative) in your first year? 

b. What was the most impactful event (positive or negative) in your first year? 

7. Share how being both African American and from a rural community shaped your 

experience while transitioning into college.  

8. Describe the level to which you feel you belong at your institution.  

9. What are your career goals?  



219 
 

 

a. Have you had support to help you develop toward these goals? 

10. Describe your process of persisting from your first to second year of college (feel free to 

include any people and/or experiences of influence).  

 

This concludes the focus group session. Thank you for your time. Please note, I will have a 

professional transcriber transcribe this session. If I determine I need additional information from 

you, I will follow up accordingly. Also, please do not share with anyone information about your 

participation in this study until the project is complete. Thank you, again. You will receive a $20 

Amazon gift card via email shortly for your generous participation.  
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Appendix E- Writing Prompt 

 Take a moment to reflect on your experiences throughout your first year of college. Next, 

write a letter to yourself as a recent high school graduate about what to expect during your first 

year. For example, consider the do’s and don’ts of your first year of college. You have 20 

minutes to write your letter. 

• If participants have difficulty writing out their experience, I will provide alternative 

options to describe their first-year experience: write down the name of a song that you 

closely associate with your first year in college. 
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Appendix F- Participant Profiles 

Interviews 

Interview 

Number 

Participant 

Pseudonym Major 

Year 

in 

College 

Undergraduate 

Classification 

Cumulative 

GPA GA Area Region 

1 Naomi Exploratory 2 Freshman 2.46 North Central Piedmont 

2 Ashley Economics 2 Sophomore 2.83 North Central Piedmont 

3 John 

Religious 

Studies 2 Sophomore 3.62 Southwest Coastal Plain 

4 Rebecca 

Biological 

Science 2 Sophomore 2.15 t (AL border Coastal Plain 

5 Abigail English 2 Sophomore 2.26 North Central  

6 Mary 

Interdisciplinary 

Studies 2 Sophomore 2.29 Northeast Piedmont 

7 Joseph Education 3 Junior 3.36 

East (seacoast 

Atlantic Ocean) Coastal Plain 

8 Elizabeth Psychology 3 Junior 3.02 Northwest Piedmont 

9 Luke Journalism 2 Junior 2.31 East (SC border) Piedmont 
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Focus Group 

Participant 

Number 

Participant 

Pseudonym  Major 

Year 

in 

College 

Undergraduate 

Classification 

Cumulative 

GPA GA Area Region 

1 Charity 

Criminal 

Justice 2 Sophomore 3.3 Central Piedmont 

2 Noah 

Political 

Science 2 Freshman 3.01 West (AL border) Coastal Plain 

4 Faith Nursing 2 Sophomore 3.8 Central Piedmont 

6 Elijah Neuroscience 3 Sophomore 2.79 North Central Piedmont 

7 Sarah 

Computer 

Information 

Science 2 Sophomore 3.09 

Northeast (SC 

border) Piedmont 

8 Tabitha Marketing 2 Sophomore 3.4 North Central Piedmont 
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Appendix G- Example Codes from Codebook 

Primary Code 

Secondary 

Code 

Code 

Type 

 

Cycle 

of 

Code Description 

Moving In   

A 

priori 

1st 

 

Experience before and up to 

the first day of college 

Moving Through   

A 

priori 

1st  Experience during the bulk of 

the first year 

Moving Out   

A 

priori 

1st 

 

Experience at the end and 

leading up to the second year 

of college 

Endemic racism   

A 

priori 

1st 

 

Experience supporting the 

notion that racism is ordinary, 

usual, common 

Interest 

convergence/materialistic 

determinism   

A 

priori 

1st 

 

Experience supporting the 

notion that racism likely will 

never end because it advances 

the interests of the majority 

Voices of color   

A 

priori 

1st 

 

Participants recounting 

experiences, unique 

perspectives challenge and 

assess master narrative 

Antiessentialism/ 

intersectionality  

A 

priori 

1st 

 

How participants 

acknowledge and experience 

overlapping identities  

Time management skills  

Open 2nd  Suggestions of needing time 

management skills for 

academic success in college 

Mentorship  

Open 2nd  How participants connected 

mentorship with their 

successful transition 

 Peer mentor 

Open 2nd  

Mentorship from peers 

 

Faculty/staff 

mentor 

Open 2nd  

Mentorship from faculty/staff 

Experience shaped by 

race  

A 

priori 

3rd  How participants describe the 

impacts race had on their 

transition 

Experience shaped by 

being rural  

A 

priori 

3rd  How participants describe the 

impacts rurality had on their 

transition 

 


