
 
ABSTRACT 

WATSON, LORENZO A. The Spiritual Narratives of Undergraduate African American Men at 
a Historically White University. (Under the direction of Dr. Alyssa Rockenbach). 
 

African American men who attend historically White institutions and who are highly 

spiritual may be having a diminished college experience because their selected universities have 

deprioritized their spiritual development.  These students tend to depend on their spirituality to 

help them cope with racial tension, manage their identity, find purpose and meaning, identify 

communities of belonging and much more.  Depending on spirituality to navigate environmental 

challenges like racism, microaggressions, and stereotyping may be particularly important to 

undergraduate African American men attending historically White institutions.  

This study uses a narrative inquiry methodology to empower African American men 

attending a historically White institution in the south to formulate and share their undergraduate 

spiritual narratives through a shared examination of their spiritual experiences during college. In 

particular this study addresses the following two research questions: (1) What are the spiritual 

narratives of African American men attending a historically White university? ; (2) How do 

African American men experience spirituality when attending a historically White university?  

 For this study, spirituality is viewed broadly as a meaning-making process focused on 

understanding the relatedness of one’s self, others, and some central system of power and value. 

Within religious traditions, this central system of power and value may be known as God, Allah, 

the Creator, among other names.  The conceptual framework guiding this study positions 

spiritual development at the intersection of the evolution of one’s frame of knowing, frame of 

dependency, frame of community, and all happening within the influence of culture and gender. 

This framework combines the work of Parks (2011) and Tisdell (2003).  The frame of knowing 



 
can be thought of as how one assigned the authority of truth and meaning-making in their life. 

The frame of dependency was how one felt about their relationship with truth-authorship, and the 

frame of community is how one finds belonging with others. 

 The major findings of this study revealed that African American men attending a 

historically White institution prioritized: (1) finding truth beyond family values; (2) seeking care 

and compassion; and (3) nurturing spiritual homes among strangers as they navigate their 

undergraduate spiritual experiences.  The key conclusions of this study were: (1) African 

American men developed more complex spiritualities as they navigated internal and external 

conflicts on the college journey, (2) African American men felt most spiritual when experiencing 

a high sense of belonging within community; (3) African American men were spiritually 

vulnerable as they transition to college; and (4) University faculty set the tone for meaning-

making in the classroom.  

 The men in this study developed in ways consistent with the applied conceptual 

framework.  The participants moved from an authority-bound to a more probing commitment 

frame of knowing. They went from dependent/counterdependent to fragile inner-dependence 

frame of dependence. Finally, they moved from conventional frame of community to one that 

embraces a mentoring community.   

 This study’s findings suggest that universities should make intentional investments in the 

spiritual development of African American freshmen and sophomore men as they may be 

particularly vulnerable to spiritual harm during those years.  Additionally, faculty should receive 

support to identify ways to bring meaning-making into the classroom experience. Lastly, 

universities should thoroughly investigate symbols and ceremonies on campus to ensure they 

nurture a welcoming atmosphere for all students.   
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION 

My college career started in August 1999, at NC State University, a historically White 

university located along the mid-Atlantic coast of the United States. I was the first person in my 

immediate family to attend a four-year institution.  My parents, while thrilled at the prospect of 

sending one of their children to college, were apprehensive about sending a child away to an 

unknown world.  My older brother was probably proud of me, but we didn’t discuss such things 

at the time, so I was not too sure of how he really felt.  He had already moved away to New York 

and was struggling to support himself, so I imagined that my transition to college was not of 

primary concern to him.  My younger sister, on the other hand, was somewhat overwhelmed by 

the idea of another one of her brothers leaving home.  She was the youngest of the three of us 

and would become the focus of our parents’ strict house rules when I was gone. 

These thoughts and so many others swirled around in my mind as my parents and my 

sister drove me an hour and a half to college. None of us knew what to expect or what to do, so 

we navigated the moment the best way we knew how—with our spirituality.  My mom reminded 

me that I was “raised right,” so I better not get to this school and “act like I didn’t know 

better.”  In other words, all those years of Sunday school lessons, Bible studies, Sunday services, 

prayer meetings, and church youth outings served as the metric by which my character and 

actions were to be measured.  My dad gave me guidance on how to deal with people who may 

try to “get over on me.” He said that I needed to listen to the spirit within me because it was 

always hearing from God.  While my parents knew very little about the college experience, they 

knew how they wanted me to behave during college. They both reminded me to keep God first in 

everything and to let the Holy Spirit guide me in all of my decisions. 
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My sister, in contrast to my parents’ constant scripture lessons, had been quiet. I knew I 

would miss her the most. And based on the tears in her eyes, I knew she missed me too.. In all 

that my parents shared with me about how to deal with the challenges to come in college, they 

had said nothing about how to deal with the challenge of leaving them behind.  Almost as soon 

as my family drove away, I questioned whether college would be worth it.  I began to entertain 

questions like, “What is my purpose for being here?”, “Who can I trust?”, and “Who will be my 

friends?” I didn’t know the answer to those questions, but I knew where to get the answers—my 

spirituality and faith. 

Throughout my college years, I depended heavily on my spirituality when trying to make 

sense of my college experience.  I will provide greater detail later, but I define spirituality as the 

meaning-making process focused on understanding the relatedness of one’s self, others and some 

central system of power and value (Parks, 2011).  For Christian traditions, this central system of 

power and value is most often referred to as God.  As a Christian, I prayed to God about 

decisions like selecting a major, and deciding which classes to take.  I tended to interpret 

obstacles to my academic success as being intentionally supported by an evil force against me. 

For example, I remember thinking that my difficulty in finding a study group was because the 

“devil” did not want me to succeed and was therefore causing people to not want to study with 

me.  I encouraged myself by reading the Bible for inspiration and through my belief that God 

would eventually help me find a good study group.  When I received low grades in my classes, I 

practiced similar behaviors to help me to remain hopeful that I would be able to do better on the 

next assignment.  I found a place of belonging and community in the campus student ministry 

called United Student Fellowship (USF).  The friendships I made within that student group gave 

me the sense of kinship I was longing for when I entered college. 
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While these practices helped me to remain hopeful and resilient, they were not formed in 

partnership with my academic development. In many ways, my academic journey and 

corresponding cognitive development felt like a detriment to my spiritual development rather 

than a spiritual enhancement. More often, I engaged my spirituality as a way to cope with 

academic challenges, rather than as a way to imagine my future academic and vocational 

possibilities. Professors were prepared to help me understand the material they taught, but they 

gave little attention to why the material they taught mattered.  Although I met people in college 

from all over the world who came from diverse spiritual, social, and political backgrounds, these 

differences were rarely mentioned in the classroom and were never connected to my academic 

and cognitive development. Despite the absence of intentional spiritual development support on 

campus and the compartmentalization of my spiritual identity by campus culture, my spirituality 

remained a significant part of my identity development and my persistence in college.  

African American Men’s Spirituality in College 

My story, while not generalizable, is also not unique for African American men attending 

a historically White institution. Current scholarship confirms that, like me, African American 

men tend to be highly spiritual (Berkel et al., 2004; Boyd-Franklin, 2010; M. A. Clark et al., 

2007; Gehrke, 2013; Herndon, 2003; Toldson & Anderson, 2010; Weddle-West et al., 2013). 

Spirituality can be thought of as the inner affective part of one’s self; it is the part of the self that 

maintains one’s deepest values and authentic identity.  From our spirituality we create meaning 

and purpose for our existence (Astin, 2004).  Spirituality may include believing in a higher 

power, sometimes referred to as God, Allah, Creator, etc., but belief in a deity is not a necessary 

component of spirituality.  For this study, spirituality is viewed more broadly and as a 

multifaceted concept encompassing a meaning-making process focused on understanding the 
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relatedness of one’s self, others and some central system of power and value (Astin et al., 2011; 

P. Love & Talbot, 1999; Parks, 2011). In this understanding of spirituality, “whatever serves as 

the centering, unifying linchpin of our pattern of meaning and holds it all together – that center 

functions as “God” (Parks, 2011). I will provide additional details regarding the definition of 

spirituality assumed for this study later.  

African American men repeatedly self-report spirituality as significant to their academic 

journey (M. A. Clark et al., 2007; Harper, 2012; Hébert, 2002; Holt et al., 2002; Riggins et al., 

2008; Salinas Jr. et al., 2018).  For African American men, spirituality and participating in 

spiritual communities can serve as emic strengths during college, which means that spirituality 

benefits and influences the group uniquely  (Burt et al., 2019).  An emic perspective, as 

contrasted with an etic perspective, allows a longitudinal, “insiders’” perspective in 

anthropological, sociological and educational studies/research.  Scholarship affirms that 

spirituality can help African American men academically, socially, and personally (Burt et al., 

2019; Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas Jr. et al., 2018; Stewart, 2002; 

Watson, 2006). Furthermore, African American men may hold spirituality as a significant 

component of their identity (Burt et al., 2019; Dancy, 2010; Salinas Jr. et al., 2018; Stewart, 

2002; Watson, 2006). As an important part of their identity, spirituality can help them to be 

resilient, locate a sense of purpose, cope with hardship, and understand how to function in the 

world (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Salinas Jr. et al., 2018). 

Because of the importance African American men may assign to their spiritual identity, 

they frequently enter college with higher spiritual dependency than other racial and ethnic groups 

(Boyd-Franklin, 2010; Constantine et al., 2002; Gehrke, 2013).  This unique dependence on 

spirituality is evident in African American men’s tendency to rely on their religious and spiritual 
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practices when coping with challenges (Comas-Díaz, 2012; Constantine et al., 2002; Riggins et 

al., 2008) and their tendency to filter college choices through their spirituality (Dancy, 2010).  

Consistent with a highly spiritual worldview, African American men tend to use their 

spirituality to reframe their lived experiences for coping with hardship and for creating value 

within experiences (Comas-Díaz, 2012; Gasman et al., 2008; McGee & Bentley, 2017). For 

example, high-achieving African American men tend to report that serving their home 

communities is a source of motivation to further their education (Gasman et al., 2008; Goings, 

2016). Gasman, Hirschfeld, and Vultaggio (2008) discovered that the African American graduate 

students in their study found value in their educational experience because it would afford them 

the opportunity to give back to their communities.  In their study, students took the educational 

experience and reframed it from being about personal agency to being about communal 

agency.  Expanding one’s locus of centricity from being self-centered to being other-centered is 

characteristic of Astin et al.’s (2011) and Love and Talbot’s (1999) view of spirituality.   

At times, African American men look to their spiritual communities for leadership role 

models, examples of manhood and masculinity, and models of success (McGuire et al., 2020; 

Salinas Jr. et al., 2018).  As a result, some men experience identity tension, as they seek 

coherence between their spirituality and other facets of their identities. For example, some 

African American men experience spiritual identity tension because of their sexual orientation 

(Dancy, 2010; Means, 2017). At times, these students are able to resist social oppression by 

challenging oppressive behavior and messages, developing a personal relationship with a higher 

power, and creating spiritual counterspaces (Means, 2017).  These findings remind us that 

demographics influence spirituality significantly and that not all African American men 

experience spirituality the same.  
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Because of the importance African American men tend to assign to their spirituality and 

because of their diverse spiritual experiences (Berkel et al., 2004; Boyd-Franklin, 2010; M. A. 

Clark et al., 2007; Gehrke, 2013; Herndon, 2003; Toldson & Anderson, 2010; Weddle-West et 

al., 2013), it is critical that colleges and universities understand how African American men 

develop spiritually during college. Understanding African American men’s spiritual development 

may help colleges and universities provide better and more holistic student support for African 

American men.  

During college, African American men tend to find spiritual support from spiritual 

institutions away from college campuses (Burt et al., 2019; Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Salinas 

Jr. et al., 2018). This may result in spiritual development that is divorced from their academic 

and cognitive development. Despite the absence of a direct connection to African American 

men’s academic development, off-campus spiritual institutions contribute significantly to their 

academic experience and success (Burt et al., 2019; Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Salinas Jr. et 

al., 2018).  These institutions can provide African American men with a supportive and nurturing 

environment during college (Burt et al., 2019; Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003).  Not only do 

African American men gain spiritual nourishment from spiritual institutions, but they also find 

supportive interpersonal connections that may be harder to find within their campus community 

(Burt et al., 2019; Herndon, 2003).  For these men, their local spiritual institution can feel like an 

extended family while they are away from home (Herndon, 2003). This is especially true for 

those African American men whose families are also highly spiritual (Burt et al., 2019). For 

these men, coming from a spiritual family can mean that familial and spiritual connections need 

to be maintained, if not further developed, as part of their efforts to persist in school (Burt et al., 
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2019). This is because they have come to rely on spirituality for messages of encouragement, and 

purpose—especially during challenging times (Burt et al., 2019). 

African American Men’s College Experience 

The supportive interpersonal connections and spiritual nourishment African American 

men receive from local spiritual institutions may be vital to their overall academic success. This 

may be because African American men attending historically White institutions tend to 

encounter several obstacles to their academic career that are unique to their racial and gender 

identity in addition to experiencing challenges typical of college students (Freeman, 1999; 

Gasman et al., 2008). For example, African American students must learn to negotiate new 

academic and social networks upon entering college.  They must select a major and a career.  If 

they live on campus, they must adjust to sharing spaces with new individuals.  These are all 

typical challenges for college students (Gasman et al., 2008). 

Once they are in college, African American men face many additional challenges, as is 

evident by African American men experiencing higher college attrition rates when compared to 

their peers of other racial and ethnic groups at historically White institutions (Fries-Britt, 1997; 

Harper, 2005). Some reasons African American men may experience low graduation rates 

include coming to college less academically prepared, having less academic confidence, and 

experiencing racism, stereotyping, and microaggressions during college (Burt et al., 2019; 

Cuyjet, 1997; McGee, 2016). These challenges are made visible when African American men 

report having difficulty establishing relationships with faculty, experiencing academic isolation, 

feeling like an alien on campus (Fries-Britt, 1997), feeling alone, and having difficulty finding 

someone with whom to study (McClain, 2014).  
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Additionally, academically successful undergraduate African American men report being 

accused of “acting white” by their African American peers and report being pressured to be like 

other African American men on campus by majority culture (Fries-Britt, 1997). Because the 

African American male community at historically White institutions, HWIs, tend to be small, 

African American men attending these universities may feel additional pressure to connect with 

each other despite any cultural differences they may have (Harper & Nichols, 2008). These 

pressures may lead to what Bonner (2014) calls “virtual academic purgatory.” This means that 

students do not feel fully embraced by the majority culture in which they reside nor the cultural 

community from which they emerge (Bonner II, 2014).  

 Additionally, African American men report a concern about leaving behind their African 

American friends who may not be as academically successful (Fries-Britt, 1997).  These friends 

may be less successful peers at college with them, or they may be friends from their home 

communities who do not have access to their new college social networks (Fries-Britt, 

1997).  Non-cognitive struggles like these can help explain how persistence rates for African 

American students are more closely aligned with student-to-environment relationships and 

student-to-peer relationships than with student ability (Ford & Harris, 1995; Freeman, 1999). 

Therefore, studies that identify non-cognitive support strategies, like interpersonal spiritual 

support for African American men may help improve their intrapersonal college experience. 

Dancy (2010) found that spirituality is one of two options that African American men 

frequently engage for support and dependency as they encounter obstacles during college—the 

second option being other African American men.  In line with this finding, the men in Brooms’ 

(2017) study reported a desire to establish connections in college that would speak to their whole 

selves, which includes their spiritual self. Unfortunately, constant encounters with racism, 
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stereotyping, and microaggressions during college make these relationships with faculty and 

peers difficult to create and maintain. (Burt et al., 2019; Cuyjet, 1997; McGee, 2016). For 

African American men, spiritual institutions, frequently found away from campus, can help fill 

this relational gap by providing affirming messages about valuing education and by providing 

encouragement for dealing with challenges (Burt et al., 2019; Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; 

Salinas Jr. et al., 2018). This may mean, however, that African American men’s spiritual 

development happens separately from their academic and cognitive development, both 

institutionally/physically, as well as emotionally/psychosocially.  

Problem Statement 

Understanding African American men’s spiritual experiences at historically White 

institutions can help colleges with creating holistic supportive student environments (Cuyjet, 

1997). Unfortunately, many of these institutions have been hesitant to prioritize spirituality in 

student development (Durant, 2017; P. Love & Talbot, 1999).  As a result, historically White 

institutions are not prepared to address the spiritual needs of African American men on their 

campuses. Furthermore, they are ignoring an especially important part of some African 

American men’s identity.  As a result, some African American men seek spiritual nourishment 

and belonging from spiritual communities outside of the university. While this may meet the 

students’ immediate needs for affirmation, encouragement, and belonging, it often means that 

students will develop academically and cognitively in a manner divorced from their spirituality.   

This can mean that African American men will have a diminished college experience, as 

they are forced to ignore the full complexity of their lived experiences during college (Parks, 

2011).  In the words of Parks (2011), this can leave African American men “...vulnerable to 

exchanging wisdom for knowledge and moral commitment for method” (p.206).  Said another 
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way, relegating intentional spiritual development to non-academic institutions may prompt some 

African American men to reduce their time in college to a transactional experience.  An 

experience in which they resist building meaningful relationships with campus personnel. An 

experience in which they learn the skills taught in class (method) but lack imagination in how to 

leverage those skills to benefit humanity (moral commitment).  This may be especially true for 

African American men attending historically White institutions that tend to deprioritize 

intentionally guiding students through their spiritual development (Durant, 2017; P. Love & 

Talbot, 1999). 

A main reason colleges are reluctant to engage in helping students develop spirituality is 

because spirituality is often linked to religion, which tends to be an uncomfortable topic for 

college faculty and administration to discuss (Durant, 2017; P. Love & Talbot, 

1999).  Additionally, colleges tend to prioritize rational empiricism and adhere to cultural norms 

that relegate spirituality to the personal realm (Durant, 2017). As a result, colleges are getting 

better at educating students academically, but at the expense of developing the inner parts of 

students — their beliefs and values, emotional wellbeing, spirituality and self-understanding 

(Astin, 2004). As a result, African American men on campus are not receiving the holistic 

development support they need. 

Purpose Statement  

The journey of understanding African American men’s spirituality and providing holistic 

development support at historically White institutions begins with listening to the spiritual 

narratives of African American men. The purpose of this narrative inquiry study is to collect and 

analyze 10 spiritual narratives of African American men attending a historically White 

university.  These narratives provided insight into how African American men are experiencing 
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spirituality at a historically White institution. Similar to my personal narrative, these narratives 

helped reveal the hidden context behind the motivations and actions of undergraduate African 

American men’s spiritual development. These stories also helped reveal how college experiences 

are influencing African American men’s inner being— i.e., their spirituality. Furthermore, 

participant narratives revealed how spirituality can influence African American men’s college 

experience, which can help historically White institutions provide more holistic student 

development support. 

Research Questions 

More specifically, this study addressed the following two research questions: 

1.    What are the spiritual narratives of African American men? 

2.    How do African American men experience spirituality in college? 

By addressing these questions directly, this study contributed to a more nuanced 

understanding of the impact of college on the spirituality of undergraduate African American 

men.  Couching findings within a specific context benefits colleges and universities by helping 

them to tailor their student support services to student groups –– in this case, undergraduate 

African American males at HWIs. 

Conceptual Framework 

According to Parks (2011) human faith development happens across four stages: 

Adolescent/Conventional; Emerging Adult; Tested Adult; Mature Adult.  Within each of these 

stages, we can understand a person’s spiritual state by examining how they think about their 

relationship with truth authorship (frame of knowing); the level of trust they invest in their 

relationship with authors of truth (frame of dependence); how they find belonging with others 

(frame of community). Individuals move through stages as result of the evolution of their 
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imaginative self, which happens when individuals repattern their understanding of truth and 

reality because of experiences conflicting with previously held thought patterns.  

For example, a young child may see their parents as the ultimate source of truth (frame of 

knowing).  This assignment of truth authorship is evident in the child’s unwavering acceptance 

of their parents’ worldview (frame of dependence).  At this stage, the child will also view their 

parents and the home their parents create for them as their place of belonging and safety (frame 

of community). However, as the child ages and has experiences that counter their parent’s 

worldview they may begin to more critically reflect on the extent to which their parents know 

and author truth.  The child’s negotiation of their parents’ truth authorship may result in new 

thought patterns regarding truth that include more space for self, peers, teachers, aunts, etc. to 

participate in the creation of truth.  Simultaneously, the child will develop new feelings about 

how much they can trust and depend others to help them make sense of the world.  

In this study, the spiritual identity of the emerging adult, individuals between the ages of 

18 to 32, is understood to be at the intersection of their current frames of knowing, frames of 

dependency, frames of community, and in the context of their culture and gender (Parks, 2011; 

Tisdell, 2003). As described above, each of these frames change and develop as individuals 

move through life (Parks, 2011). As seen in the example, each frame is dependent on the other 

two frames. In the case of the African American male emerging adult this means that their 

spiritual identity during college will be understood as the intersection of their frames of knowing, 

frames of dependency, and frames of community. Additionally, the conceptual framework for 

this study recognizes that all of the frames are influenced by an individual's cultural and gender 

context. Therefore, this study focused on the spiritual identity of African American men. It 
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explored how their spiritual identity is filtered through the context of their African American 

male identity.   

Emerging adults’ frames of knowing, frames of dependency, and frames of community 

happen in the context of their culture and gender (Tisdell, 2003).   This means that their spiritual 

development is influenced by experiences unique to the social position of their cultured and 

gendered identity. Specific to this study, the cultural and gendered experiences of African 

American undergraduate men attending a historically White university have been introduced 

above and will receive additional attention later.  Additionally, spiritual development is the 

process of becoming more like one’s authentic self (Tisdell, 2003).  Critical to this development, 

however, are experiences that cause one to reevaluate previously held beliefs and frames of 

knowing, dependency, and community (Parks, 2011; Tisdell, 2003).  Such experiences create 

internal disequilibrium between current and past patterns of meaning making. As a result, 

individuals tend to reframe past experiences in an effort to understand present experiences and 

reimagine future possibilities. Tisdell (2003) refers to this process as spiraling back to move 

forward. This process happens repeatedly throughout one’s life as one becomes more like one’s 

authentic self.  

The following diagram illustrates the conceptual framework guiding this study.  
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Figure 1:  Conceptual Framework 

Frames of knowing.   Frames of knowing reflects how an individual thinks about the 

place of authority in their life. It is how they identify truth authorship and make meaning of the 

world around them. Each day, individuals make decisions based on the guidance of authoritative 

figures (Parks, 2011). Frames of knowing is about understanding how one assigns that position 

of authority (Parks, 2011). The emerging adult practices a probing commitment frame of 

knowing (Parks, 2011).  During the time of probing commitment, one will try many different 

forms of truth and work roles, relationships, and lifestyles and assess their fittingness to one’s 

own experience of self and world (Parks, 2011). Probing commitment is a critically aware 

exploration of the adult world and the potential versions of a future it offers (Parks, 2011). 

Frames of dependency.  Frames of dependency are about one’s feelings, which can offer 

clues to the meaning behind their experiences (Parks, 2011).  It is about understanding who can 

be trusted to help with navigating the world. At this stage, the emerging adult is beginning to 

critically view themselves as responsible for their own truth and are less dependent on external 

authority for feelings of assurance and rightness (Parks, 2011).  The inner-dependence of the 
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emerging adult is healthy, vital, full of promise, but at the same time vulnerable (Parks, 2011).  

Emerging adults in this stage are especially vulnerable to bewilderment and feeling loss (Parks, 

2011). 

Frames of community.  Frames of community is about how one finds and maintains a 

sense of home and belonging (Parks, 2011).  For the emerging adult, community finds its most 

powerful form in the mentoring community (Parks, 2011).  The emerging adult is looking for a 

community that offers hospitality to their potential, poses challenging questions, and provides 

access to worthy dreams of self and world (Parks, 2011).  The emerging adult’s form of 

community takes the shape of an ideological compatible mentoring community (Parks, 2011). 

The conceptual framework was used to understand the spiritual experiences of African 

American men attending a historically White institution. From their narratives I looked for ways 

in which these men changed in their frames of knowing, dependence, and community. I also 

highlighted the experiences that cause them to spiral back to reframe their past. Finally, I 

highlighted how college experiences caused these men to reimagine their futures. As a result, I 

was able to present a snapshot of how African American men may experience spirituality at a 

historically White university. 

Methodological Overview 

The research methodology guiding this study was narrative inquiry.  Consistent with 

narrative inquiry research methodology, participant stories were the main data source (Clandinin, 

2018). Participant stories were analyzed to understand the meaning that participants attribute to 

their lived experiences (Clandinin, 2018).  Stories represent a fundamental method of 

communicating information, which makes them an excellent data source for understanding how 

others attribute meaning to their experiences (Kim, 2015; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 
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Additionally, stories served as appropriate data sources because they tend to preserve the 

complexity of human action, as participants are able to explain their behavior (Polkinghorne, 

1995).  

Miles, Huberman, and Saldana explain (2014), “words, especially organized into incident 

stories, have a concrete, vivid, and meaningful flavor that often proves far more convincing to a 

reader –– another researcher, a policymaker, or a practitioner –– than pages of summarized 

numbers” (p. 4).  I decided to use a narrative inquiry methodology for this study because it is a 

qualitative methodology useful for highlighting the meaning that African American male 

students assign to their spiritual experiences through personal interviews and 

stories.  Additionally, the rich data produced by their narratives may prove more compelling for 

interested parties, as suggested by Miles et al. (2014). 

This study adhered to the characteristics of a narrative inquiry by collecting participant 

narratives via one-to-one interviews, a focus group, and photovoice.  I worked with students to 

co-create their spirituality narratives.  Co-creating means that students had the opportunity to 

review and critique the spirituality narratives I craft for their shared stories.  Not only were 

students allowed to confirm my descriptions and explanations, but their narratives were then 

subjected to a member check in which they had the opportunity to approve the representation of 

their stories as I had written and described them. 

Narrative inquiry is a qualitative method commonly used to explore topics for which 

there is little existing research or for which existing scholarship is being applied in a new way or 

with a new population (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2010).  The present study explored existing 

scholarship with a new population and extended the scholarship of existing quantitative 
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research.  As such, narrative inquiry is an appropriate research methodology for guiding this 

study. 

Study Significance 

Research. African American men are often presented as a monolithic group in education 

research (Harper & Nichols, 2008). This means that some identity-shaping characteristics have 

been ignored for some men.  The current study was significant in that it highlighted an 

understudied characteristic of African American men –– their spirituality.  This is important 

because education scholarship reveals that African American men report that their spirituality 

contributes to their academic success (M. A. Clark et al., 2007; Harper, 2012; Hébert, 2002; Holt 

et al., 2002; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas Jr. et al., 2018).  Education research, however, does 

little to articulate how African American men experience spirituality during college.  If 

spirituality is a key contributor to academic success for African American men, then 

understanding how they experience spirituality is important. 

Theory. The work of Parks (2011) has a primary role in the conceptual framework 

guiding this study.  It is Parks’ (2011) frames of knowing, frames of dependency, frames of 

community that serve as the foundation for how spiritual development is applied to this study. I 

have incorporated the work of Tisdell (2003), because she calls for spiritual development theory 

to center on gender and culture. Therefore, her work can help to extend the theory from Parks 

(2011). Parks’ (2011) research for her theory included few people of color.  Therefore, my study 

represented an opportunity to apply and extend her work to a new population—African 

American men  

Policy and Practice.  This study seeks to understand how African American men 

attending a historically White institution experience spirituality.  Therefore, the findings of this 
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study can help faculty, staff, and administrators of historically White institutions understand 

which college experiences most support African American men’s spirituality. Additionally, they 

will understand which college experiences may dampen African American men’s spirituality.  

The findings of this study may be used to create university support programs targeting African 

American men who value spirituality.  

Summary 

 African American men attending historically White institutions tend to encounter several 

obstacles to their academic career that are unique to their racial and gender identity (Freeman, 

1999; Gasman et al., 2008).  Many of these men choose to rely on their religious and spiritual 

practices when coping with such challenges (Comas-Díaz, 2012; Constantine et al., 2002; 

Riggins et al., 2008). Unfortunately, the consistency with which African American men 

encounter racism at historically White institutions may lead to racial battle fatigue even when 

they use their spirituality for coping (Brooms, 2017).   

Many colleges and universities are reluctant to nurture spiritual development, which 

means an important part of African American men’s identity and coping strategy goes 

unsupported on campus (Durant, 2017; P. Love & Talbot, 1999).  This study takes a narrative 

inquiry approach in trying to understand how African American men are making sense of their 

spirituality in such toxic spaces. The study findings will help university faculty, staff, and 

administrators understand how African American men’s gendered and cultured experiences at 

historically White institutions influence their values, beliefs, and attitudes regarding their frames 

of knowing, frames of dependency, and frames of community.  
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CHAPTER 2:  LITERATURE REVIEW 

African American men tend to use their spirituality for coping with hardship and for 

creating value within experiences (Comas-Díaz, 2012; Gasman et al., 2008; McGee & Bentley, 

2017). Implied in this statement is the necessity to understand African American men’s 

experiences when attempting to understand their spirituality. Therefore, I begin this chapter by 

exploring the unique college experiences of African American men attending a historically 

White institution. These experiences are separated by their academic, social, and personal 

experiences. Then I show how African American men sometimes depend on their spirituality 

when navigating those unique experiences. The last section of this chapter outlines the 

conceptual framework for how I am defining spirituality. 

African American Men’s College Experience 

African American men tend to face several significant academic, social, and personal 

challenges during their college years at historically White institutions (Apprey et al., 2014; 

Chang et al., 2014; Fries-Britt, 1997; Gasman et al., 2008; Harper, 2005; K. M. Love, 2008; 

McCoy et al., 2017; McGee, 2015, 2016; McGee & Martin, 2011; Winkle-Wagner & McCoy, 

2018). These challenges can result in African American men experiencing higher than average 

attrition rates (Fries-Britt, 1997; Harper, 2005).  Examples of the challenges African American 

men experience during college include coming to college less academically prepared, having less 

academic confidence, and experiencing racism, stereotyping, and microaggressions during 

college (Burt et al., 2019; Cuyjet, 1997; McGee, 2016). In the following sections, I discuss 

African American men’s college experiences organized by their academic, social, and personal 

experiences.  
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Academic.  African American men attending historically White institutions tend to 

encounter several obstacles to their academic careers that are unique to their racial and gender 

identity in addition to experiencing challenges typical of college students (Gasman et al., 2008). 

For example, African American students must learn to negotiate new academic systems upon 

entering college.  They must select a major and a career.  If they live on campus, they must 

adjust to sharing spaces with new individuals.  These are all typical challenges for college 

students. African American men, however, have college experiences unique to their racial and 

gender identity—beginning with their academic preparation.  

Academic preparation.   College preparation is an important factor in shaping how 

African American men experience college (Brooms, 2017; Cuyjet, 1997; Fries-Britt et al., 

2013).  Due to pre-college challenges related to their gender and race African American men 

frequently report feeling less academically prepared for college (Brooms, 2017; Cuyjet, 

1997).  These challenges include getting to college at lower rates than their peers, higher high 

school dropout rates, and higher homicide rates (Cuyjet, 1997).  Even after entering college, 

some African American men describe their college academic challenges as being directly related 

to substandard preparation. For example, African American men in a Brooms (2017) study 

expressed low feelings of preparedness for the college experience although they had been in 

college for multiple years. Attending poorer K-12 schools, receiving lowered expectations from 

adults, experiencing social pressures away from academics, having financial problems, and 

lacking academic role models are all reasons that have been attributed to African American 

men’s lower academic preparation (Cuyjet, 1997). Substandard academic preparation is evident 

in certain African American men’s academic behavior like taking fewer notes in class than peers 

and spending less time writing and revising academic papers (Cuyjet, 1997). 
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In contrast to these experiences centered on a lack of academic preparation, a study by 

Fries-Britt et al. (2013) showed that some African American men report feeling adequately 

prepared for the college experience which resulted in them having a more satisfying college 

experience. Some of the men in the Fries-Britt et al. (2013) study, for example, reported that 

their home environment was an important factor in preparing them for college—with parental 

support being particularly important. Even when their parents did not have college degrees, 

parents were able to provide educational support by sending their children to better schools 

(Fries-Britt et al., 2013). These students also learned about college from older siblings who may 

have already attended college (Fries-Britt et al., 2013).  This demonstrates the importance of 

college preparation for understanding African American men’s college experience.  As an 

example, academic preparation helps shape how African American men view themselves during 

college. 

Academic identity.  Cuyjet (1997) found that some African American men experience 

lower academic confidence in college because they are less prepared for academic rigor (Cuyjet, 

1997). Even African American men who feel they are prepared for the academic rigor of college 

sometimes begin questioning their academic abilities during their college tenure (McGee, 

2016).  For example, Burt et al. (2019) reported that the African American men in their study, 

while academically successful, exhibited behavior consistent with low academic 

confidence.  Their participants desired constant external affirmation on whether they selected the 

right major for themselves, affirmation on whether they made the right choice in pursuing 

graduate schools, and affirmation on whether they would be able to overcome academic 

challenges they may face in school (Burt et al., 2019). Having a strong academic identity is 

critical to overall academic success, but African American men like those in the Burt et al. 
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(2019) study frequently exhibit behaviors consistent with weak academic identity (Collins, 2018; 

Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000; Fries-Britt et al., 2013).  

While individuals in African American men’s external circle of support may praise the 

students for their academic successes, “no amount of praise can equate to one’s own perceptions 

of academic ability” (Collins, 2018, p. 161). In other words, strong academic identity based on 

environmental support lasts only as long as the environment continues to be supportive. In this 

way, many African American men’s academic identity can be described as “...strong, but fragile” 

during college (Fries-Britt et al., 2013, p. 23). According to Fries-Britt et al. (2013), these men 

“...were used to being identified early in their education as the ‘smart Black kid’...” which 

resulted in a strong academic identity based on environmental support (p. 23).  Attending college 

in a hostile academic and social environment that marginalizes their academic talents, however, 

may fracture students’ fragile academic identity and push them to adopt feelings of low self-

worth (Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000).  

Franklin and Boyd‐Franklin (2000) describe the academic marginalization African 

American men may experience as psychological invisibility. It refers to the struggle with inner 

feelings that personal talents and abilities are not acknowledged or valued by others (Franklin & 

Boyd‐Franklin, 2000). This syndrome is particularly salient for African American men because 

of the widespread academic marginalization they experience (Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 

2000).  To overcome psychological invisibility and to counter the academic marginalization they 

may experience during college, African American men sometimes try to work twice as hard as 

their peers in hopes of being recognized by college faculty, administrators, and staff (Franklin & 

Boyd‐Franklin, 2000). 
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Faculty, administrators, and staff.   College faculty, administrators, and staff play an 

important role in shaping African American men’s college experience (Apprey et al., 2014; 

Brooms, 2017; Davis et al., 2004; Fries-Britt et al., 2013; Gasman et al., 2008; Griffin et al., 

2010; McCoy et al., 2017; Strayhorn, 2008). The importance of this relationship is demonstrated 

in African American men’s tendency to make sense of their academic experiences by evaluating 

their relationships with their campus faculty (Brooms, 2017). In accordance with this mode of 

sense-making, supportive relationships with faculty may lead African American men to more 

satisfactory college experiences (Strayhorn, 2008). Likewise, negative experiences in the 

classroom and with faculty may threaten academic confidence and lower overall satisfaction of 

college experiences (Fries-Britt et al., 2013). In an attempt to improve the likelihood of having 

positive experiences with faculty, African American students tend to seek a high level of contact 

with professors of color, as they see them as role models and proof of success (Griffin et al., 

2010).  

Unfortunately, many African American men report having negative experiences with 

college faculty, administrators, and staff (Brooms, 2017; Davis et al., 2004; McCoy et al., 2017). 

As an example, the men in the Brooms (2017) study reported that they were often belittled by 

their White professors. Similarly, students in the Davis et al. (2004) study reported that faculty 

treated them unfairly and that faculty and administrators could not be trusted as allies when 

dealing with racial matters on campus. In particular, one student described a group project during 

which he perceived that his peers were trying to sabotage his work by asking him to constantly 

redo his section of the group project (Davis et al., 2004). The student did not have confidence his 

professor would support him in this scenario (Davis et al., 2004). Because their relationships 
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with faculty, administrators, and staff tend to be strained, African American men report feeling 

like they have to constantly prove they belong (Davis et al., 2004). 

Not all experiences with faculty, administrators, and staff are negative, as African 

American men also report benefiting greatly from positive relationships with their professors 

(Gasman et al., 2008; Griffin et al., 2010).  The men in the Apprey et al. (2014) study described 

relationships with faculty as being mentor-to-mentee in form and praxis. Having consistent 

quality academic mentoring from faculty can lead students to greater academic success which 

prepares them to achieve career success (Estrada et al., 2018; Fuesting & Diekman, 2017; Griffin 

et al., 2010; Hubbard & Stage, 2010; Strayhorn, 2018).  For example, Griffin, Pérez, Holmes, 

and Mayo (2010) found that successful African American faculty tend to attribute quality 

mentoring and advising during college to their long-term success in academia.  In addition to 

college faculty, African American men report finding mentorship and support from graduate 

advisors and other campus staff (Apprey et al., 2014; Griffin et al., 2010). As such, 

understanding how African American men experience and make sense of their relationships with 

faculty, administrators, and staff can help universities better support African American men on 

their campus. For instance, faculty tend to serve as the gatekeepers for accessing academic 

opportunities for many African American men in college (McCoy et al., 2017). 

Academic opportunities.  One way faculty can help African American men have positive 

academic experiences is by introducing them to high quality academic opportunities like faculty 

sponsored research projects (Estrada et al., 2018).  These types of high quality academic 

opportunities can contribute to African American men’s academic persistence (Chang et al., 

2014; Hernandez et al., 2013).  For African American men, high quality research projects 

conducted with faculty can help them integrate into their school’s academic culture (Estrada et 
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al., 2018) and experience significant gains in their ability to think critically about academic 

topics (Strayhorn, 2010).  Additionally, African American men who participate in high quality 

academic opportunities may experience greater academic focus (Hernandez et al., 2013) and may 

experience more confidence in their own research, become more enthusiastic about their chosen 

academic discipline, and be more satisfied with college overall (Strayhorn, 2010). 

Depending on university personnel for access to research and other academic 

opportunities, however, can be problematic for African American men who do not always have 

good relationships with faculty, administrators, and staff (McCoy et al., 2017).  For example, 

African American men in the study conducted by Burt, Williams, and Smith (2018) reported that 

they viewed their advisors as threats to their academic success.  Additionally, they did not 

perceive any organic opportunity to establish stronger relationships with them (Burt et al., 2018). 

The students believed that because of racial bias, their faculty advisors preferred to mentor either 

White or Asian students which resulted in fewer academic opportunities for African American 

men (Burt et al., 2018).  Such strained relationships may mean that African American men do 

not receive the academic validation and encouragement desired from their academic advisors. 

Despite these relationship obstacles, African American men tend to want to be mentored by their 

faculty (Bonner II, 2014).  Unfortunately, poor relationships with faculty, administrators, and 

staff may reduce African American men’s academic opportunities and may exacerbate their 

feelings of isolation and loneliness in college. 

Social.  African American men tend to report feeling a sense of social alienation and 

exclusion at historically White institutions (Apprey et al., 2014; Gasman et al., 2008; Winkle-

Wagner & McCoy, 2018). These feelings are often related to their racial and gender identity 

(Apprey et al., 2014; Gasman et al., 2008; Winkle-Wagner & McCoy, 2018). In other words, 
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African American men tend to perceive that others on campus avoid them because they are 

African American and because they are men. In this section I explore some of the reported 

experiences.  

Racial tension.  Making sense of and coping with racial tension remains a challenge for 

undergraduate African American men during college (Brooms, 2017; Burt et al., 2018; McGee, 

2016).  Examples of African American men’s racialized and gendered challenges include having 

difficulty establishing relationships with faculty, experiencing academic isolation, feeling like an 

alien on campus (Fries-Britt, 1997), feeling alone, and having difficulty finding someone with 

whom to study (McClain, 2014).  For example, the men in the Burt, Williams, and Smith (2018) 

study reported that they had trouble joining study groups with non-African American 

students.  Furthermore, the men reported feeling as if they had to constantly prove themselves 

academically to their peers before they were allowed to join and remain in academic study 

groups (Burt et al., 2018).  As a result, the men relied on public study groups and student 

organizations for help with course work (Burt et al., 2018).   

Navigating racist campus environments can be academically, socially, and personally 

devastating for undergraduate African American men (Brooms, 2017). Additionally, constant 

exposure to racial tension during college can lead them to experience racial battle fatigue and 

intense feelings of isolation (Brooms, 2017).  For example, the men in the Brooms (2017) study 

reported that most of their peers would only participate in college activities that were led by 

students of their same racial and ethnic identity. As a result the African American men in this 

study experienced intense feelings of racial segregation and isolation during college (Brooms, 

2017).  Burt et al. (2018) found that African American men’s racialized experiences, like those 

that lead to feelings of segregation and isolation, can be complicated by the convergence of their 
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racial and gender identities.  African American men tend to report that being both African 

American and male add to their college experiences of unique racialized and gendered pressures 

(Brooms, 2017; Burt et al., 2018).  For example, students in the Fries-Britt et al. (2013) study 

shared that during racialized experiences they try to understand “... if race, gender, class, or their 

academic ability…” are the source of the perceived racialized experience (p. 25). 

In addition to causing African American men to feel segregated and isolated, racialized 

experiences during college can cause African American men to believe they have to constantly 

prove themselves (Brooms, 2017; Burt et al., 2018; Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000; Fries-Britt 

et al., 2013; Harper & Nichols, 2008).  The desire to constantly prove themselves is, in part, the 

result of being stereotyped and made to feel as if they must represent all African American men 

through their behavior (Brooms, 2017). The stereotyping of African American men is not only 

evident in college, but it is evident in the proliferation of higher education literature that ignores 

the differences between African American men at the expense of comparing them to their White 

counterparts (Harper & Nichols, 2008).   

The men in Burt et al. (2018) are an example of the impact of racial stereotyping can 

have on African American men. The study participants experienced non-normative student role 

strain which “... represents the challenges and barriers individuals encounter in their roles as 

gendered and racialized students” (p. 973). Non-normative indicates a strain not experienced by 

all students (Burt et al., 2018). In this case, African American men experience racialized and 

gendered strains like feeling they must represent all African Americans, or feeling isolated on 

campus due to low African American male representation, or perceptions that faculty have lower 

expectations of them because of their race (Burt et al., 2018).  In contrast, a normative strain is a 
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typical college experience like the psychological pressures of completing rigorous college work 

(Burt et al., 2018). 

Because African American men sometimes feel as if they must represent their entire race, 

they tend to also feel as if they need to prove themselves and their humanity (Brooms, 

2017).  This includes proving their abilities and belongingness to themselves as the racism, 

stereotyping, and microaggressions they experience may threaten their sense of self (Fries-Britt 

et al., 2013). Additionally, racial tension may also cause them to question their place on campus 

(Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000).  This was the case for many of the men in the Fries-Britt et 

al. (2013) study in which participants reported spending a “... considerable amount of time 

proving their worthiness” (p. 23). 

The compounding effects of negative racialized and gendered experiences can lead 

African American men to experience heightened emotional and psychological stress during 

college (Brooms, 2017).  For some African American men, racism feels like a common 

occurrence that has no foreseeable end (Davis et al., 2004).  In other words, negative racialized 

symbols, anti-Black stereotyping, and marginalization are part of the college experience (Davis 

et al., 2004; Smith et al., 2007). Racialized symbols, in particular, were a source of emotional 

and psychological stress for the African American men in the Davis et al. (2004) study who 

experienced nooses left around campus and racist graffiti. Similarly, the men in the Smith et al. 

(2007) study reported experiencing additional emotional and psychological stress because of 

increased surveillance by community and local policing tactics. The additional stress African 

American men experience from racial tension may impact their sense of belonging during 

college (Burt et al., 2018).  
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Belonging.  When one does not feel as if they matter to others or that the community 

would be better without them, mental stability begins to degrade, and mental health issues like 

suicidal ideation tend to increase in both frequency and intensity (Strayhorn, 

2018).  Additionally, in a study on belonging, Strayhorn (2018) found that African American 

students who were able to create or establish a sense of belonging, tended to do better in their 

programs. Conversely, those students who struggled to create or establish a sense of belonging 

were more likely to perform poorly in their academics and to report feelings of isolation and 

alienation on campus–– which is frequently reported among African American men in college 

(Strayhorn, 2018). In brief, a sense of belonging is necessary for both the academic and mental 

wellness of students during college. Therefore, it should not be taken lightly that African 

American men experience a low sense of belonging at predominantly White universities.  

Essentially, a sense of belonging is about how students perceive they and their identity 

have been accepted by campus culture (Strayhorn, 2018).  It is important to remember that sense 

of belonging is contextual, so it is possible that students may experience a sense of belonging on 

campus, but not within their academic programs (or vice versa). So while some students may 

participate in extracurricular activities and join groups to find belonging, the effect from that 

belonging may be negligible with regard to their academic program or campus overall 

(Strayhorn, 2018). Strong support networks may, then, cause students to be more committed to 

their network, but not necessarily to their academic program or campus as a whole (Strayhorn, 

2018).  

African American men tend to cite achieving a sense of belonging on campus as a 

significant source of concern during college (Brooms, 2017; Davis et al., 2004; Franklin & 

Boyd‐Franklin, 2000; Fries-Britt, 1997; Strayhorn, 2018; Winkle-Wagner & McCoy, 2018).  For 
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example, the men in the Brooms (2017) study were concerned that others were apathetic toward 

their presence on campus.  This resulted in the men feeling like outsiders and invisible during 

college (Brooms, 2017). Similarly, the students in the Davis et al. (2004) study reported feeling 

“different” from those around them and that those differences were perceived as inferior. As a 

result, these students also felt isolated during college (Davis et al., 2004).  

Social marginalization, like that experienced by the students in both the Brooms (2017) 

and Davis et al. (2004) studies can lead students to feel simultaneously invisible and 

hypervisible. African American men may feel hypervisible because of low African American 

representation on campus, and because their racial identity and culture differentiate them from 

the majority race and culture on campus (Davis et al., 2004).  At the same time, African 

American men may feel invisible because they are frequently being judged as a group and not as 

individuals (Davis et al., 2004).  In light of this lived social paradox, African American men may 

intentionally strive to create individual visibility and social acceptance by monitoring and 

modifying their physical presence, and by distancing themselves from other African American 

men on campus (Davis et al., 2004; Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000).  For example, students in 

a Franklin and Boyd-Franklin (2000) study reported that they monitored and adjusted the way 

they walked so they would appear less threatening to their peers. Students in the Davis et al. 

(2004) study felt like they had to manage social expectations around their race and gender so 

they tried to distance themselves from African Americans who exhibited stereotypical 

behaviors.  This tactic may result in some African American men being accused of “acting 

white” by their African American peers (Fries-Britt, 1997).   

Because the African American male community at Historically White institutions tend to 

be small, African American men attending these universities may feel additional pressure to 
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connect with each other despite any cultural differences they may have (Fries-Britt, 1997; Harper 

& Nichols, 2008).  This can create social anxiety for African American men striving for 

individual visibility, but experience additional pressure to be like other African American men 

on campus by majority culture (Fries-Britt, 1997).  These pressures may lead to what Bonner 

(2014) calls “virtual academic purgatory.” This means that students do not feel fully embraced 

by the majority culture in which they reside nor the cultural community from which they are 

trying to emerge (Bonner II, 2014). Additionally, African American men report a concern about 

leaving behind their African American friends who may not be as academically successful 

(Fries-Britt, 1997).  These friends may be less successful peers at college with them, or they may 

be friends from their home communities who do not have access to their new college social 

networks (Fries-Britt, 1997). 

In light of these social pressures, identifying people to believe in them and to help them 

feel as if they belong on campus is critical to African American men’s college success (Griffin et 

al., 2010).  When students believe they belong, they tend to benefit both psychologically and 

academically (Apprey et al., 2014).  Having quality social resources available for African 

American men can contribute to their sense of belonging (Apprey et al., 2014).  In other words, 

building community on campus for African American men can create and affirm their sense of 

belonging and purpose on campus (Brooms, 2017). 

Black Male Initiatives.  African American men frequently report that campus Black 

Male Initiatives are an important part of their college experience (Apprey et al., 2014; Brooms, 

2017; Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000).  By Black Male Initiative, I'm referring to African 

American male centric spaces created to help men cope with isolation and low African American 
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male student enrollment. Sometimes these spaces are formal and organized by the university. 

Other times these spaces are less formal and are created by students.  

Seeking out other African American men on campus is a common way for these students 

to deal with the psychological strains of racism during college (Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 

2000). By participating in Black Male Initiatives with other African American men on campus, 

they are able to corroborate their racialized and gendered experiences (Franklin & Boyd‐

Franklin, 2000).  In this way Black Male Initiatives can provide African American men with a 

supportive atmosphere, a critical learning environment, a place for self-reflection, and a counter-

space on campus (Brooms, 2017). As many students from the Brooms (2017) study remarked, 

being around other African American men can provide images of success from students that look 

like them.  

Of particular importance to the mental wellness of African American men in college, 

students tend to report that Black Male Initiatives can help them achieve overall satisfaction and 

success in college (Brooms, 2017). One way Black Male Initiatives do this is by supporting 

African American men’s sense of belonging on campus (Brooms, 2017).  This concept was made 

evident in the Broom’s (2017) study when participants remarked that their Black Male Initiative 

provided them with support, encouragement, and motivation. Furthermore, the students claimed 

that the Black Male Initiative was critical to their overall success and gave them an opportunity 

to both build and serve the African American community on their campus through organizational 

leadership roles (Brooms, 2017). 

African American men can have difficulty finding leadership opportunities in campus 

organizations that are made up of majority White students (Brooms, 2017).  Black Male 

Initiatives can provide these students with an opportunity to develop as leaders and opportunities 
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to grow their social and professional networks (Apprey et al., 2014; Brooms, 2017).  The African 

American men in the Apprey et al. (2014) study, for example, suggest that the Black Male 

Initiative at the University of Virginia has served as a leadership training ground for them.  

Personal.  African American men attending historically White institutions can 

experience unique stressors which cause unique psychological distress during college (K. M. 

Love, 2008). When coping with such experiences, some African American students rely on 

strategies that exacerbate their inner turmoil like sacrificing identity to escape stereotype threat 

(McGee, 2016). McGee (2015) found that African American students tend to grow tired of 

constantly proving themselves as worthy.  As a result they seek people, events, and organizations 

that are affirming and encouraging (McGee, 2015).  This represents an intentional shift from 

using energy to prove oneself to honoring one’s identity in ways that bring happiness and 

fulfillment (McGee, 2015; McGee & Martin, 2011).  In other words, students changed from 

being preoccupied with attempts to prove stereotypes wrong to adopting more self-defined 

reasons to succeed (McGee, 2015; McGee & Martin, 2011). 

Identity and culture.  African American men who attend historically White institutions 

may experience identity and culture strain (Brooms, 2017; Davis et al., 2004; Franklin & Boyd‐

Franklin, 2000; Fries-Britt, 1997; Fries-Britt et al., 2013; Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007; Harper, 

2009).  For example, the men in the Brooms (2017) reported feeling like being an African 

American man at a historically White university led to the loss of their identity because they 

were constantly being judged as an African American man and not as an individual. This was 

also case for the students in the Harper (2009) study who felt as if students from majority culture 

tended to view them stereotypically.  One way African American men counter these struggles 

with identity is join ethnic centric groups and assume leadership roles on campus (Harper, 2009).  
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The goal of these efforts is to create counternarratives that may force members of the majority 

culture to reconsider widely held stereotypes about African American men  (Harper, 2009).  

In contrast to this effort of trying to change stereotypical views of African American men 

through behavior modification some men immerse themselves in African American culture as a 

means of affirming their identity (Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000).  For these men, this racial 

identity development can serve as a protective factor against the racism they face at historically 

White institutions (Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000). As students seek to integrate their multiple 

identities, they share a common desire to be themselves, to be accepted for who they are, to be 

able to manifest all aspects of their identity without negative judgment, and to simply be whole 

(Fries-Britt et al., 2013).  This is especially evident when considering how African American 

men experience masculinity and gender during college. 

Masculinity and gender.  African American men may experience unique social pressures 

because of their gender (Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000; Harris et al., 2011; T. Elon Dancy, 

2012).  For example, experiencing prejudice during college can be a barrier toward fulfilling 

expected gender roles which can result in gender role-strain for African American men attending 

a historically White institution (Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000).  Franklin and Boyd-Franklin 

(2000) point to traditional gender roles in relationships as an example of this.  African American 

men, who may have fewer opportunities to earn prestige and money from employment during 

college, may experience role strain as they navigate college relationships. Also, African 

American men tend to be concerned whether their actions are interpreted as assertive versus as 

aggressive (Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000).  Similar to their desire to control how members of 

majority culture view them, African American men sometimes pursue gender typical roles as a 
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way of demonstrating their manhood to other African American men (Harper, 2004; Harris et al., 

2011).   

Non-cognitive support.  Academically successful African American men are a growing, 

but understudied student population (Ford & Harris, 1995; Freeman, 1999; Fries-Britt, 1997; 

Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007; Harper, 2005, 2010).  The dominant narrative for African American 

men in college tends to focus on deficiencies rather than student strengths (Harper, 2010).  For 

example, studies often focus on remediation and disadvantage that results from students growing 

up in environments laden with drugs and crime (Fries-Britt, 1997). Because of this dominant 

narrative within higher education scholarship, little is known about African American men who 

succeed in college (Harper, 2010).  Additionally, “The disproportionate focus on Black 

underachievement in the literature not only distorts the image of the community of Black 

collegians, it creates, perhaps unintentionally, a lower set of expectations for Black student 

achievement” (Fries-Britt, 1997, p. 556). Academic deficiency should not be the defining 

characteristic of this student population.  Increasingly African American men are finding paths to 

academic excellence despite encountering the same challenges as their same race and gender 

peers who fail. 

Additionally, more research is needed on supporting academically successful African 

American men who may leave the academy for non-cognitive reasons.  Similar to the general 

student population, African American men encounter challenges in college that may impair their 

academic progress (Fries-Britt, 1997).  For example, academically strong African American men 

report that they consider dropping out of college because they lack support and connection to 

their academic institution (Freeman, 1999). Persistence rates for African American students are 

more closely aligned with student-to-environment relationships and student-to-peer relationships 
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than with student ability (Ford & Harris, 1995).  Therefore, studies that identify non-cognitive 

support strategies for academically successful African American men will be more likely to 

prevent these students from leaving academe. 

For example, academically successful African American men are aided by positive 

parental involvement, positive relationships with faculty, participating in campus organizations, 

and a love for learning (Fries-Britt, 1997; Harper, 2005).  African American men are also aided 

by factors unique to their racialized and gendered academic experience.  Successful African 

American men report being motivated to prove their academic ability to their White peers (Fries-

Britt & Griffin, 2007); to honor the legacy of students who have succeeded before them; to 

improve campus conditions for other African American students; and to counter stereotypes held 

about African American men (Harper, 2005). 

African American Men’s Spirituality in College 

            As African American men attending historically White institutions contend with 

academic, social, and personal challenges unique to their racial and gendered identity, they tend 

to look to their spirituality for support (Dancy, 2010).  Dancy (2010) found that spirituality is one 

of two options that African American men frequently engage for support and dependency—the 

second option being other African American men.  Several studies affirm that spiritualty is an 

important part of African American men’s identity (Burt et al., 2019; Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 

2003; McGuire et al., 2017; Riggins et al., 2008; Stewart, 2002; Watson, 2006).  These studies 

do not, however, present the spiritual narratives of African American men.  Therefore, we are not 

able to appreciate fully, how African American men are experiencing spirituality during 

college.  As a result, we do not have understanding of the nuanced spiritual experiences of 

African men or their explanations of how spirituality influenced their actions during college. 
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This study focuses on eliciting those necessary spiritual narratives so that we can better 

understand African American men’s spirituality during college. 

Academic.  Similar to the general student population, being highly spiritual can lead to 

African American men experiencing improved academic outcomes (Constantine et al., 2002; 

Donahoo & Caffey, 2010; Walker & Dixon, 2002).  African American men may experience 

improved academic outcomes in part because spirituality can help African American men adjust 

to college, which tends to lead to better academic success (Constantine et al., 2002).  The 

participants in a Donahoo and Caffey (2010) study claimed that they were able to successfully 

transition into college because of their spirituality.  Not only did spirituality help them to 

transition successfully, but their spirituality aided them in career selection, provided a means to 

cope with stress, and motivated them to improve the lives of others through church involvement 

(Donahoo & Caffey, 2010). In a study made up of 40 Black men from the United Kingdom and 

the United States, a majority of the participants reported they benefited academically from 

participating in a religious community (Byfield, 2008).  

Guidance and purpose. African American men lean on their spirituality to find guidance 

and purpose during college (Brooms, 2017; Chatters et al., 2008; Dancy, 2010; Jett, 2010). In 

fact African American men tend to be more likely to look to God for strength, support, and 

guidance than their peers of other races and ethnicities (Chatters et al., 2008). For some of the 

men, prayer was key to navigating the college experience (Brooms, 2017; Herndon, 2003). For 

example, the men in the Brooms (2017) study were quoted saying that they prayed to decide 

which college to attend. In this way, some African American men use spirituality in their 

academic decision making process (Brooms, 2017). As another example, some of the men in the 
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Jett (2010) study indicated that they believed that God orchestrated their academic journey in 

that God provided resources along the way as they were needed.  

African American men also reported receiving social and motivational support from 

religious communities. For many African American men, this social and motivational support is 

provided by African American churches that provide them with pro-education messages, as well 

as social and psychological support (Byfield, 2008). These men believed they were able to access 

God’s guidance and support through prayers (Jett, 2010). Another example of how African 

American men access guidance and supported is through religious texts (Jett, 2010). The men in 

the study used the religious texts to reinforce the notions that their lives have greater purpose and 

that a higher power is working on their behalf (Jett, 2010).   

Social.  African American men sometimes use their spirituality to make sense of their 

social experiences in the U.S. (Comas-Díaz, 2012).  For African American men, their social 

experiences tend to be heavily influenced by their gender and racialized identity. According 

Tisdell (2003) one’s spirituality is, in fact, shaped and expressed by one’s cultural identity 

(Tisdell, 2003). Therefore, it should be expected that African American men’s spirituality is 

shaped by their racialized and gendered experiences during college.   

Cultural affirmation. African American men sometimes report that feeling they must 

choose between maintaining their cultural identity and assimilating into dominant culture at 

historically White institutions (McGee, 2013).  McGee (2013) found that some African 

American men may choose to reject this biculturalism, assimilation, and the educational system 

that ignored and dismissed their cultural identity. Because they do not always receive cultural 

affirmation at historically White institutions, some African American men look to local faith 

institutions like the church to receive socialization, spiritual nourishment, and support (Burt et 
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al., 2019; Salinas Jr. et al., 2018).  Churches, because of the tendency to be racially homogenous, 

can provide African American men with racial socialization and social support (Brown, 2008). 

Belonging.  African American men explicitly identified a sense of belonging as a goal 

and source of academic motivation (Strayhorn, 2018).  According to Strayhorn (2018), a sense of 

belonging on campus is especially critical for students who already feel marginalized –– e.g., 

African American men attending a historically White institution. A sense of belonging is often 

viewed as being closely related to finding a community (Strayhorn, 2018).  Sense of belonging is 

defined as a feeling that “…[community] members matter one to another and to the group, and a 

shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their commitment to be together” 

(Strayhorn, 2018, p. 16). When one does not feel as if they matter to others or that the 

community would be better without them, then mental stability begins to degrade, and mental 

health issues like suicidal ideation tend to increase in both frequency and intensity (Strayhorn, 

2018). In brief, a sense of belonging is necessary for both the academic and mental wellness of 

students for African American men attending a historically White institution.  

Although African American men tend to feel marginalized at historically White 

institutions, they are able to find a sense of belonging within campus faith organizations (Park, 

2012). African American men in this study described how participating in a multi-racial group 

on campus helped them to meet students from different backgrounds (Park, 2012). Religion 

provided a common ground for the students to begin to understand each other's experience (Park, 

2012). 

Personal.  Spirituality can provide psychological benefits for African American men as 

they transition to college and as they deal with stressors related to their racial and gendered 

identity (Avent Harris & Wong, 2018; Boyd-Franklin, 2010; Constantine et al., 2002).  Boyd-
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Franklin (2010) reported that being connected with religious institutions has helped African 

American students deal with depression caused by being far from home and feeling isolated on 

campus.  Given their strong connection to religious institutions, African Americans are less 

likely to seek help from college counseling services (Avent Harris & Wong, 2018). Rather, 

African Americans tend to seek psychological help from spiritual resources (Avent Harris & 

Wong, 2018). 

Identity development.  African American men may prioritize spiritualty and consider it to 

be a significant part of their identity (Sanchez & Carter, 2005; Stewart, 2002, 2009).  For many 

African Americans spirituality is the lens through which they understand and interpret their 

collective and intersecting identities (Stewart, 2009).  These students rationalize multiple aspects 

of their identity and work to create synergy among them (Stewart, 2009).  Therefore, 

understanding African American men’s spiritually, which is the focus of this study, is critical to 

understanding African American men’s college experience overall.  

Coping. Studies have shown that African American men, in particular, tend to use prayer 

as a coping mechanism (Riggins et al., 2008; Watson, 2006). The men in the Herndon (2003) 

study used prayer to cope, relieve stress, and deal with racism.  When added to their church 

attendance, scripture reading and worship these students were able to excel academically despite 

encountering academic and social challenges (Herndon, 2003).  This sentiment is highlighted in 

the statement, “spirituality helps me push more often to get ahead. It helps me accept there will 

be pitfalls, challenges, and shortcomings and it is key to get up more times than one falls down” 

(Herndon, 2003).  Similarly, African American men in the Brooms (2017) study leaned on their 

spirituality to cope with challenges experienced on their college campus and challenges 

experienced away from their college. 
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Masculinity and gender.  This study found that service and sacrifice are key components 

of masculinity for African American men who professed Christianity (McGuire et al., 2020). The 

men in the study viewed masculinity through taking responsibility, finding leadership roles, and 

actively working against stereotypes regarding African American men (McGuire et al., 2020). 

All African American men do not experience spirituality the same, however.  

Various identity narratives influence how students experience spirituality (Boyd-

Franklin, 2010; Donahoo & Caffey, 2010; Gehrke, 2013; McGuire et al., 2017; Means, 

2017).  Race, gender, and sexuality inform the spiritual identities of African American students 

(McGuire et al., 2017).  African American students who identified as LGBTQ experienced 

oppression as part of their spiritual journey (Means, 2017).  These students were able to resist 

oppression by challenging oppressive behavior and messages, developing a personal relationship 

with a higher power, and creating spiritual counterspace (Means, 2017).  These findings remind 

us that multiple (often intersecting) identities influence spirituality significantly and that not all 

African Americans experience spirituality in the same way.  For example, the unique collegiate 

academic, social, and personal experiences of African American men may lead to unique 

spiritual experiences during college. 

African American men’s spiritual outcomes.  There is evidence that students from 

different racial and ethnic backgrounds engage their spiritual lives differently (Gehrke, 2013; 

Walker & Dixon, 2002).  For example, African Americans tend to report higher levels of 

spirituality (Walker & Dixon, 2002). African Americans are more likely than other ethnic and 

racial groups to hold religious participation and spirituality as important (Constantine et al., 

2002).  African Americans tend to view spirituality and religion as critical to their daily lived 

experience (Berkel et al., 2004; Comas-Díaz, 2012; Constantine et al., 2002; Herndon, 2003; 
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Taylor & Chatters, 2010).  This is evident when African Americans report that they rely on their 

spirituality and religion to filter decisions (Herndon, 2003).  This daily reliance on spirituality 

and religion is in part because of African Americans’ unique psycho-spiritual needs (Comas-

Díaz, 2012).  Comas-Díaz (2012) asserts that African Americans embrace a colored spirituality 

that emerged out of cultural repression.  This contextualized spirituality offers African 

Americans solace, support, and hope as they deal with stressors unique to the racial and gendered 

identity (Comas-Díaz, 2012). 

African Americans tend to endorse an understanding of spirituality that is theistic, brings 

meaning and purpose, and calls for connection with others (Berkel et al., 2004; Boyd-Franklin, 

2010; Means et al., 2018; Salinas Jr. et al., 2018; Stewart, 2009).  For African Americans, 

spirituality is about understanding how to live and be in the world (Berkel et al., 2004; Boyd-

Franklin, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Means et al., 2018).  Spirituality is viewed as being separate 

from religion, which is generally thought of as a way to support one’s spirituality (Donahoo & 

Caffey, 2010; Stewart, 2009). 

Gehrke (2013) used the data collected during the Astin et al. (2011) study to explore 

whether students of various races and ethnicities experience spiritual growth uniquely during 

college.  Gehrke’s (2013) study revealed that students of different racial and ethnic backgrounds 

experience spiritual development differently during the first three years of college.  The findings 

also confirmed earlier studies that asserted that African Americans report being more spiritual 

than other racial and ethnic groups (Gehrke, 2013).  In his study, this high spirituality rating was 

present as African American students entered college, and as they continued through to their 

junior year (Gehrke, 2013).  This finding is particularly interesting because other racial and 
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ethnic groups no longer showed a significant difference in their spirituality rating following the 

junior year of college (Astin et al., 2011). 

In addition to simply rating themselves as highly spiritual, survey data indicates that 

African Americans enter college scoring highest on spiritual questing and equanimity when 

compared to their other racial and ethnic peers (Gehrke, 2013).  After three years of college, 

African Americans remain stronger in spiritual questing than White and Latino students (Gehrke, 

2013).  After the same time frame, they continue to score significantly higher in equanimity than 

Asian and White students (Gehrke, 2013).  Interestingly, African American students do not 

experience any significant change in equanimity after the first three years of college ((Gehrke, 

2013). Rather, African American equanimity starts high and remains essentially the same after 

three years of college.  One explanation for this lack of change is that college contributes “… 

little to influence [African American students’] ability to connect to others and find meaning in 

hardships” (Gehrke, 2013, p. 43). This is in direct contrast to the student population overall, who 

tend to increase in equanimity.  African Americans show significant growth in spiritual 

identification and spiritual questing during the first three years of college (Gehrke, 2013).  This 

is particularly true for African American men, whose gender identity proves to be a positive 

growth predictor of spiritual identification and spiritual questing (Gehrke, 2013).   

Gehrke’s (2013) study helps to highlight the need for additional contextual spiritual 

research.  Specifically, there is a need to explore the spiritual experiences of students with regard 

to their race, ethnicity, and gender.  Although the Gehrke (2013) study identified the existence of 

a difference between students’ spirituality when considering race, the study’s quantitative nature 

limits its ability to explain differences in spirituality from the students’ perspective.  The present 
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study seeks to build on past quantitative studies by illuminating the spiritual stories of 

undergraduate African American men at a HWI. 

Conceptual Framework 

This study adopts the view that spirituality is separate from religion. In this section I 

discuss the difference between the two concepts, but go much deeper in to spirituality, as it is the 

focus of the study.  Spirituality will be described as a layered construct that may or may not 

include the acceptance of “God”. That being said, the view of spirituality espoused by this study 

does assert that one’s center of value and mean-making is “God.”  Additional details are outlined 

in this section.  

Religion.  Religiousness and spirituality are two terms often used interchangeably.  In 

research, the terms are not always defined equivalently, but they do tend to be intimately related 

regardless of how they are defined.  Love (2002) suggests that spirituality is at the core of 

religion–– which implies that being religious means embracing some essence of spirituality as 

well.  To be clear, highlighting the differences between religiousness and spirituality does not 

suggest an inherent hierarchy between the two concepts.  Rather, their differences are presented 

here to demonstrate that spirituality is a nuanced and evolving concept. 

Religion is commonly regarded as adherence to a set of beliefs promoted by a particular 

faith tradition (Astin et al., 2011; Boyd-Franklin, 2010).  Oftentimes, adherence to a particular 

faith tradition’s rituals, dogma, and polity requires membership to a faith group (Boyd-Franklin, 

2010).  Dancy (2010) asserts that “religion is simply external activities of beliefs pursued 

zealously.” In other words, once a set of actions associated with a belief system becomes 

ritualistic, one has become religious. 
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Spirituality.  Scholarship tends to view spirituality as separate from organized 

religion.  Spirituality can be thought of as pursuing questions of wholeness, purpose, and 

meaning (P. G. Love, 2002).  Some scholars suggest that “spirituality is the journey that one 

takes toward holism, while religion serves as the roadmap to make the trip easier” (Donahoo & 

Caffey, 2010).  In other words, individuals may engage in religious activities as a means of 

pursuing questions of wholeness, purpose, and meaning–– but the connection between the two is 

not necessary. 

The research defining spirituality is diverse and nuanced, with definitions emphasizing, 

to varying degrees, its multiple dimensions.  According to Dyson et al., (1997) spirituality 

definitions tend to examine how one understands self, others, and God—where God is not 

necessarily a deity, but whatever one takes to be of the highest value in their life.  All other 

spirituality dimensions like meaning, hope, connectedness, and belief can be articulated in terms 

of those three common elements (Dyson et al., 1997).  For example, Love and Talbot (1999) and 

Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011) both understand spirituality in terms of relating to self, to 

others, and to God. 

Love and Talbot (1999) describe spirituality as a five-part multi-dimensional 

construct.  They assert that spirituality is an internal process of seeking personal authenticity and 

wholeness as part of identity development; means expanding one’s locus of centricity 

continually; involves finding deeper connections to self and to others via relationships and unity 

with the community; means cultivating meaning, purpose, and direction in one’s life;  and 

involves an increasing openness to exploring a relationship with an intangible and pervasive 

power or essence that exists beyond human existence and rational knowing (P. Love & Talbot, 

1999). 
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Astin et al. (2011) conducted a longitudinal mixed method study in which surveys were 

sent to over 112,000 students in 2004, and then 15,000 follow-up surveys were sent a few years 

later (Astin et al., 2011).  Like Love and Talbot (1999), the Astin et al. (2011) study describes 

spirituality as a five-part multi-dimensional construct.  The five parts of their spirituality 

definition are spiritual questing, equanimity, ethic of caring, charitable involvement, and 

ecumenical worldview.  Spiritual questing is the intentional pursuit of meaning and purpose in 

life (Astin et al., 2011). Equanimity is having mental and emotional stability and composure 

when under strain and stress (Astin et al., 2011).  Ethic of caring is the degree of commitment to 

making the world a better place (Astin et al., 2011).  The action portion of this commitment is 

measured by charitable involvement (Astin et al., 2011).  In other words, charitable involvement 

is how students act out their commitment to making the world a better place.  Ecumenical 

worldview is the extent to which a student is interested in diverse religions and believes in the 

goodness of all people. 

As affirmed in both the Love and Talbot (1999) and the Astin et al. (2011) spirituality 

definitions, researchers tend to agree that spirituality involves answering questions of meaning 

and purpose (Astin et al., 2011; Berkel et al., 2004; P. G. Love, 2002; P. Love & Talbot, 1999; 

Parks, 2011).  Both Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011) and Love and Talbot (1999) hold 

meaning-making as a key spirituality characteristic.  Astin, Astin, and Lindholm (2011) call this 

meaning-making process spiritual questing and define it as a student’s interest in searching for 

meaning and purpose in life (Astin et al., 2011). For them, spiritual questing is considered to be 

at the core of spiritual development (Astin et al., 2011).   Love (2002) sums up this sentiment 

well by stating that spirituality, like faith, “…is a process of meaning-making, which is the 
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process of making sense out of the activities of life, seeking patterns, order, coherence relations 

between and among disparate elements of human living.” 

Parks (2011) affirms this notion and asserts that at the heart of spirituality is meaning 

making.  Therefore, one must understand faith and the meaning-making process to appreciate 

fully, spirituality.  By placing faith (i.e., meaning making) at the heart of spirituality, Parks 

(2011) has positioned spirituality as a primal human need.  As Parks (2011) states, “we human 

beings are unable to survive, and certainly cannot thrive, unless we can make meaning” (Parks, 

2011, p. 9). Without the ability to make meaning of life events, humans become confused, 

experience despair and distress, and remain stagnant (Parks, 2011). Faith is generally thought of 

as religious belief, but faith goes beyond simply believing or accepting the tenets of organized 

religion (Parks, 2011). Faith is the active seeking of meaning to the whole of life, seeking that 

which is the ultimate truth (Parks, 2011). This definition will be used as a reference point and 

verbiage used for the students interviewed. 

To make meaning of an individual life experience or event is to understand how that 

experience or event maintains the expected pattern of similar life experiences, overall.  This 

implies the presence of a central system of value.  Our central system of value serves as the lens 

through which we view and interpret life events (Parks, 2011). For some, this central system of 

value is known as “God” (Parks, 2011).  According to Parks (2011), “… whatever serves as the 

centering, unifying linchpin of our pattern of meaning and holds it all together––that center 

functions as ‘God’” (Parks, 2011, p. 30).  Because of our primal need for meaning, humans tend 

to act in ways that are congruent with how we make meaning (Parks, 2011). This means humans 

act in ways supported by their central system of value.  Spirituality, then, can be thought of as 
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behaving in ways that connect us to our central system of value, which may or may not be called 

“God.” 

Finding and maintaining a sense of belonging is a critical characteristic of spiritual 

development (Parks, 2011).  Love and Talbot (1999) describe this as finding deeper connections 

to self and to others via relationships and unity with community.  For Parks (2011), faith is about 

having a sense of belonging.  It is about finding answers to the question, “Does my society have 

a place for me?”  Parks (2011) describes having a sense of belonging in terms of feeling at 

home.  Parks (2011) states, “to be at home is to be able to make meaning of one’s own life and of 

one’s surroundings in a manner that holds, regardless at the level of immediate events” (Parks, 

2011, pp. 46–47). A sense of belonging is important to spirituality because we are not able to 

make meaning alone (Parks, 2011).  Our spirituality is nurtured by the places to which we belong 

and consider home (Parks, 2011). 

Parks.  The work of Parks (2011) serves as one of two primary sources in constructing 

the conceptual framework guiding this study. Parks’ work on spiritual development focuses on 

an individual’s spiritual development between the ages of 18 - 32, which includes the traditional 

college going age range. Parks refers to individuals in the age range as emerging adults. For 

Parks, the phrase emerging adulthood refers to the exploratory, tentative, and dependent quality 

of early adulthood where adulthood connotes a sense of responsibility for self and others.  

For Parks, the central work of the emerging adult is “… the birth of critical awareness 

and consequently the dissolution and recomposition of the meaning of self, other, world, and 

‘God’.” As such, emerging adulthood is a time when individuals experience changes in meaning-

making and faith. As individuals go through emerging adulthood, they challenge inherited and 

socially received assumptions about how life works and begin to compose more adequate forms 
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of meaning and faith. This process does not happen alone, however, but in community with other 

persons and institutions. In Parks’ understanding of spiritual development, the emerging adult is 

seeking answers to the following three questions: 

1. Who or what has authority in my life? 
2. Whom can I trust? 
3. To what can I give my heart? 

 
These questions are answered by the emerging adult’s frames of knowing, frames of 

dependency, and frame of community. 

    Frames of Knowing. How one answers those questions is determined, in part, by how 

one thinks, which may undergo significant change overtime (Parks, 2011). One way to observe 

changes in the way one thinks is to observe how one places trust in authority (Parks, 

2011).  Understanding how one relates to and understands authority is important because 

individuals make decisions based on the guidance of powers and authorities in their life (Parks, 

2011). Therefore, this guidance will shape one’s perceptions of experience (Parks, 2011). 

According to Parks, emerging adults are deeply ready to be critically aware of the assumptions 

they make regarding who they can trust, what to believe, and the reliability of the meaning 

systems they’ve been taught. 

Early in spiritual development, individuals tend to rely heavily on authority bound forms 

of knowing. This means that they are oriented toward authority outside of themselves (Parks, 

2011). These authority figures can take the form of persons like parents and teachers, or they can 

take more diffuse forms like the media and culturally affirmed roles. During this stage, authority-

bound forms of knowing function in all-powerful and determinative ways (Parks, 2011). 

Additionally, authority-bound forms of knowing tend to be dualistic in nature. This means that 
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individuals in this frame of knowing make clear and absolute distinctions between what is right 

and wrong, and between us and them (Parks, 2011).  

Individuals tend to move away from authority-bound and dualistic forms of knowing 

when their lived experiences contradict established patterns of thinking (Parks, 2011). At this 

point, Parks asserts that individuals move into the unqualified relativism frame of knowing 

(Parks, 2011).  As a result of having repeated experiences that contradict their patterns of 

thinking as established by external authorities, individuals begin to assert that knowledge and 

truth are relative (Parks, 2011). They understand knowledge to be shaped by the context and 

relationships within which it is composed (Parks, 2011).  Some individuals will move to a 

qualified relativism as they realize that some truths may be discriminated against based on 

internal coherence of the argument and external data (Parks, 2011). 

From here, individuals may move into the probing commitment stage (Parks, 2011). 

According to Parks (2011), this is the typical stage of the emerging adult. During this stage, one 

is seeking forms of truth and knowledge that affirms one's own life experiences. This search will 

result in the emerging adult trying multiple forms of truth and ways of being (Parks, 2011). The 

emerging adult is critically investigating the adult world and how various forms of truth and 

being shape their potential future selves (Parks, 2011). There is no limit on how long this stage 

may last, as some individuals experience this searching for several years (Parks, 2011).  

As one begins to discover a way of truth and being that fits them, they move into the 

tested commitment frame of knowing (Parks, 2011). In this stage one can no longer be described 

as divided in or exploring one’s worldview (Parks, 2011). The final frame of knowing is the 

convictional commitment frame of knowing (Parks, 2011). At this stage one accepts all 

knowledge as relative and that what one knows today may be dramatically reshaped by 
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something learned tomorrow (Parks, 2011). At this stage, the knower is able to embrace paradox 

within knowing (Parks, 2011). This knowledge is the result of direct and prolonged engagement 

with the complexity and mystery of truth (Parks, 2011).   

Frames of Dependency. Spiritual development affects the whole person (Parks, 2011). 

Therefore, development occurs not only cognitively, but individuals experience changes in their 

feelings and relationships also (Parks, 2011). Feelings are clues to the meaning of our 

experiences (Parks, 2011). They reveal the questions, values and wisdom that we are living, but 

may not be able to articulate (Parks, 2011). Dependency, which counters control, is an 

appropriate way to discover and observe the affective dimension of meaning making (Parks, 

2011). 

In the first stage of spiritual development, one tends to be uncritically dependent on 

assumed external authority figures (Parks, 2011). Therefore, this stage is called the dependent 

frame of knowing (Parks, 2011). Within this frame of knowing, feelings of assurance, 

confidence, and hope are determined by an external authority (Parks, 2011). One’s sense of self 

and truth is directly dependent on immediate relational and affective ties (Parks, 2011). As 

trusted authorities are proven fallible, persons in the stage may practice counter dependency, 

which means they begin to move in direct opposition to authority (Parks, 2011). The person 

pushes against the familiar pattern of trusted meaning-making, but they are still unable to create 

new forms of meaning-making (Parks, 2011). In this way absolute dependency remains in place 

(Parks, 2011). The goal of counterdependence is to get as far away from previously held truths as 

possible (Parks, 2011). 

In the next stage in spiritual development, individuals begin to experience inner-

dependence as they begin to recognize their own internal authority for truth and knowledge 
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(Parks, 2011). Inner-dependence does not mean that one ignores external authority and power, 

but that also recognizes the value of one’s own authoritative voice (Parks, 2011). The transition 

to relying more heavily on the inner voice can be a time of intense uncertainty and vulnerability 

(Parks, 2011). The journey of inner-depedence moves from forms of given authority to forms of 

chosen authority (Parks, 2011). Individuals tend to select external authority that calls forth their 

own sense of truth and emerging awareness (Parks, 2011).  

The emerging adult experiences a fragile-interdependence (Parks, 2011). This means that 

their inner-dependence is full of promise, but is also very vulnerable. At this stage, the emerging 

adult is vulnerable bewilderment and feelings of loss. The transition into emerging adulthood 

happens most gracefully when the emerging self is recognized and invited into a wider arena of 

participation by wise and trusted adults.  Without such support, emerging adults are vulnerable to 

floundering— even to being broken (Parks, 2011). Moving toward inner-dependence is critical to 

developing an inner dialogue which is foundational to developing as inner sense of morality and 

ethics (Parks, 2011). 

After testing and forming their inner-dependence over time, individuals move into the 

confident inner-dependence frame of dependency (Parks, 2011). At this stage they compose their 

own sense of truth (Parks, 2011). The final stage of spiritual development brings the inter-

dependence framing of dependence (Parks, 2011). This stage and frame of knowing typically 

occurs around midlife (Parks, 2011). This final frame of dependence occurs only if the person is 

willing and able to reckon with the deep self, which is composed of those buried dimensions of 

oneself (Parks, 2011).  In this stage one is able to hold the paradoxes of weakness and strength, 

needing and giving, tenderness and assertiveness— without anxiety that in the recognition of 

others the self will be diminished (Parks, 2011). 
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Frames of Community. According to Parks (2011) finding a network of belonging is an 

important part of spiritual and faith development. Faith is a patterning, connective, relational 

activity embodied and shaped not within the individual alone but in the comfort and challenges 

of the company one keeps (Parks, 2011). Parks (2011) describes this network of belonging as a 

psychological home that is crafted in the patterns of connection and interaction between the 

person and their community (Parks, 2011). As humans, we need a place(s) of dependable 

connection, where we have a keen sense of the familiar (Parks, 2011). Networks of belonging 

provide the trustworthy holding on which all humans depend for their flourishing (Parks, 2011). 

They provide both freedom and boundary. First, they offer a secure sense of connection that 

gives us the freedom to grow and become. Second, they offer norms and boundaries one cannot 

cross and still belong. 

In the first stage of spiritual development, the form of community embraced are 

conventional communities that tend to be face-to-face relationships (Parks, 2011). These 

communities tend to be defined by loyalty and characterized by uncritical acceptance of cultural 

and subcultural norms (Parks, 2011).  In short, a conventional community includes “those like 

us” (Parks, 2011). As critical reflection increases and one discovers a relativized world some 

social assumptions get challenged which may force individuals to reconsider allegiances (Parks, 

2011). This could mean that someone who was previously considered a community “outsider” 

contradicts previously held assumptions about community “outsiders.”  This frame of 

community is known as diffuse (Parks, 2011).  In the diffuse form of community, individuals 

may shift from a well-defined set of assumptions to a more diffuse form of belonging (Parks, 

2011). 
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For the emerging adult, community finds its most powerful form in the mentoring 

community (Parks, 2011). The emerging adult is looking for a place that will nurture their inner 

truth and their potential self (Parks, 2011).  The mentoring community can be that place, as it 

recognizes the emerging adult for who they are and for who they are becoming (Parks, 2011). 

The emerging adult depends on and responds to individuals and groups that express patterns of 

meaning that resonate with the experience of the new critical awareness of the still fragile, inner-

dependent self (Parks, 2011).  The emerging adult no longer wants to fit in no matter what, but 

has new critical awareness of “who I belong with” (Parks, 2011). 

The final frames of community are known as self-selected group and open to the other 

(Parks, 2011). In the self-selected frame the tested adult looks for groups that share meanings 

they have consolidated within themselves (Parks, 2011). Even in this stage, people tend to be 

consort with those like themselves (Parks, 2011). In the final stage and frame of community, the 

mature adult begins to recognize the other as “truly other”, but also as part of a larger complex 

and inter-dependent whole (Parks, 2011). This form of community tends to occur post midlife 

(Parks, 2011). 

Tisdell.  The work of Tisdell (2003) also informs this study’s conceptual 

framework.  Tisdell (2003) claims that for many individuals it is difficult to discern the 

difference between their cultural and spiritual identities, as these identities tend to overlap in 

significant ways.  Together, these identities inform the way one interprets experiences, 

interactions, symbols, mannerisms, non-verbal cues, music, and more (Tisdell, 2003).  For 

example, for some individuals, certain songs are important to both their religious traditions and 

their cultural experiences.  
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In this work, spiritual development is ongoing identity development happening over time 

and in the context of culture and gender (Tisdell, 2003). For Tisdell (2003) spiritual development 

constitutes moving toward greater authenticity or to a more authentic self. It is about an 

awareness and honoring of wholeness (Tisdell, 2003). Spirituality is one of the ways people 

construct knowledge and meaning of experiences (Tisdell, 2003). In an attempt to understand 

and make sense of life and in the ongoing development of identity, one often spirals back.  This 

means looking back to make sense of our lives now, hoping that the making sense of the now 

will yield a hopeful or fulfilling future. 

Summary 

African American men tend to face a number of significant academic, social, and 

personal challenges during their college years at historically White institutions (Apprey et al., 

2014; Chang et al., 2014; Fries-Britt, 1997; Gasman et al., 2008; Harper, 2005; K. M. Love, 

2008; McCoy et al., 2017; McGee, 2015, 2016; McGee & Martin, 2011; Winkle-Wagner & 

McCoy, 2018). As a way to overcome these challenges, African American men tend to use their 

spirituality (Dancy, 2010).  For example, African American men depend on their spirituality for 

guidance and purpose (Brooms, 2017; Chatters et al., 2008; Dancy, 2010; Jett, 2010), cultural 

affirmation (Burt et al., 2019; McGee, 2016; Salinas et al., 2018), and coping (Herndon, 2003; 

Riggins et al., 2008; Watson, 2006). 

 In order to understand how African American men, experience spirituality at a 

historically White institution, I have adopted Parks (2011) spiritual development framework and 

extended it to include gender and culture by including Tisdell (2003).  Together, their work 

makes up the conceptual framework for this study. Within this framework, students’ spiritual 
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development happens at the intersection of their frames of knowing, frames of dependency, and 

frames of community and within the context of gender and culture.   
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CHAPTER 3:  METHODOLOGY 

This study was a narrative inquiry into the spirituality of undergraduate African 

American men at a historically White institution (HWI).  This chapter describes how this study 

was conducted and provides a justification for the selected methodology.  Additionally, the 

chapter reveals my relationship with the study’s topic and outlines strategies for maintaining 

academic trustworthiness and rigor.  More specifically, I explain how I answered the following 

research questions: 

1.    What are the spiritual narratives of African American men? 

2.    How do African American men experience spirituality in college? 

Methodological Overview 

Qualitative Research.  The research questions that guided this study centered on 

understanding the spiritual meanings that African American men assigned to their college 

experiences.  Therefore, I took a qualitative research approach because qualitative studies are 

best suited for exploring how individuals construct their worlds and for highlighting the meaning 

individuals assign to their lived experiences (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  In this case, using a 

qualitative research approach meant exploring how African American men constructed their 

spiritual narratives, and assigned and found spiritual meaning within their college experiences at 

a historically White institution. My research illuminates the subjective and contextual spiritual 

experiences of these men.  Qualitative research has several characteristics that made it the ideal 

method for achieving my research goals.   

Limited participants.  Qualitative studies tend to include a smaller number of research 

participants (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Mertens, 2010). While qualitative 

methodology allows for less breadth (smaller n value), it is ideal for achieving greater depth of 
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inquiry and understanding. Qualitative research can provide an in-depth and focused exploration 

of a small number of participants’ experiences that may have been hidden if examined via 

quantitative methods that tend to include a larger number of participants (Creswell, 2014; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Mertens, 2010). The focus of this study was on the spirituality of 

African American men.  I wanted an in-depth understanding of how these men make sense of 

their spirituality during college.  Therefore, I included a small number of participants in the 

study.  While this qualitative research approach provided less breadth in understanding, it is ideal 

for achieving greater depth of inquiry within the participants’ spiritual experiences. 

Researcher as primary instrument. Within qualitative research, the researcher is the 

primary instrument for data collection and analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  The proximity of 

the researcher to the data and to the research participants can allow for deeper inquiry (Creswell, 

2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Mertens, 2010). For example, during interviews, the researcher 

can ask probing follow up questions that may encourage research participants to provide greater 

and more authentic responses.  

Given the researcher’s intimate relationship with study data, research participants, and 

the use of inductive data analysis methods, it is imperative that researcher biases and context be 

disclosed.  Unlike in positivistic research, qualitative researchers do not attempt to bracket 

themselves from the study.  Rather, qualitative researchers embrace their relationship to the 

study and to study participants, being sure to disclose how researcher positionality may influence 

the construction of and analysis of study data.  To this end, I included a subjectivity statement in 

the proposal that demonstrated my relationship to the research topic.  Additionally and in 

accordance with qualitative research characteristics, I served as the primary instrument for data 

collection and analysis (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Mertens, 2010). 
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Rich and thick data descriptions.  The researcher provides rich and thick data 

descriptions in a qualitative study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Rather than using numbers, as in 

quantitative research, words are the primary method for sharing the findings of qualitative 

research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). These rich and thick data descriptions can demonstrate the 

reliability of the study, describe research context, describe research participants, and more 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  I provided rich and thick data descriptions as a means of conveying 

my research findings. I also provided detailed and descriptive notes in my researcher journal.  

Multiple data sources.  As part of maintaining the rigor and reliability of qualitative 

research, researchers should include multiple data sources (Creswell, 2014). This means they use 

multiple data sources to build a coherent justification for emerging themes (Creswell, 2014). 

Using multiple data sources allows the researcher to triangulate data (Creswell, 2014). As the 

primary instrument of data collection, I collected data using multiple sources – interviews, 

demographic survey, photovoice, field notes, and focus groups.  

Occurs in natural setting.  Creswell (2014) asserts that qualitative research occurs in the 

participant’s natural setting, when possible. Unfortunately, I was not be able to visit with 

participants during this study because of the COVID-19 global pandemic continuing into 2021.  

Because of regulations restricting social gatherings and for the health and safety of my research 

participants, data collection occurred through virtual means that will be explained later in this 

chapter.    

Inductive and emergent process.  Qualitative research tends to be both inductive and 

emergent (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  Inductive research methods are useful 

when existing theories fail to adequately explain a phenomenon (Creswell, 2014). Qualitative 

researchers are able to build and extend theory based on their collected data (Creswell, 2014). 
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For example, cultural context and gender have been shown to influence spiritual experiences 

during the college years (Astin et al., 2011; Bryant, 2007; Gehrke, 2013; Tisdell, 2003), but 

major spirituality development theory fails to take this influence into account (Fowler, 1981; 

Parks, 2011). As a result, research highlighting the unique contextual spiritual experiences of 

African American men at historically White institutions is necessary and achievable via 

inductive qualitative research methods like I adopted for this study.  

Qualitative research can take a conversational narrative nature, with interviews allowing 

for expansion of the initial research questions and allowance for explorations of themes that may 

not have been originally and initially explored by the researcher. Therefore, a qualitative study is 

the preferred research method for this study, as qualitative studies can more fully illuminate the 

subjective and contextual experiences research participants may share during qualitative data 

collection (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Mertens, 2010).   

I refined the study’s design as I learned about the research topic from the participants, 

which is consistent with embracing an emergent research philosophy (Creswell, 2014).  Design 

changes included adapting data collection methods to a virtual setting and refining interview 

questions based on participant responses (Creswell, 2014). I monitored the effectiveness of the 

study’s design as the research progressed and I adjusted when necessary.  Study design 

adjustments are noted and described such that the logic that guided the changes are 

clear.  Adjusting my research design based on knowledge gained from study participants was 

permitted due to the qualitative nature of this study as well as its constructivist worldview. 

Constructivism.  According to a constructivist worldview, knowledge is not discovered; 

rather it is constructed socially (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2010).  This means that knowledge is 

contextually bound, as individuals develop subjective meanings of their experiences (Creswell, 
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2014). The purpose of constructivist research is to describe, understand, and interpret those 

experiences (Creswell, 2014). As such, constructivist research relies on participants' shared 

meanings and experiences (Creswell, 2014). 

In this study, I worked with participants to co-construct knowledge through the 

development of spiritual narratives that represented the meanings they assigned to their spiritual 

experiences.  By co-construct, I mean study participants shared their spiritual experiences 

through interviews, focus groups, and photovoice and then were given the opportunity to verify 

the spiritual narratives I created from their storied experiences.  In other words, the product of 

this study resulted from a collaborative effort between the research participants and me.  That 

product includes a co-created storied representation of their spiritual experiences during college 

– i.e., their individual spiritual narratives.  To initiate the co-construction of participants’ 

spiritual narratives, I employed a narrative inquiry research methodology. 

Narrative Inquiry.  Narrative inquiry is a constructivist and qualitative research method 

that highlights the contextual meaning that participants assign to their lived experiences 

(Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2010).  Similar to other qualitative research methodologies, narrative 

inquiry is primarily concerned with how study participants construct and make meaning in their 

lives (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2010). To this end, narrative inquiry studies are conducted in the 

natural setting of participants when possible, with researchers often spending extended time with 

participants (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2010). Additionally, narrative inquiry relies on the 

researcher to be the primary instrument for data collection and analysis, as is the case in other 

constructivist and qualitative research methods  (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2010).  This means 

that the narrative researcher must practice critical self-reflection and disclose positionality as part 

of the research process (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2010). To maintain rigor and reliability, the 
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narrative researcher relies on multiple data collection methods and provides rich and thick data 

regarding their data analysis process and any research design changes (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 

2010).  In these ways, narrative inquiry is consistent with other qualitative and constructivist 

research methodologies. Where narrative inquiry is unique is in its reliance on participant 

stories.    

Originating in the humanities, narrative studies involve researchers listening to, 

recording, and analyzing the life stories of a few individuals (Riessman, 2008).  Because 

individuals already tend to express their lives in narrative form, narrative inquiry is a natural way 

to locate the meaning others assign to their lives (Kim, 2015).  As Kim (2015) expressed, 

“…narrative is one of the few human endeavors that is widely spread as a basic aspect of human 

life and an essential strategy of human expression” (p. 6).  As such, narrative inquiry is an 

appropriate methodological choice for understanding the lived experiences of others through the 

stories they are naturally inclined to share—e.g. the stories of African American men attending a 

historically White institution.  

Kim (2015) defines a story as a “detailed organization of narrative events arranged in a 

structure based on time although the events are not necessarily in chronological order” (p. 8).  In 

a story, events are bound to each other via a plot (Polkinghorne, 1995).  Polkinghorne (1995) 

defines the plot as “…a conceptual scheme by which the contextual meaning of individual events 

can be displayed” (p. 7).  In other words, the narrative researcher must consider the story plot 

when attempting to understand individual events (Polkinghorne, 1995).   

Consider the next two sentences, for example. My dog ran away. I am sad. The 

statements can be understood as two unrelated experiences or as two experiences bound by their 

connection to a shared conceptual scheme—i.e., a plot. If one assumes the conceptual scheme 
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binding the two statements together to be the love between a person and their dog, then the 

statement, “I am sad” may be interpreted as resulting from the dog running away. In other words, 

it is the binding conceptual theme, or plot, that gives particular events relatable meaning.   

Additionally, this implies that understanding the actions and behaviors of an individual 

happens best when the storied context of those actions and behaviors are also considered.  In this 

way, stories are how one makes sense of their own experiences as well as the experiences of 

others (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  As a result, stories represent the primary way we share what 

we know and who we are with others (Kim, 2015). As Polkinghorne (1995) states, “stories 

express a kind of knowledge that uniquely describes human experience in which actions and 

happenings contribute positively and negatively to attaining goals and fulfilling purposes” (p. 

8).   Like the two-sentence story shared previously, it is the plot, or shared conceptual theme, that 

allows the particular events to have meaning for the reader. Participant stories are key to 

narrative research because they tend to preserve the complexity of human action (Polkinghorne, 

1995).   

In a storied narrative, “…temporal sequence, human motivation, chance happenings, and 

changing interpersonal and environmental context” are all used to understand a participant’s 

experience (Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 7).  Because all actions are temporal, they must be described 

with a past, present, and future (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006).   This means that the narrative 

researcher must understand narrative events as parts of a larger story that influences the meaning 

of individual events (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006).    In addition to being temporal, narrative 

events have a social dimension and always occur in a specific place or places (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 2006).  Therefore, narrative inquirers are concerned with how meaning is shaped by 
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personal and social conditions, and by the place in which actions and events occur (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 2006).   

When taken together, the temporal, social, and spatial dimensions of events and actions 

help the narrative researcher understand the storied experience of study participants.  Connelly 

and Clandinin (2006) refer to this as situating experience in a three-dimensional inquiry 

space.  Any study that purports to be a narrative inquiry must attend to all three dimensions of 

participant stories simultaneously (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006). This study conformed to 

Connelly’s and Clandinin’s (2006) understanding of a narrative inquiry by attending to the 

temporal, social, and spatial dimensions of African American men’s college experiences during 

data collection and analysis.  More specifically, during the interview questions, photovoice 

exercise, and focus groups I used questions related to temporal, social, and spatial dimensions to 

further probe participant responses. For example, I asked them to describe events that led to their 

shared experience as an attempt to clarify the temporal influence on their shared experience. As 

another example, I asked them to describe the spaces in which the events occurred in an attempt 

to clarify spatial influence on their shared experience.  

Relationship Between Spirituality and Narrative.  Narrative inquiry’s focus on 

understanding meaning-making and meaning conveyance through stories, make it particularly 

useful in understanding spiritual development.  Clark (2001) and Rossiter (1999) argue that 

development, including spiritual development, is best understood through a narrative 

perspective.  In other words, the best way to locate and understand spirituality within experience 

is through a storied representation of that experience.  Rossiter (1999) outlines four ways to view 

the storied nature of development.  In this section, I connect these four narrative features to 

spirituality to show how stories are an appropriate way to convey spiritual meaning. Therefore, 
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demonstrating how narrative inquiry’s focus on participant stories make it an ideal method for 

studying spirituality. These four features of narrative are context, interpretation, retrospection, 

and temporality (Rossiter, 1999).   

Context.  Context is important to understanding development theories in two main 

ways—internal context and external context (Rossiter, 1999). Internal context refers to the 

coherence of stories.  Events within stories are held together by plot (Polkinghorne, 1995; 

Rossiter, 1999).  This means that events within a story are judged by whether they make a valued 

goal more or less attainable (Polkinghorne, 1995; Rossiter, 1999). In development, life events are 

judged on whether they help individuals get closer to a valued end (Rossiter, 1999). 

External context means that a narrative perspective acknowledges the influence of social 

and environmental forces on the meaning of life events (Rossiter, 1999).  All life experiences are 

situated in time and place, within societies, nations and cultures (Rossiter, 1999). Taking a 

narrative approach to development means being aware of how those external forces influence 

one’s life.  Although development is individual, it is situated socially and therefore, must account 

for the various meaning systems and communities in which experience happens.  

Just like the ways internal context creates coherence within stories, spirituality has a 

centering component also. All spirituality is centered around some guiding set of values which 

may be viewed compositely as God—although that is not required (Parks, 2011).  Similarly, 

Tisdell (2003) describes spirituality as finding connectedness through God, a higher power, 

Buddha nature or Great Spirit.  In this way, one’s guiding set of values can be viewed as the plot 

of their storied spirituality, as it brings coherence and connectedness to their experiences. A 

storied view of spirituality suggests that events may be understood by how they support and 

challenge one’s existing spiritual coherence.  
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Similar to the ways external context is vital to understanding narrative, context is a 

significant component of spirituality (Chickering et al., 2006; Fowler, 1981; Parks, 2011; Tisdell, 

2003).  Spirituality is influenced by the personal and social conditions in which spiritual 

experiences are lived.  Parks (2011) asserts that as one moves through the stages of spirituality, 

one’s community of influence becomes more diverse, as individuals eventually come to value 

others’ beliefs and perspectives. Tisdell (2003) understands spirituality to include honoring the 

wholeness and the interconnectedness of all things, including one’s cultural identity.   

Additionally, spirituality is influenced by the physical place in which our spiritual 

experiences occur.  Love and Talbot (1999) assert that openness to spirituality can include being 

in awe of one’s environment—for example, being in nature.  Parks (2011), Love and Talbot 

(1999), and Tisdell (2003) all describe ways in which one’s environment can influence one’s 

spiritual experience.  Therefore, constructing spiritual narratives means understanding how 

individuals are being influenced by the place in which the experience occurs.  In this way, 

narrative context provides an appropriate way of understanding and expressing spiritual context.  

Interpretation. Narrative orientation prioritizes the interpretation of past events (Rossiter, 

1999).  Therefore a story is not a collection of facts, but is a subjective account of events 

emplotted according to one’s values, intentions, and purpose (Rossiter, 1999).  Because narrative 

involves subjective interpretation of events, multiple interpretations of the same event or series 

of events can exist (Rossiter, 1999).  When development theory assumes a narrative orientation, 

the subjective assessment of the developing individual is prioritized (Rossiter, 1999).  In other 

words, people grow and develop when they are able to form a more comprehensive and inclusive 

interpretive context in which to place their experience (Rossiter, 1999).  
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The interpretive quality of narrative is found in spiritual development as well.  For 

example, African American men may use spirituality to re-interpret traditions and beliefs in 

order to deconstruct culturally oppressive narratives (Comas-Díaz, 2012).  Individuals may 

interpret experiences that offer physical and emotional healing, and synchronistic experiences as 

spiritual because they help them connect to the wholeness of life (Tisdell, 2003).  In other words, 

spiritual experiences are highly subjective and best understood from the perspective of the one 

living the experience. Stories, which have a similar characteristic, provide a natural and 

appropriate way for conveying spiritual meaning. 

Retrospection. Narrative orientation also means being retrospective (Rossiter, 1999).  

Being retrospective is related to interpretation in that it involves looking back to reinterpret prior 

events.  Reframing personal stories have been used to help people find new ways of 

understanding themselves (M. C. Clark, 2001).  In development, a narrative perspective attends 

to what can be understood through the telling and retelling of past events (Rossiter, 1999). A 

narrative orientation moves development away from the idea of progressing toward a 

predetermined final developmental stage; rather, it proposes there exists an ideal state of being 

by which development is assessed (Rossiter, 1999).  In essence, development as narrative is not 

about predictions, but about understanding experience (Rossiter, 1999).  

Within spiritual development one notices the retrospective quality in what Tisdell (2003) 

calls spiraling back.  As one attempts to make sense of life, one tends to spiral back through past 

spiritual events and experiences (Tisdell, 2003).  In spirituality, the spiraling back process helps 

one to make sense of their present lives, as they remember those past experiences and develop 

new insights for their future (Tisdell, 2003).  Comas-Díaz (2012) demonstrates how African 

American men may use their spirituality to revise, adapt to, and subvert oppressive narratives.  



  68 

 

When viewed through a narrative orientation, spirituality can be viewed as one way to emplot 

our lived experiences.  This is consistent with Clark’s (2001) claim that our cultural values, 

including spirituality, provide many plots that can help us interpret our and others’ experiences. 

Once again, because retrospection is a characteristic of narrative, it stands that narratives (or 

stories) provide a natural and appropriate way to convey Tisdell’s (2003) idea of spiraling back. 

Temporality. The last narrative quality is temporality.  As Rossiter (1999) states, “just as 

one still frame is not a movie, so one moment frozen in time is not a story” (p. 82).  Narrative 

orientation prioritizes formation and re-formation over form, and process and meaning making 

over predetermined checkpoints throughout life (Rossiter, 1999).  Narrative is about 

understanding self across time, as we use stories to both form and understand our identity 

(Rossiter, 1999).   

Tisdell (2003) asserts that spiritual development is ongoing identity development 

happening over time and in the context of culture and gender.  For Tisdell (2003) one of the main 

themes of spiritual development is moving forward and spiraling back. Love and Talbot (1999) 

describes spirituality as a process that continues across one’s lifetime.  They assert that 

spirituality involves an internal process of seeking personal authenticity, genuineness, and 

wholeness as an aspect of identity development (P. Love & Talbot, 1999). For Love and Talbot 

(1999) this is a process without an ending.   A narrative orientation of spirituality asserts that 

one’s spiritual identity is best understood when considered across time.  Because narrative 

assumes that temporality is critical to understanding development, it provides a natural and 

appropriate way to convey spiritual change across time.  

The characteristics of narratives make them a good fit for conveying messages about 

spirituality. More specifically, a narrative perspective assumes that context, interpretation, 
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retrospection, and temporality are all critical to understanding development. In the case of 

spiritual development, these same characteristics are important. Therefore, telling stories 

provides a natural and appropriate way for conveying the spiritual meaning that one assigns to 

experience. I took advantage of this relationship in this study by asking African American men 

attending a historically White institution to discuss how they experienced spirituality during 

college by telling me stories associated with those experiences.   

Site and Participant Selection 

Study Site.  This study took place at Southern University (pseudonym), a historically 

White university in the central and southern half of the United States.  According to the 

university’s website, African Americans were denied admission to Southern University for the 

first half of its existence.  Today, African Americans represent approximately 4% of the overall 

undergraduate population and African American men are approximately 1.5% of the overall 

undergraduate population.  Creswell (2014) offers six questions that every narrative researcher 

should answer before entering the research space.  I consider these questions in the remaining 

paragraphs of this section.  Those six questions are: 

1. Why was this site chosen? The answer to this question is covered in the site 
justification section.  

2. How did I gain access to the site? The answer to this question is covered in the site 
access section. 

3. What activities will occur at the study site? The answer to this question is covered in 
the site activities section. 

4. Will study activities disrupt the site? The answer to this question is covered in the 
site disruption section. 

5. How will I report findings? The answer to this question is covered in the study 
findings section. 

6. What do gatekeepers gain from the study?  The answer to this question is covered in 
the gatekeeper’s benefits section. 

 



  70 

 

Site justification.  Southern University was selected for this study because of its work 

with the African American men on campus.  The university created The Center (pseudonym) to 

promote academic excellence among African American men on campus.  The Center provides 

African American men with mentoring, academic tutoring, internship assistance, study abroad 

opportunities, and academic and career counseling.  Additionally, the program director is 

interested in understanding how the men in his program experience spirituality on campus, as he 

views it as a critical component of their holistic development. 

Site access.  I was able to gain access to this site with the help of my dissertation chair 

who introduced me to a Southern University faculty member.  That faculty member worked with 

me to identify one of his colleagues at Southern University who could help me connect with 

African American men on campus.  That faculty member suggested that The Center would be the 

best partner for this study so he introduced me to The Center’s program director.  The Center’s 

program director agreed to connect me to African American men on campus and in his program. 

Site activities.  Because of the ongoing COVID-19 global pandemic I was not able to 

travel to Southern University to facilitate the majority of my research activities.  Therefore, all 

data collection was facilitated virtually using the video conferencing software Zoom. I monitored 

Southern University’s response to the pandemic, as it was subject to change due to the dynamic 

nature of the COVID-19 virus. Southern University provided students with additional online and 

distance learning opportunities that allowed them to continue their studies at home and other 

places off campus. This meant that my study participants were not always on campus while 

participating in my study.  Employing an emergent and responsive research design, characteristic 

of qualitative studies, was particularly important for constructing and reconstructing research 

activities that provided the necessary and relevant data for my study, while also honoring the 
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health and safety of research participants.  During the course of this study, I was able to visit the 

campus to conduct participant recruitment.  This activity was permitted by the Southern 

University faculty member who runs the Center for African American men.  My recruitment 

included making a short appeal for student participants at the end of their session.  

Site disruption.  The study site for my research was severely disrupted by the COVID-

19 global pandemic. As the researcher, I needed to be sensitive to the increased needs of my 

study participants. To this end, I considered how my study disrupted their education and lives 

whether they were at home or on campus. Because COVID-19 was potentially fatal and highly 

communicable, students took classes online and away from campus to avoid contracting the 

virus. This added a new layer of complexity to my interactions with students who had to balance 

life dynamics and school responsibilities with my research requests. I worked with each study 

participant to minimize site disruption. This included scheduling interviews during convenient 

times, adjusting technology as necessary, being extra sensitive to student privacy and 

confidentiality, and by asking them directly for suggestions on how to minimize the impact of 

my study on their education and life.   

Study findings.  The study findings were reported as part of my final dissertation 

project.  I dedicated one chapter to reporting the individual spiritual narratives of the study’s 

participants. I dedicated another chapter to reporting the cross-story themes that emerge from 

data analysis of the introductory interview, the photovoice activity, the timeline activity, and the 

focus groups. Additionally, the director of The Center will receive an executive summary of the 

research. The dissertation will be published in ProQuest, and I intend to publish articles in 

academic and spiritual journals using the collected data. 
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Gatekeeper benefits.  Benefits of this study for site gatekeepers were negotiated when 

finalizing access to the site.  I anticipated that gatekeepers would be interested in receiving an 

executive summary of findings.  My assumption was confirmed and the director of the Center 

asked for an executive summary of findings. That executive summary will be written after the 

dissertation is finalized and will summarize the thematic findings of the study.  

Study Participants.  In qualitative studies, participants tend to be selected purposefully 

rather than randomly as is common with quantitative studies (M. B. Miles et al., 2014; Patton, 

2002, 2015). The goal for using purposeful sampling strategies is “…selecting information-rich 

cases for study depth” (Patton, 2002, p. 273).  Cases are considered information-rich because 

they yield deep insights and understanding about the research topic.  Finding information-rich 

cases is facilitated using appropriate sampling strategies. 

I used a combined sampling strategy for this study.  In a combined sampling strategy, two 

separate sampling strategies are employed, one after the other, to help deepen and narrow the 

focus of the inquiry and to increase relevance and credibility of the sample (Patton, 2015). My 

combined sampling strategy consisted of a maximum variation sampling followed by a chain 

sampling. 

Maximum variation sampling “aims at capturing and describing the central themes that 

cut across variation” (Patton, 2015, p. 283). Findings that emerge from a maximum variation 

tend to provide high-quality and detailed descriptions of each case, and highlight important and 

shared patterns among cases (Patton, 2015). In other words, the goal of doing maximum 

variation sampling was to create as diverse a participant group as I could. Having a diverse 

participant group would have strengthened my study findings by allowing me to present a more 

nuanced representation of participants’ spiritual experiences. It would have also helped me to 
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honor the unique and diverse spiritual experiences of African American men from varied 

spiritual and life backgrounds—including those who do not espouse spiritual beliefs directly, but 

yet still must encounter and navigate spiritual communities. 

Maximum variation sampling begins with identifying the diverse characteristics in the 

sample (Patton, 2015).  I attempted to achieve maximum variation by having interested 

participants complete a demographic survey.  As African American men responded to my initial 

recruitment email, I shared the demographic survey with them. I attempted to then select 12 - 15 

men who represented a diverse set of demographics to participate in the study. For example, I 

looked for diversity in students’ religion/worldview, sexuality, socio-economic status, major, 

first-generation status. These characteristics were necessary to the study because they influenced 

the African American men’s spiritual experiences during college. The full list of demographic 

survey questions is included in the appendix. 

My maximum variation sampling was followed up with a chain sampling.  Chain 

sampling is an appropriate way to identify information-rich participants (Patton, 2015). In this 

type of sampling the researcher asks study participants to identify others with whom he or she 

should speak.  Chain sampling is generally conducted after entry to the research field and can be 

facilitated during interviews by asking the interviewee to identify a potential study participant 

(Patton, 2015).  Because the additional participants I gained through chain sampling were 

recommended by students who had already gone through the initial interview, the additional 

participants were more likely to be information-rich participants.  This helped me to further 

clarify my understanding of how African American men were experiencing spirituality at 

Southern University. To facilitate chain sampling, I asked study participants to share my contact 

information with individuals with whom I should discuss spirituality at Southern University.   
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My study population consisted of all undergraduate African American men at Southern 

University.  My maximum variation sampling of this population was conducted with the 

assistance of the program director of The Center.  The program director agreed to forward a 

recruitment email on my behalf.  This recruitment email was co-constructed with the help of The 

Center’s program director. The maximum variation sampling was conducted as follows: 

1.    Created a recruitment email that described the study and provided a way for men to 
contact me about becoming a study participant. 
2.    Had the program director forward the recruitment email to undergraduate African 
American men on campus. 
3.    Followed up with men who were interested in participating in the study using an 
email that expressed my gratitude for their interests and asked them to complete a short 
online demographic survey. 
4.    As surveys were completed and received, I organized the respondents’ surveys based 
on key demographic information such as religion/worldview, sexuality, socio-economic 
status, major, first-generation status. 
5.    From the available respondents, I attempted to select 12-15 that produce the greatest 
variance within my sample. To accomplish the desired variance, I attempted to have each 
key demographic represented by between 3 – 5 students. The selected respondents were 
notified via email. 
 
After building my initial population sample, I used chain sampling to increase sample 

diversity and to add information rich cases.  At the end of each initial one-to-one interview I 

asked the interviewee, “with whom should I speak about spiritual experiences in college?” I then 

followed these steps: 

1.    Asked the interviewee to forward my contact information and the introductory email 
to the person with whom I should speak.  
2.    If the recommended student reached out to me to participate, I shared with them the 
demographic survey and scheduled an initial interview. 

 
In combination, the maximum variation sampling and the chain sampling procedures 

produced an overall sample comprised of information-rich individuals who helped me 

understand how African American men experience spirituality in college.  Greater religious 

diversity was desired, as most of the men in the study reported being Christian.  
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Data Collection. 

Data collection happened over the course of two semesters and through three direct 

meetings with participants.  These meetings were all virtual, as was necessary because of the 

COVID-19 global pandemic.  The order of the three meetings was an initial one-to-one 

interview, followed by a photovoice exercise, and then two focus groups.  In the following 

sections, I describe how each meeting was conducted and I discuss the appropriateness of each 

data collection method. 

All of the meetings were audio and video recorded, and securely stored for later 

transcription.  All interview notes were taken using Google Documents so that they were 

automatically stored in the cloud for safekeeping.  Using Google Documents also allowed me to 

restrict data access. 

First Meeting. The first meeting was divided into two parts. The first part was an 

orientation to the study. During this orientation time, I oriented each participant to the nature of 

the study.  This included describing the research questions, discussing research timelines, 

discussing participant rights, introducing the photovoice exercise, and answering initial 

participant questions. During part one of the session, I asked students how I could minimize 

disruption to their studies. This was especially important because of the COVID-19 global 

pandemic that had already disrupted their education and life significantly. 

 The second part of the first meeting was used to build rapport with the students, which 

meant helping the students become comfortable with me as the researcher and comfortable with 

discussing the topic. The first meeting was also an opportunity to gain initial insight to how the 

students understood spirituality. To accomplish those goals, I asked participants general 

questions about their background and their college experience to build rapport. Then I asked 



  76 

 

them spirituality questions that gave them an opportunity to express and define their spiritual 

worldview.  I allowed the conversations to evolve organically and used the interview protocols 

as a guide. These interviews were semi-structured and adhered to the first meeting protocol 

provided in the appendix. The first meeting ended with me asking each student to recommend a 

new participant to serve as an information rich study participant.  I provided each student with a 

copy of the photovoice prompts and offered them additional time to ask more questions about the 

study and the photovoice prompts they would have just received.    

Why conduct one-to-one interviews?  I facilitated data collection using one-to-one 

interviews during my first meeting with each participant. Interviews are an appropriate form of 

data collection when the phenomenon being studied is not easily observed (Creswell, 2014).  For 

example, studies for understanding an individual’s experience are a good opportunity to collect 

data via interviews (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2010). This study was dependent on participants’ 

stories about their spiritual experiences.  Furthermore, direct observation was not possible for 

this study because of health regulations requiring physical distancing due to the COVID-19 

global pandemic. Additionally, I was interested in gaining a deeper understanding of the 

students’ experiences than would be possible via a mass survey or questionnaire.   

Some advantages of using interviews for data collection include maintaining control over 

the line of questioning (Creswell, 2014), getting full range and depth of information, developing 

a relationship with the participant, and offering the participant more flexibility when giving their 

responses (Mertens, 2010).  Although some participant influence was inevitable, I minimized 

researcher influence by refraining from projecting my opinions onto study participants.   

Second Meeting. During the second meeting, I used the photovoice exercise to aid 

students in thinking critically about their college experiences. I partnered with participants to co-



  77 

 

create a timeline of the events they shared. The purpose of the timeline was to graphically 

represent the interaction of a participant’s stories.  For example, placing stories on a timeline 

helped with understanding which events may have caused a student to spiral back and reframe 

past events. I expected these meetings to last 45 to 60 minutes per student, but I allowed more 

time as was necessary.  

Because of COVID-19, participants were not asked to go to campus to take photographs 

for the photovoice exercise. Rather, participants were asked to bring to the meeting, pictures they 

already had or to find pictures online that represented their responses to the three prompts I gave 

them at the end of our first meeting. These prompts were designed to help students think 

critically about their spirituality through the lens of Parks’ three frames. The three prompts were: 

1. Frames of Knowing:  What is your source of spiritual truth?  

2. Frames of Dependency:  Who can you depend on for help with understanding yourself 

and the world around you? 

3. Frames of Community:  In which campus communities do you feel as if your spiritual 

worldview is the most welcomed? 

During the meeting, I provided an opportunity for the students to describe each of the 

photos they brought with them. I also asked the students to indicate why each photo was 

selected. After reviewing the photos, I asked the students a series of questions that helped me 

learn about their spiritual experiences at Southern University. The full photovoice protocol is 

included in the appendix.  

As the student shared storied responses, we co-created a timeline of the stories they 

shared and discussed how those stories influenced each other. While the final narrative may not 

be told linearly, the timeline helped me understand the significance of particular events. The 
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timeline also helped me to position the shared story in the context of the student’s overall college 

experience. This timeline was created using a Google jam board during the interview. An 

example of the time line is included in the appendix. 

In summary, the photovoice exercise was accomplished by providing study participants 

with a set of prompts to which they located a single picture in response to each prompt, for a 

total of three pictures. During my second meeting with the students, I used the pictures to ask a 

series of questions that focused on the students’ frames of knowing, dependence, and 

community. In partnership with the student, I created a timeline of the stories they told using a 

Google jam board. The main goal of the photovoice exercise was to help students think critically 

about their experiences during college.  

Why use photovoice?  In narrative research, collecting photographs as data is known as 

photovoice (Kim, 2015).  Photovoice allows participants to represent their lived experiences 

through visual images to provide “vicarious experiences” for the researcher (Kim, 2015). 

Historically, photovoice has been used to highlight the experiences and perspectives of 

marginalized individuals (Mulvihill & Latz, 2017; Strack et al., 2004; Wang & Burris, 

1997).  Rather than focusing on the perspective of the outsider, photovoice encourages research 

participants to document their lived experiences from their own perspective using photographic 

evidence (Mulvihill & Latz, 2017; Wang & Burris, 1997).  As a result, photovoice can make 

research more authentic to the experience and perspective of the participant (Mulvihill & Latz, 

2017). 

Third Meeting. The last meeting was a series of focus groups in which each participant 

was a member of exactly one group.  The focus groups were created by separating the men into 

groups of 4-5 individuals. I used participant demographics to create focus groups that juxtapose 
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diverse college experiences while protecting vulnerable communities. For example, I wanted to 

have a group dedicated to those who identify as a member of the LGBTQIA+ community and a 

group dedicated to those who identify as atheist or agnostic.  Unfortunately, I was not able to 

form either of those groups due to only having nine participants and not a lot of diversity.  I will 

discuss this in more detail in the study limitations.  For the other groups, however, I used 

participant demographics and my knowledge of the students’ personalities, as experienced during 

the previous two meetings, to create within group heterogeneity, which resulted in creating two 

groups organized by year in college. All of the freshmen and sophomores were in a focus group 

and all of the juniors and seniors were in the other focus group.  This allowed me to see how 

spiritual worldview changed based on student year.   

During the focus group, I facilitated a group conversation around themes that emerged 

from data analysis.  For example, I noticed that several men named the school fight song as a 

contributor to their feeling disconnected from campus life.  I was able to drill down on this topic 

because it resonated for the group of participants.  I was also able to address questions for which 

there did not appear to be any immediate overlap.  This helped me identify and understand 

nuance in their college experiences. 

Because the men were organized into groups according to relevant demographics, I was 

able to ask them to reflect on how their unique context influenced their college experience. For 

instance, speaking with students who were freshmen and sophomores provided a unique 

perspective on their spiritual experiences when transitioning into college, for example. However, 

speaking with juniors and seniors separately gave me a unique perspective on spiritual 

experiences toward the end of their undergraduate years.  The focus group gave each community 

of men an opportunity to express their unique experiences with spirituality on campus. Because I 
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did not know the exact questions I wanted to ask prior to the focus groups, I requested and 

received an IRB modification at the beginning of this stage of the study.  

Why use focus groups?  Focus groups were an appropriate data collection method, as the 

researcher wanted to explore a topic through group discussion (Mertens, 2010).  Data from a 

focus group is socially constructed, as participants share and hear from others, which may result 

in some participants refining their responses (Hennink, 2013; Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016).  Questions for a focus group are typically broad so that participants can construct meaning 

together (Creswell, 2014). 

Some advantages of collecting data via a focus group are quickly and reliably getting 

information from a group; getting both a range and depth of information; and conveying 

information to a group (Mertens, 2010).  Challenges with collecting data via a focus group 

include difficulty in analyzing responses; it requires a good facilitator; it can be difficult to 

schedule (Mertens, 2010).  I used a focus group discussion to delve into what it means to 

experience spirituality at a historically White institution as an African American man on campus, 

as participants co-construct meaning (as aforementioned), and where responses build off others' 

ideas. 

Data Analysis 

My data analysis was informed by the interpretive-analytic process outlined by Clandinin 

and Connelly (2000).  This process assumes a holistic-content narrative analysis scheme.  A 

holistic-content narrative analysis scheme is used to understand the meaning of an individual’s 

stories during narrative research (Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002).  This process is “…based on 

the central feature of ‘restoring’ a story from the raw data” (Ollerenshaw & Creswell, 2002, p. 

330).   
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Interview and photovoice analysis. The interview from the orientation meeting (first 

meeting) and the interview from the photovoice meeting (second meeting) were analyzed 

together, as they both focused on the participants’ shared stories. Each participant’s set of shared 

stories (from both the orientation interview and from the photovoice interview) were organized 

chronologically into a single document and then combined with demographic data to create an 

initial participant profile.  The first step in analyzing these stories is to become familiar with 

them. To do this, I read and re-read the participant profiles in order to learn what was contained 

within them for each participant (D. J. Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  As I proceeded through 

multiple in-depth readings of each participant’s profile, I performed open coding on the stories as 

a way to help me understand the experiences of each participant uniquely.    

The second step was to narrative code each participant profile. After the field texts were 

sorted and after I completed multiple in-depth readings, I narratively coded participant profiles 

using narrative analytic terms like names of characters in field texts, places where actions and 

events occurred, story lines that interweaved and interconnected, gaps or saliences, tensions, 

continuities and discontinuities (D. J. Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  As I narratively coded the 

profiles, I looked for the patterns, narrative threads, tensions, and themes, within each 

individual’s experience (D. J. Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). From the narrative codes I 

developed a narrative for each participant.  This process is represented in figure 2.  That 

document served as an initial re-storying of participants’ experiences and helped me gain a 

deeper appreciation for their stories.  I also shared these initial stories with participants so they 

could address any inconsistencies with how their stories were represented. 
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Figure 2:  Narrative Coding Process 

I attempted to work with study participants to ensure that I represented their individual 

story accurately. These stories served as the answer to my first research question, “what are the 

spiritual narratives of African American men attending a historically White institution?”  These 

participant stories also were shared in a single chapter within my final dissertation. After 

completing this part of the study, I turned my attention to answering the second research 

question, “how do African American men experience spirituality at a historically White 

institution?”   

The third step was to code the participant profiles by applying the conceptual 

framework.  I identified and organized narrative episodes by frames of knowing, frames of 

dependency, frames of community, gender influence, and cultural influence. The term narrative 

episode refers to full stories contained within the larger participant narrative. Using a narrative 

episode prevented me from deconstructing narratives and therefore, losing storied context.  I also 

coded the transcripts from the focus groups using the conceptual framework.  
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After I completed coding each profile using the conceptual framework, I did another 

round of coding using value codes. Value codes were applied to the narrative.  Values coding is 

useful for identifying participant values, attitudes, and beliefs (M. Miles et al., 2020). A value is 

the importance an individual attributes to others, themselves and ideas (M. Miles et al., 2020). 

An attitude is the way and individual thinks and feels about others, themselves, and ideas (M. 

Miles et al., 2020).  A belief is one’s interpretive perceptions of the social world, including 

experiences, opinions, morals, and prejudices (M. Miles et al., 2020). I also applied values 

coding to data chunks from the focus group.  

After I finished coding each narrative using values coding, I gathered codes across 

stories, including the focus group codes, according to the theorical framework. In other words, 

all narrative episodes about frames of community were grouped together.  This allowed me to 

look for patterns among the value codes. I also compared this data to what I learned from the 

focus group.  The themes that emerged from this gathering served as the answer to my second 

research question.   

Trustworthiness 

As expressed by Merriam and Tisdell (2016), humans have shortcomings and biases that 

influence the analysis of data.  Qualitative studies are especially vulnerable to these 

shortcomings and biases, as the researcher is the primary instrument of data collection and 

analysis.  As such, it is necessary to detail the steps I took to maintain research credibility, 

transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  The following section outlines those steps for 

this study. 

Credibility. Within qualitative research, credibility refers to the researcher’s 

responsibility to conduct research in a manner that produces high quality research (Mertens, 
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2010).  To this end, credible research adheres to certain characteristics. Credible research means 

that the researcher has invested prolonged and persistent engagement with study participants 

(Mertens, 2010).  It also means that all claims are made with sufficient data to support them 

(Mertens, 2010). I triangulated data, maintained a researcher journal with analytic memos, and 

attempted member checks to ensure research credibility. 

Triangulation.  Data should be collected from multiple sources (Mertens, 2010).  The 

collected data should then be checked for consistency across various sources (Mertens, 2010). In 

this study, I collected data from one-on-one interviews, two focus groups, photovoice, 

demographic survey, and researcher field notes.  Data from all sources were used to co-create the 

spiritual narratives of study participants.  By co-create, I mean that I allowed study participants 

to check and make suggestions for the narratives I wrote and shared with them. 

Researcher journal and analytic memos.  It is recommended that researchers maintain a 

research journal to monitor subjectivity and feelings toward study participants (Mertens, 

2010).  I maintained a digital research journal in my Google Drive space.  The research journal 

contained all my research related documents—i.e., field notes, participant folders, demographic 

survey, participant recruitment letter, and so forth.  In other words, the research journal is the 

digital space where I kept and organized my research materials.  The research journal was also 

where I kept my analytic memos. 

Analytic memos are open-ended records of the researcher’s reflection on the data 

(Saldaña, 2014). Memos are not intended to be descriptive summaries of data, but represent the 

logic I’ve used to synthesize data into meaning (M. Miles et al., 2020).  According to Miles, 

Huberman, and Saldaña (2020) “memos are typically a rapid way of capturing thoughts that 

occur throughout data collection, data condensation, data display, conclusion drawing, 
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conclusion verification, and final reporting” (p. 88).  My analytic memos were dated and titled 

for easy reference (M. Miles et al., 2020). 

Member checks.  Research participants should have the opportunity to verify they are 

being represented accurately in the study’s findings (Mertens, 2010).  This means that 

participants needed access to interview transcripts, their respective participant profile, their 

spiritual narrative, and to the final writeup.  I facilitated member checks by sharing each of these 

documents with students via Google Drive.  For example, after I wrote up each participant’s 

narrative, I attempted to share a copy of the narrative with the appropriate study participant so he 

could review it and then comment whether I represented his thoughts with high fidelity.  The 

participants were given view and comment privileges for the shared Google document, while I 

maintained editing privileges alone.   

Transferability.  Transferability means providing enough detail in your research so that 

other researchers can compare your research context to their own context (Mertens, 2010).  

Qualitative studies are not generalizable, but fellow researchers are able to glean important 

insights when enough detail is provided.  The following sections outline the steps I’m took to 

ensure transferability.  

Thick description.  Providing thick descriptions means carefully detailing the time, place, 

context, and culture influencing the study and its participants (Mertens, 2010). These details 

ensure that future researchers will be able to replicate the study (Mertens, 2010).  Additionally, 

thick descriptions of the data and participants help interested parties determine whether the 

research findings are helpful in their context.  I have provided thick descriptions of the research 

context and participants, as recommended by Mertens (2010). 
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Multiple cases.  Multiple cases mean having a range of similar and contrasting study case 

contexts—where case context is referring to the profile (i.e. their demographics, spiritual 

worldview, sexual orientation, academic standing, etc.) of the unit of study (M. Miles et al., 

2020).  In this research, the unit of study was an African American man attending a historically 

White university. Therefore, having multiple cases involved inviting African American men 

from similar and contrasting contextual profiles to participate in this study.  

Using multiple cases increased the confidence of findings by allowing the researcher to 

analyze how findings showed up in various contexts (M. Miles et al., 2020).  This knowledge 

allowed the researcher to offer a more robust and nuanced description of the study’s findings. I 

used maximum variation sampling for selecting my study’s participants. I attempted to select 

study participants who are from various faith backgrounds, academic standing, sexual 

orientation, etc.   I was not able to find student participants from various faith backgrounds 

(including polytheistic, agnostic, or atheist students) or sexual orientations, so I have noted that 

as a study limitation. 

Dependability.  Dependability means being able to track the logic and appropriateness of 

a qualitative study’s design evolution over time (Mertens, 2010). Qualitative studies embrace 

both inductive and emergent study design (Creswell, 2014; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). All 

changes in a study, however, must be logical, documented, and available at request (Mertens, 

2010).  I monitored and recorded study changes in my research journal.  The research journal 

was stored in Google Drive and shared with my dissertation committee. 

Confirmability.  Confirmability means that research data and findings “…are not 

figments of the researcher’s imagination” but emerge meaningfully and logically from the 

originating data sources (Mertens, 2010, p. 260).  Additionally, the logic used to arrive at 
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findings should be evident and available to others (Mertens, 2010). I maintained analytic memos 

and a research journal that contained my logic for the presented findings.  The research journal 

also provided the operational definitions of the codes used when analyzing data which helped 

reveal my logic in determining research findings. 

Ethical Issues 

There were several ethical issues I had to consider during this study.  For one, I 

highlighted a vulnerable population.  Therefore, all data collected was kept confidential.  Study 

participants used pseudonyms to help protect their identity.  Additionally, I excluded any 

information that may link findings to a student.  This included ensuring the identity of the HWI 

remains confidential.    

I was mindful of the power imbalance between researcher and each study participant 

(Creswell, 2014).  I countered this imbalance by allowing research participants to speak into the 

research –– i.e., member checks.  I was transparent with participants regarding study details so 

they did not feel deceived (Creswell, 2014).   For some of the men in this study, the one-to-one 

conversations represented the first time (or the first time since they entered college) that they 

openly reflected on their spirituality with an older African American man. As a result, for some 

of the men, the one-to-one interview felt like an opportunity to get advice from an older African 

American man who had similar academic and spiritual experiences. Therefore, I was careful to 

not act as a counselor or adviser to the men in the study. 

This was especially important because of the COVID-19 global pandemic. Although, I 

am not a health professional, study participants may viewed me as a trusted authority so it was 

my ethical responsibility to take appropriate measures. The COVID-19 pandemic response 

required that individuals maintain physical distance from each other and that individuals stay in 
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their homes as much as possible, which meant that study participants were more eager to interact 

with others. As the researcher, it was my responsibility to ensure that my study did not create 

undue health risks for students who were eager to interact with others.  To this end, all of my 

data collection methods were virtual and did not require person-to-person interaction. Beyond 

that, I monitored federal, state, and local regulations regarding COVID-19 and adjusted my study 

as necessary.  

When analyzing data, I avoided only supporting and embracing perspectives that put the 

participants and my research in a favorable light (Creswell, 2014).  I did not withhold data that 

contradicted my pre-held notions about the participants or about the topic.  Furthermore, I did 

not take sides during group discussions.  Rather, I acted as a facilitator and allow students’ 

voices to be heard.   

Positionality 

As a narrative researcher, I understand how my own experiences shape the study—i.e., its 

design, data collection, data analysis, etc. (J. (Academic) Clandinin, 2018; Creswell, 2014; 

Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Mertens, 2010).  It is the researcher’s responsibility to report 

participant stories and assigned meanings with integrity (Creswell, 2014; Mertens, 2010).  This 

does not mean that researcher biases are eliminated; rather, biases should be monitored for how 

they shape the researcher’s approach to the study and understanding of research data (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016).  Research is a product of the values of the researcher and cannot be independent 

of them.  The researcher and the study participants influence each other so their relationship 

should be understood rather than ignored (Mertens, 2010). 

I am an African American, heterosexual, cisgender man who was born and raised in 

North Carolina. I come from a two-parent middle-class home in which Christianity was the only 
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supported religious and spiritual identity.  I grew up attending an African American church that 

fully supported my cultural, gendered, and racial identities. Therefore, I tend to view 

Christianity, as expressed through the African American church, through a positive lens.   

As I shared in the opening narrative of this dissertation, I attribute my undergraduate 

academic success to my Christian faith and community. I received help and support from my 

Christian friends, from a Christian student organization, and from the church I attended while in 

college. My college experience at a historically White university and my perception of my 

Christian friends’ college experiences at the same and similar universities serve as the impetus 

for this study. As spiritual African American men on campus, we never felt as if our whole 

identities were fully embraced by campus culture in any one space. In other words, there were 

unique spaces in which we could explore our spirituality, gender, culture, and academic identities 

individually, but there were no spaces that supported an intersectional identity exploration, which 

is how we experience the world—at the meeting point of our intersecting identities.  

My college experiences shape my expectations of how spirituality showed up in 

participants’ stories.  I also recognize that I tended to reminisce on my undergraduate experience 

when listening to the undergraduate African American men discuss their academic 

journeys.  While the African American men in my study, who were also attending a historically 

White university, had experiences similar to mine, I acknowledge that the men were not sharing 

my story, but that the work of this research was to hear from them and to share the spiritual 

meanings they have assigned to their college experiences, if any.  

Not only did my undergraduate experiences and positionality shape the way that I viewed 

study participants, but they also shaped the way that participants viewed me. For some of the 

participants, being a heterosexual, cisgender, and Christian African American man who attended 
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a historically White university may have granted me an insider perspective into their 

experiences. Because we had similar backgrounds, these men may have viewed me as an ally 

more quickly and as a result, were more willing to share sensitive details regarding their college 

experiences. In contrast, the men in the study whose background diverged from mine may have 

been more hesitant to share some parts of their story, as they perceived me as more of an outsider 

to their lived college experience and spiritual worldview.  

As a way of countering relational and research barriers, I was intentional about building 

rapport with study participants at the outset of their study participation. As outlined in the data 

collection section, I spent time during each interview building rapport with students—with the 

first interview allotting a disproportional amount of time for building rapport. During that time, 

students had the opportunity to get to know me and to address any concerns they had regarding 

the trustworthiness of the study and of me as the researcher. Another way I established rapport 

and trust with study participants was through a trusted gatekeeper on campus.  The gatekeeper 

introduced me to students through email, which helped to establish my credibility among the 

students.  

Beyond understanding how my identity shaped my interpretation of study participants 

and their shared stories, and how my identity shaped how participants perceive me, positionality 

is also about understanding how the power dynamics between me, the researcher, and the study 

participants shaped the research experience.  For example, students, regardless of the similarities 

in our background and worldview may have felt as if they had to give the “right” or “expected” 

answers to interview questions because they wanted to appease me as an authority figure. 

Additionally, students who viewed me as an outsider may have been concerned with how I 

represented them and their stories. To guard against misrepresentation of participants and to 



  91 

 

maintain the integrity of my research I attempted to conduct member checks so that study 

participants had the opportunity to review and comment on how they were being represented in 

the study.  

As an accompaniment to member checks, and as a way to monitor and manage both 

power and relational dynamics, I maintained a research journal that included descriptions of my 

evolving perceptions of participants and their shared stories. Although I was meeting the students 

for the first time as a result of this study, I recognized that I had preconceived notions about their 

academic and spiritual journey because of my positionality and my knowledge of the literature 

base on African American men in higher education. Therefore, I used the research journal to 

track the evolution of my perceptions of these men and to make sure that I centered their voices 

rather than my preconceived notions about them.  

Additionally, it should be stated that this research happened during significant national 

unrest related to accentuated racial tension in the United States. The killing of unarmed African 

American men by police officers undoubtedly impacted study participants, who were also 

African American men. I too, as an African American man living in the United States, had been 

impacted by the events. We were not, however, impacted in the same way. As the researcher I 

guarded against projecting my opinions onto study participants and guarded against ignoring or 

rejecting participants’ voices that contradict mine.  

Hearing the spiritual stories of undergraduate African American men attending a 

historically White institution is critical to understanding African American men’s college 

experiences, overall. Therefore, I acknowledged the ways that my positionality influenced and 

shaped this research.  Furthermore, I have outlined the necessary steps I took to protect and uplift 

the voices of the men in this study over my own voice and preconceived notions about them.  
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Limitations and Delimitations 

While this study offered an in-depth exploration into the spiritual experiences of 

undergraduate African American men at a historically White institution, it did not provide any 

insight into the spiritual experiences of students of other races, ethnicities, and 

genders.  Therefore, future studies may ask similar research questions, with various student 

populations. 

Students’ availability was limited during this study.  The United State was in the midst of 

the COVID-19 global pandemic.  As a result, Southern University was not operating under 

normal conditions. Because COVID-19 was easily transferred, citizens were advised to stay at 

home as much as possible and were required to maintain at least 6ft physical distance from each 

other. I was not be able to conduct my research on campus as I initially planned. This was a 

study limitation, as qualitative research means that the researcher should spend time with the 

study participant in their natural setting as much as possible. In this particular case, it was not 

possible at all.  

Summary 

I adopted a narrative approach to this study. As such, this research focused on generating 

and collecting information-rich stories from participants.  The three main data collection 

methods I used were an interview, photovoice, and a focus group. By generating and collecting 

stories from multiple sources, I was able to retain the rigor and reliability of the study.  This 

study was impacted by the COVID-19 global pandemic in that all data collection happened 

virtually. All of the data collection methods were adjusted appropriately. Ultimately, this study 

helped me understand how African American men experience spirituality at a historically White 

institution. 
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CHAPTER 4: PARTICIPANT PROFILES 

 This chapter address RQ1 by introducing the nine participants in this study. RQ1 is, what 

are the spiritual narratives of African American men? Each profile is a narrative representation of 

each participant’s spiritual journey through college at a historically White university in the 

south-central portion of the United States. Additionally, the chart below gives the demographic 

overview of the study participants.  

 Certain questions and demographic data have been excluded from the chart because they 

did not offer any unique information about the participants. More specifically, racial / ethnic 

/cultural identity was left out because all of the men identified as African American. Gender and 

Sexual Orientation were left out because all of the men identified as cisgender and heterosexual. 

This is a limitation of the study that will be addressed in chapter 6.  Although, it was left in the 

chart, Spiritual Worldview represents a limitation of the study as the majority of the men 

reported being Christian, with only one exception who reported as Muslim.  Lastly, the Spiritual 

Worldview importance scale included the following options: “Not at all important”, “Slightly 

important”, “Moderately important”, “Very important”, and “Extremely important.” 

Figure 3:  Participant Demographic Data 
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Darnell 

Darnell is a 20-year-old Junior Applied Sciences major attending Southern University 

who describes himself as a Christian, half-white, half-black, heterosexual, cisgender male.  

Darnell comes from a suburban middle-class family and defines spirituality as, “the measure of 

how close someone is with their God.”  

Darnell's tenure at Southern University represents a multifaceted journey encompassing 

academic pursuits, spiritual growth, and the cultivation of community. Embedded within a 

familial tradition of Christianity, Darnell entered the university environment with a profound 

spiritual foundation, underscored by regular church attendance and deeply held Christian values. 

"Both of my parents are Christians and frequently went to church on Sundays," Darnell 

articulated, emphasizing the significance of his spiritual upbringing. 

The transition to university life introduced Darnell to various challenges, prompting a 

reevaluation of his spiritual and social beliefs. For example, initially he was confronted with 

feelings of isolation, "I guess I made some friends, but there were times where I would feel alone 

and by myself,…" A pivotal moment in Darnell's university experience was his engagement with 

a Christian student organization, which emerged as a critical support and fellowship community 

for him. This group provided an opportunity for Darnell to create meaningful connections, 

mirroring the familial and spiritual community he sought. "Christian Students on Campus is a 

very close-knit community... it's a place where you can make a lot of friends," Darnell observed, 

highlighting the impact of this spiritual community on his ability to connect with others during 

college. 

Academic challenges, particularly within his initial engineering major, further tested 

Darnell's resilience, mental health, and spiritual fortitude. The academic rigor and ensuing stress 
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highlighted his faith's role as a source of solace. "I wasn't doing particularly well in my classes... 

But I guess I could rest knowing that I could, I guess, find shelter in God," Darnell reflected, 

revealing the interplay between his academic struggles and spiritual reliance. 

Darnell's spiritual engagement intensified through regular participation in services and 

prayer meetings, signifying a structured and communal approach to his faith practice. This 

evolution underscores the significance of spiritual routine and community to help him navigate 

the complexities of university life. Shifting from engineering to arts and entertainment 

technologies marked a pivotal juncture in Darnell's journey, aligning his academic focus with his 

passions. This transition was emblematic of a broader alignment of personal, academic, and 

spiritual dimensions, with "creating music" becoming an integral component of his studies and 

personal fulfillment. 

In summary, Darnell's narrative at Southern University is a testament to the potential 

importance of a spiritual and social community amidst adversity during college. His experience 

illuminates the dynamic interplay between faith and academic endeavors, offering insights into 

the mechanisms through which spirituality can serve as a foundational pillar for resilience, 

personal growth, and the establishment of meaningful communal ties. 

Deshawn 

Deshawn is a 21-year-old Junior Social Sciences major attending Southern University 

who describes himself as a Muslim, African-American, heterosexual, cisgender male.  DeShawn 

comes from a suburban lower-class family and defines spirituality as, “one’s religious beliefs and 

how strict one is in adhering to those beliefs.” 

DeShawn’s journey at Southern University is highlighted by self-discovery, spiritual 

evolution, and community engagement. Originating from a background steeped in the Muslim 
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faith, as imparted by his devout father, DeShawn's spiritual practices underwent significant 

transformation during his collegiate years. "So to me being a Muslim is a, I guess it's changed, 

changed since, like, as I've grown because before, like, my dad was devout, and so it probably 

was more conservative back then, but now it's more, definitely more open, yeah, just in general," 

DeShawn articulates, signaling a transition from his conservative religious upbringing toward a 

more inclusive and liberal interpretation of Islam. 

His narrative demonstrates the challenges some students who experience dual 

marginalization may face. In DeShawn’s case, being both black and Muslim in a predominantly 

white and predominantly Christian educational setting, he experiences some challenges because 

of his cultural heritage and religious community. He observes, "Within the African 

community...there was more Christians than Muslims," highlighting how his intersectional 

identity made him different from those around him. As part of his quest for a spiritual 

community, DeShawn ventured into the domain of a Christian Bible study group, an experience 

that underscores his openness to spiritual diversity and his pursuit of communal connection 

within the college context. This engagement exemplifies DeShawn's adaptive approach to 

spirituality and his search for a shared space of understanding and dialogue. 

DeShawn's spiritual journey was enriched through his engagement with diverse 

perspectives during discussions within the Christian study group and through encounters with 

varying viewpoints across the campus. This period of exploration coincided with pivotal 

sociopolitical events, notably the murder of George Floyd, which prompted DeShawn to deeply 

reflect on themes of justice, truth, and the role of faith in social activism. 

Despite encountering obstacles in finding a spiritual community that resonates with his 

multifaceted identity, DeShawn demonstrates resilience and growth. His involvement with the 
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the Center, including assuming a leadership position, marked a significant phase of community 

building and self-affirmation. These experiences not only enhanced DeShawn's university life, 

but also consolidated his sense of identity and purpose. 

…I think I learned through Twitter. It actually, like, really shows how used to it I 

am because I saw it the first time and I felt like it was going to be gone because 

you know, like, like Black men are killed by the police, like, so often I just 

thought, I didn't know it's gonna blow up the way it did. Yeah, I thought, people 

were just going to be like oh another one happened, and the officer would be 

acquitted like really fast and, like, that so, um, yeah I found out through Twitter 

and I obviously I watched the video. And it was, like, I was, like, appalled and 

things of that nature, and I would say, like, that just made me, like, realize, like, 

how I view, like the justice system and, like, I guess, truth in that sense, because 

as soon as I saw it, like, I knew, like, I was, like, I know he's gonna go free 

basically like, like, I knew there was going to be, like, no accountability in  that 

sense so, like, I'll say, like, one way that made me, like, think of how I view, like, 

government and justice system and the structures that are there to, like, protect us 

basically, yeah, just made me reevaluate [what is] true in a sense.  

DeShawn's collegiate narrative illustrates a profound journey through the intricacies of 

faith, identity, and belonging against the backdrop of a historically white institution and 

racial injustice in society. It is a reflective account of a young individual's commitment to 

openness, critical engagement with diverse viewpoints, and the continuous search for 

community.  

 



  98 

 

Dominique 

Dominique is a 21-year-old Senior Natural Sciences major attending Southern University 

who describes himself as a Christian, African-American, heterosexual, cisgender male.  

Dominique comes from a rural middle-class family and defines spirituality as a state of knowing 

yourself and the environment around you.  

During his college experience at Southern University, Dominique changed from a 

singularly Christian worldview to a more inclusive spiritual perspective, which exemplifies the 

impact the university environment can have on African American men’s spiritual journeys 

during college. Initially, Dominique's spiritual identity was deeply rooted in the Christian faith, 

specifically within the traditions of the Black Baptist church. This foundation provided a lens 

through which he viewed the world. However, upon his arrival at Southern University, 

Dominique encountered a plurality of beliefs and practices that challenged his pre-existing 

frameworks, prompting a reevaluation of his spiritual stance. He articulates this shift, noting a 

departure from an exclusively Christian viewpoint toward a broader, more ecumenical 

understanding of spirituality. This transition underscores the role of higher education as a 

catalyst for expanding students' spiritual horizons and fostering an environment conducive to 

questioning and growth. 

Okay, so, basically, I would say pretty much before college I would describe 

myself as a Christian, like a Baptist, like viewing the world through, like, a 

Christian lens. But now more, just like in college, I'm still a Christian, but I don't, 

like, uphold myself to only that viewpoint anymore, if that kind of makes sense. 

Or, just like understanding the world is not just like made for Christians, but more 

like Muslims more like people from different religions and then more like 
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different beliefs and spiritualities and I don't think, you know, the world should 

revolve around one book in a way. But it's like a multitude of experiences and like 

what people truly believe in their heart and stuff. 

Dominique's disillusionment with perceived hypocrisy within his home church 

community further catalyzed his spiritual exploration. Observations of discord between 

professed values and actual behaviors led to a critical engagement with his faith, propelling him 

toward a more open and questioning approach to spirituality. This narrative element highlights 

the influence of personal experiences and disillusionments in prompting a reexamination of 

inherited beliefs and the search for authenticity in spiritual practice. 

…leaving, like, my old life in my small town, like, going to college, you know, 

like, you know, how do we be sitting in church talking about love and peace, 

[and] also in the next minute we'd like be gossiping and stuff. So, like, the 

hypocrisy of it all. And so just really, like, just getting away from that 

environment, you know, that wasn't very terrible, but it was more just, like, you 

know, just the hypocrisy of it, you know, that really kind of woke me up to, like, 

you know, about the world and having the open worldview. And so me just really 

having that and then just, you know, just understanding and, like, talking to 

different people, you know, it's, you know, seeing, you know, Black, white, 

Latino, Hispanic, Asian and all that, you know, from a lot of different 

backgrounds, a lot of different religions and spiritualities just, like, really just 

solidified my view that, you know, the world doesn’t just revolve around one 

religion or Christians, you know. 
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The challenges of finding community and belonging within the university setting, 

particularly as a Black student in a historically white institution, further complicated 

Dominique's spiritual and personal development. Experiences of isolation in academic spaces, 

where he was often the sole Black participant, emphasized the importance of community in 

shaping one's spiritual identity. Dominique's involvement with the student service group, a 

service-oriented organization, illustrates the significance of community engagement in the 

consolidation of spiritual and social identities. This organization provided a platform for service, 

allowing Dominique to align his actions with his spiritual values, thus reinforcing the 

interconnectedness of community, service, and spirituality in the development of self. 

The COVID-19 pandemic introduced a period of enforced isolation, which significantly 

impacted Dominique's spiritual journey. The lack of physical community engagement during this 

time highlighted the foundational role of interpersonal connections and communal support in 

sustaining spiritual well-being. This experience points to the broader implications of social 

isolation on students' spiritual experiences, underscoring the need for community and connection 

in nurturing spiritual growth. 

Dominique's collegiate journey presents a microcosm of the broader dynamics at play in 

the intersection of spirituality, identity, and community within the university context. His 

experiences highlight the potential of higher education environments in facilitating spiritual 

exploration, the reevaluation of beliefs, and the formation of meaningful communities. Through 

his narrative, we gain insights into the complex processes by which individuals navigate their 

spiritual paths, negotiate their identities, and seek belonging in the multifaceted landscape of 

college life. 
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Malik 

Malik is a 18-year-old Freshman Natural Sciences major attending Southern University 

who describes himself as a Christian, African-American, heterosexual, cisgender male.  Malik 

comes from a suburban middle-class family and defines spirituality as, “the guidelines for how 

people should conduct themselves in the world, which is based on their views of their own 

individual impact in the world.”  

Malik's academic and spiritual journey is marked by his transition during move-in day, 

symbolizing not only a change in his physical environment but also the commencement of an 

introspective phase. His move-in day transition highlights the critical juncture at which African 

American students often find themselves as they enter historically white institutions, not 

knowing what to expect or where they can find support and belonging. In response to the 

question, “what experiences have shaped the way he thinks about the world and who he can 

trust?” he responded with,  

…first thing that comes to my mind, and I don't want to stretch it, but I think it, it 

might be... maybe the move in day. You know my parents came and drop me off, 

and it was, like, you know, who are these people, but it's kind of up to you to 

figure that out. Before I came here they were saying college is going to be like 

this or college is going to be like that. Even I was saying earlier what I thought it 

was going to be like. But now that I’m here, I have to figure it out for real. 

Malik's narrative is significantly focused on his pursuit of genuine relationships at 

Southern University. This pursuit is reflective of a broader search for a community where 

spiritual growth and connections transcend mere academic and social interactions. The spirit 

group, a microcosm of Malik's university experience, emerged as a pivotal space for the 
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cultivation of these connections, illustrating the importance of communal support in his spiritual 

narrative while attending Southern University. When I asked him to talk about the experiences 

that are having the greatest influence on his perception of where he can experience community 

and belonging, he said,  

I’m part of two groups. One of them is a spiritual group. It's a spiritual group but, 

basically, what I say it is, is a bunch of guys a bunch of idiots and just, you 

know…you know, bunch of, a bunch of guys, who are young, smart intelligent, 

but also at the base that we're just dudes. Having that overarching goal of wanting 

to, you know, learn then also having that underlying connection and having fun 

and with our connections through this that was, I would say that's a good, that's a 

pretty strong sense of community belonging. 

Malik's experience is characterized by a nuanced tension between the desire to belong 

and feelings of isolation, a common theme among African American students in historically 

white institutions. His narrative sheds light on the internal and external struggles of finding one's 

place within the campus culture, where moments of doubt and solitude challenge but ultimately 

contribute to his spiritual resilience and growth. 

An essential aspect of Malik's spiritual journey involved his interactions with figures of 

authority and mentorship within the university. In particular he talks about how certain faculty 

members have helped expand his understanding and appreciation of the college experience.  

Malik’s Chemistry professor makes a significant impact on him when the professor states that he 

values student integrity over grades.  

I know certain professors have said things where it's like … they value you …not 

how you do on an assignment. They value …I know my chemistry professor … 
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spoke to more like your integrity and the type of person you are. And so, and even 

my [other] professor was saying stuff like somebody might know one thing, but 

they don’t know everything. And so … if there's somebody who's evaluating, you 

know, people in situations …on …moral level, you know, things like 

integrity, maybe characteristics, you know, what type of person you are, things 

that are more important than like your, your grades and stuff like that, those 

professors I would say I look to and they influence me. 

His preference for mentors who show authenticity and care suggests that guidance 

beyond the academic curriculum was important to him. This relationship between academic 

success and spiritual well-being reveals the delicate balance African American students navigate, 

seeking mentorship that supports both their intellectual and spiritual development. 

Central to Malik's narrative is the theme of self-discovery, where each aspect of his 

university life contributes to an evolving understanding of his spiritual identity. From 

confronting the realities of belonging and isolation to engaging with mentors and peers, Malik's 

journey is a testament to the ongoing process of spiritual self-discovery faced by African 

American students in historically white universities. 

Marquis 

Marquis is a 21-year-old Senior Applied Sciences major attending Southern University 

who describes himself as a Christian, Black/African-American, heterosexual, cisgender male.  

Marquis comes from a suburban lower-class family and defines spirituality as anything that deals 

with tending to the human spirit.  

Marquis’s story is one of personal and spiritual evolution, punctuated by an interplay 

between individual autonomy and communal interdependence. When he first arrived at Southern 
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University Marquis was adamantly committed to reliance on self-sufficiency. Marquis noted, "I 

felt that the only person I had to really depend on was myself." This sentiment demonstrates the 

solitude and disconnection he felt at the beginning of his academic journey at Southern 

University. 

The trajectory of Marquis's narrative underwent a significant change after he engaged 

with the National Society of Black Engineers and a campus lounge frequented by Black students. 

These pivotal interactions not only facilitated a sense of belonging but also ignited a profound 

realization regarding the type of the community he wanted. He determined that he wanted a 

community deeply rooted in spiritual values. He found this type of community when he helped to 

found Haven, a spiritual community that provided him with not merely social connectivity but a 

collective pursuit of spiritual maturation that would prove crucial to his persistence at Southern 

University. He explained, 

…if it wasn't for my family and it wasn't for my people in haven…I mean because 

you've heard, you've heard bits and pieces about everything that was going on at 

that time, and it was a lot, it was a lot, it was a lot and I’m really thankful for 

them, because they were able to really carry me through that time, honestly. So, 

community really caried me through a tough year and that ultimately points me 

back to God, right. 

A notable aspect of Marquis's spiritual narrative was the formation of a men's group 

within Haven, conceived in response to the recognition of gender-specific experiences and 

adversities. This initiative underscores the significance of fostering a space for men to exhibit 

transparency and mutual accountability. Marquis asserts, "That transparency amongst men 
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helps...really see what it's like to pursue Christ as a man," highlighting the nuanced dynamics of 

male camaraderie and its pivotal role in facilitating spiritual and personal growth. 

Ultimately, Marquis's collegiate narrative is emblematic of a profound journey of self-

discovery and spiritual awakening, mediated through the lens of communal belonging and 

interdependence. Transitioning from a paradigm of solitary resilience to one that embraces 

communal support and spiritual fellowship, Marquis's story offers a profound commentary on the 

transformative potential of the college experience, extending beyond academic achievement to 

encompass personal and spiritual development. Through this narrative, the importance of 

community, particularly one anchored in shared spiritual pursuits, emerges as a fundamental 

pillar of collegiate and personal growth for Marquis. 

Terrell 

Terrell is a 18-year-old Freshman Social Sciences major attending Southern University 

who describes himself as a Christian, African-American, heterosexual, cisgender male.  Terrell 

comes from a suburban middle-class family and defines spirituality as the level of connection 

with your spirit. Coming from a family where Christian beliefs and practices are paramount, 

Terrell's narrative highlights the challenges some African American men experience when 

integrating into historically white universities. 

The transition from high school to Southern University presented Terrell with several 

challenges, including balancing between academic pursuits, social interactions, and 

extracurricular commitments. Central to this balancing act was Terrell's spirituality, which 

served as a constant source of support and guidance amidst the myriad changes and decisions he 

faced. When describing his semester, Terrell stated, “it’s been a really big learning curve from 

transitioning from high school to college.”  
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In his search for a sense of belonging within the university setting, Terrell gravitated 

toward the powerlifting team and the Center. These communities offered an alternative form of 

belonging, where shared interests and mutual support reflected aspects of the communal 

experience associated with spiritual gatherings. There was fluidity in Terrell's identity 

negotiation in that he was able to flow seemingly effortlessly between multiple spaces; he found 

parallels between the communal aspects of his spiritual life and the camaraderie within these 

collegiate groups. In fact, Terrel described his powerlifting community by saying that it feels like 

home, 

It feels like home… It starts with our shared passion for wait lifting. I feel like 

that that is just where it starts and then it just gets better after that…Like when 

I’m working out, the support I get from the people who are also working out at 

each station … it's just really, it's really great to feel like that support system 

behind you and just…having friends like literally, whichever way you look in the 

weight room. There's always gonna be someone there to support you like, even 

after a really good set everybody is trying to fist bump or give a high five … and 

just it never gets old and never gets old …  

Terrell's story shows how finding a community of support can be critical to the sense of 

belonging that African American men experience at historically white universities. Non-

academic communities, like the powerlifting team for Terrell, can represent an oasis of spiritual 

refreshment and rejuvenation, as students leverage those spaces to develop deep and authentic 

connection with their peers.  
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Trevon 

Trevon is a 19-year-old Sophomore Social Sciences major attending Southern University 

who describes himself as a Christian, Black/African-American, heterosexual, cisgender male.  

Trevon comes from an urban middle-class family and defines spirituality as how you connect 

your spirit with consciousness and religion.  Trevon was much less talkative than the other 

students and didn’t share much about his spiritual narrative. This is a limitation of the study that 

will be addressed in chapter 6. 

Trevon was raised to be a Christian, but he is open to other people expressing their 

beliefs in different ways. He stated, “I was brought up in Christian belief, but I believe 

everyone's entitled to their own opinion about religion or whatnot.” He has a relaxed view of 

spirituality and struggles to define it. Trevon shared, “I guess it’s hard to put into words. I really 

just go with the flow of everything. I don’t think about it, like, actively I would say.” Ultimately, 

he suggested that spirituality is how you “connect your mind, like, to the rest of the world. I 

think that's the simplest way and the only way I can say it at the moment.” 

Tyrone 

Tyrone is an 18-year-old Freshman Natural Sciences major attending Southern University 

who describes himself as a Christian, African-American with a Caribbean background and as a 

heterosexual, cisgender male.  Tyrone comes from a suburban middle-class family and defines 

spirituality as having the basic sense that as humans we rely on each other and that it is important 

to understand each other so that we can work together much easier.  

Both of Tyrone’s parents were born in Jamaica. Early in his life, his parents exposed him 

to a diverse array of religious practices. This religious exposure laid the foundational framework 

for his inclusive and exploratory spiritual stance. Tyrone’s narrative highlights the interplay 
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between cultural heritage and personal spirituality some African American men may face. He 

noted, "Since my parents are from the Caribbean...they expose me to quite a bit of the different 

religions from over there," and this demonstrates the influence of familial and cultural contexts 

on spiritual development. 

Tyrone positions himself within a nuanced interpretation of his faith, distancing from 

both conservative and liberal Christian dichotomies. He explained,  

Well, my religion, I am a Christian...but I wouldn't say I'm conservative Christian, 

at the same time...I don't think I’m on the liberal side of Christianity, if that makes 

sense. Okay, because I know there's some Christians, that are very extreme like 

they aren’t playing. They will use their religion to justify just about any act and 

I’m not that type of Christian, but I do believe in God, like, and I have questions.   

These reflections highlight Tyrone’s critical engagement with religious identity and the quest for 

a personal spirituality that transcends traditional categorizations. This critical approach to 

spiritually appears to have its roots in the way his parents raised him.  

Tyrone's spiritual journey is further characterized by critical engagement with religious 

authority and the search for authenticity. The academic setting challenges his beliefs, prompting 

a reevaluation of spirituality beyond institutionalized religion. When talking about the degree to 

which spiritual leaders know truth, Tyrone stated, 

I would say, I would say they are higher knowers of the truth, but I don't think 

they're the highest source of truth, because then they have to learn from someone 

else. And things do change over time and it is possible to look and find something 

that they found which is incorrect on their part … Where I would trust my pastor I 
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may not trust my investor, but I wouldn't blindly follow, if that makes sense, I 

would still search and find out for myself at the same time. 

The quest for a spiritual community represents a significant tension in Tyrone's narrative, 

embodying the challenge many face in finding a religious or spiritual group that aligns with their 

personal beliefs and values. His experience speaks to the solitude often encountered in this 

search, yet also to the potential for interfaith understanding and cooperation:  

I don't think I agree with most of [the spiritual groups]. Some of them are, like, 

extreme again. I don't think it makes sense to yell in the middle of the night a 

speech. It’s random to and I still don’t understand it. Like it's not something that's 

written in the Bible … But on campus I would say there's a lot of organizations, 

… but if I wanted to like be spiritually connected with people who are like me 

then there … are not a lot of different African American groups. 

Moreover, Tyrone's spirituality serves as a reservoir of resilience, informing his approach 

to both academic challenges and personal growth. This aspect of his narrative aligns with 

research indicating the positive impact of spirituality on student well-being and success. As he 

aspires to a career in the medical field, his spiritual values intertwine with his professional goals, 

suggesting the integral role of spirituality in shaping ethical considerations and a commitment to 

service. 

In conclusion, Tyrone's collegiate spiritual journey offers a rich illustration of the 

significance of cultural and familial influences on spiritual development, the challenges of 

navigating spirituality within a diverse academic environment, and the potential for spirituality to 

inform ethical and professional aspirations. Tyrone's narrative thus contributes to a deeper 

understanding of the role of spirituality in the lives of African American men. 
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Willie 

Willie is a 18-year-old Freshman Humanities major attending Southern University who 

describes himself as a Christian, African-American, heterosexual, cisgender male.  Willie comes 

from a suburban middle-class family and defines spirituality as one’s beliefs or disbelief in some 

world-defining force and how one connects themselves to this force.  

Willie's narrative began with the challenge of adapting to a new environment where his 

spiritual convictions were not necessarily shared or understood by the wider student body. He 

articulated a cautious approach to expressing his faith, "Especially when people do ask me, I'm 

still very hesitant," highlighting the introspective conflict between self-expression and the desire 

for acceptance. 

Central to Willie's narrative was the pursuit of a spiritual community that echoes his 

deeply held beliefs. The difficulty of this endeavor was compounded by the pre-existing social 

networks within the university, leaving Willie to navigate the complexities of forming new 

relationships. Despite these challenges, he found a semblance of belonging within his academic 

major, where shared interests fostered a sense of community distinct from the spiritual 

connection he sought. 

Throughout his collegiate experience, Willie's faith served as a constant, guiding his 

responses to the uncertainties and challenges of university life. This steadfastness underscores 

the significance of personal belief systems as a source of comfort and direction in the face of 

new academic and social dynamics. Willie's narrative also explores the dynamics of forming new 

friendships within the university setting. These relationships, while enriching, also presented 

challenges as they sometimes confront Willie's spiritual convictions. The support and 

understanding he found in his longstanding friendships from home offered a counterpoint to 
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these new interactions, emphasizing the importance of trusted social bonds in navigating the 

complexities of college life. 

Willie's narrative arc culminates in a movement towards greater self-reliance and 

introspection. This transition reflects a common trajectory among college students as they 

navigate the passage from adolescence to adulthood, marked by an increasing reliance on 

personal judgment and a gradual distancing from external sources of validation. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS 

 Pulling from the works of Parks (2011) and Tisdell (2003), I have defined spiritual 

identity for emerging adults, individuals between the ages 18 to 32, as the intersection of their 

frames of knowing, frames of dependence, and frames of community, which evolve in the 

context of their culture and gender (Parks, 2011; Tisdell, 2003). The frame of knowing is 

understood to be how one thinks about the place of truth authorship in meaning-making. It is the 

determination of where truth exists in relationship to self. Emerging adults exhibit a probing 

commitment approach to truth in which they are testing multiple paradigms of meaning-making 

to discover which most resonates with them. Frames of dependence refers to the affective 

dimensions of meaning-making.  It reveals how a person feels about their place and who they 

can trust in the meaning-making process. Emerging adults practice a fragile inner-dependence in 

which they are learning to be confident in their own ability to participate in truth authorship. 

Lastly, frames of community have to do with how one understands and defines their relationship 

to others. It reveals how they identify places of home and belonging.  Emerging adults lean 

heavily on a mentoring community within which they experience both challenge and affirmation.  

As individuals move through life, each of these frames change and develop based on the 

life experiences of the individual (Parks, 2011). The purpose of this study is to leverage this 

spiritual identity framework to understand how African American men who are attending a 

historically White university may experience spirituality while they are in college. The following 

chapter outlines the major findings that emerged after interviewing nine African American men 

attending Southern University.  The chapter is organized using the major findings of the study as 

outlined in figure 4. 
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Figure 4: Coding structure for study findings 

 RQ2 asked, how do African American men experience spirituality in college.  Implied 

within this question is a desire to understand the way or manner or by what means they 

experience and encounter spirituality during college. Additionally, RQ2 is asking about the 

condition or quality of their spiritual experiences. Using the previously defined theoretical 

framework, this study suggests that the nine African American men participating in this study 

experience spirituality by: (1) finding truth beyond family values, (2) seeking care and 

compassion, and (3) nurturing spiritual homes among strangers.  Within these major findings, the 

study also reveals the men’s attitudes, values, and beliefs regarding their spiritual experiences 

during college at Southern University.   

Finding Truth Beyond Family Values 

 A major theme of the stories told by the men in the study was the high regard with which 

the men spoke of their family.  From calling family members on a regular basis for emotional 

support to reaching out to older siblings to receive suggestions for how to navigate academic 

systems like course selection, the men participating in this study clearly viewed members of their 

family as sources of truth. That being said, the men’s stories also demonstrated a desire to move 
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beyond expectations of family members, as those teachings conflicting with what they learned 

through their college experiences. The following section highlights the specific ways study 

participants expressed both a high value of family and deep need to move beyond the need to 

rely on those values.   

 Locating truth in family.  Several of the participants told stories that demonstrated the 

high value they placed on the spiritual teachings they received from their parents.  In fact,  

during the photovoice exercise just under a third of all the photographs shared included images 

of the men’s families.  Those teachings would influence how the men entered into college and 

how they would interpret their new academic environment initially. For example, DeShawn talks 

about how he grew up in a multi-faith home when I asked him about the source of his own 

spirituality. 

 I would say, like, my parents, like my dad is, like, devout Muslim and my mom is 

a Christian, but probably leaning agnostic just in my opinion. So, I would say, 

like, growing up, like, it was my dad who instilled, like, Islam in me obviously, 

since I ended up becoming Muslim. So, I'll say that my father more than my 

mother influenced my spirituality. 

He would go on to further clarify his thoughts regarding his mother’s spirituality. Rather 

than referring to her as agnostic, he would just call her Christian. In his reflection, his desire to 

honor her spiritual choices is evident.  

So, like, yeah she grew up Christian and I believe she still is Christian, but 

obviously she married a Muslim man so she had to, like, sacrifice certain 

Christian tradition, so. She doesn't celebrate Christmas. She doesn't go to church. 

So, that's why I would say agnostic just because she doesn't participate in those 
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things, but like, I guess, in a way now that I think about it, it doesn't say she's any 

less of a Christian, because she doesn't do those things. So, I'll actually take that 

back and say that she's just Christian. 

 In a later conversation, DeShawn will talk about joining a Christian bible study on 

campus because he is not able to find a faith community specific to African American men. 

While DeShawn does not cite it specifically, his initial willingness to join the Christian bible 

study may be due in part to the example he learned from his parents regarding sharing a multi-

faith home.  

 Dominique also spoke highly of his parents. He said that he had always been reluctant to 

trust authority figures, but he has always felt comfortable trusting his parents.  His statement is 

another example of how the men in the study were able to locate truth in their family, in 

particular with their parents. 

I was always kind of reluctant to like … depend on authority figures …because 

other than parents, who I would say… they have like a better sense of life, you 

know, they have raised me, you know, for a solid 21 years. So I think pretty 

much, you know, I think those are only authority figures I would like, you know, 

be willing to like seek advice from.  

 For Dominique, his parents hold the highly restricted space of helping him to define what 

is true.  They have received that place in his life because they have been with him for all of his 

life. Not only is this story an example of Dominique deciding where to place truth- and meaning-

making authority in his life, but it is also an example of the interaction between his frame of 

dependence and frame of knowing. Because his parents represent authoritative truth in his life is 

willing to depend on them. In considering the reverse, his parents retain a place of authoritative 
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truth his life because he feels confident in depending on them due to their prolonged relationship. 

Malik, for similar reasons, has assigned a place of truth authority within his life. 

So, I would say, you know, growing up with my mom, I'll say that definitely 

influences a lot of it, you know, because that's, I mean, if we're walking in the 

store, you know, and she, we both see something. She says something so 

automatically it’s right, you know, when I'm five, that's my brain's programming. 

That's yes, that's no, you know, stuff like that. 

 In that episode, Malik is describing how as a child he gave his mother uncritiqued 

acceptance. Whatever she told him he accepted as truth. For Marquis, his parents were 

authorities of truth because his spirituality demanded it.  

So your parents. Your parents are important because of course, anyone on this 

earth submits to God. So let's just establish that … One thing God tells us to do is 

honor our parents. On your father, because he's earthy representation of me, on 

your mother, because you know, that type of thing. So there's your parents, right? 

… So yes, we respect, of course your parents … your parents first and foremost, 

but also they are the representations, they're earthly representatives of God for 

you. They mirror, the intention is for them to mirror, you know, … the lifestyles.  

 For Malik, God has placed his parents in the position of authoritative truth. Therefore, he 

honors God whenever he honors his parents.  It is a spiritual act of obedience to God when he 

honors his parents by mimicking the lifestyle they model for him as his spirituality suggests that 

his parents are his “mirror” for understanding how God would have him behave.  This strong 

belief in his parents would have implications for his college journey later has he would attempt 

to understand experiences that conflicted with his parents’ spiritual “modeling.” 
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 Terrell has talked about viewing his father as his dominant spiritual authority figure.  

Similar to Malik, Terrell views his father as an example of how he should conduct himself as a 

Christian.  Terrell chose a picture of a father and son for us to review during the photo elicitation 

exercise described in chapter 3.  

I thought to depict authority and truth, I thought of a father figure at first. And so 

like my father in my life, he played a role to raise me to have the utmost right 

character and just be the best person I could be. And so I thought it would be a 

great way to show that and just show how a father figure can show truth and 

authority.  

Terrell seemed proud to have the opportunity to talk about his father. As he described 

demonstrating and teaching him how to “…have the utmost right character…” he smiled.  Later 

in the conversation, he would continue demonstrating his admiration for his father.  

OK, spiritual authority. I would say my father, for example, I seek to him and I 

look up to him for many things, and given that he is older than me, wiser than me, 

he's been through way more experiences than me. I do take in his lessons as truth 

in plenty of cases. And even though wisdom can come from any person at any 

age, I still do take into account that he has been through way more. And I accept 

it. And I don't see a problem with it. I just I think it's nice to be like I think it's 

nice to just be able to accept things as a truth and not believe twice about it. 

 Willie has a similar appreciation for his parents, as demonstrated by him leveraging them 

as a starting point for his search for meaning and truth.  Willie’s conversation about his parents, 

however, introduces more clearly a desire to move beyond parents as the primary source of truth.  



  118 

 

So usually I'll go to like,  I usually go to like my parents … I'll start off with my 

parents but like again I don't use them as like a main source because they're not, 

they're not God. So, I just use them as like a starting source and then I'll do my 

own research on my own. I'll look at other like Christian websites and stuff. I'll 

ask like some other people who go to church with me like what's their belief on it 

and that's basically how I figure it out. 

 Willie still holds his parents in high regard, but no longer views them as the ultimate 

source of truth in his life. He is willing to talk with others and is willing to consider certain 

Christian websites. The place of authority for truth-making for him includes a high regard for 

both experience and empirical research, as he states that he does his own research after starting 

with his parents. In the next section, I will discuss how other students places a high value on 

locating truth in experience and empirical research.  

 Locating truth in experience and empirical research. The men in this study placed a 

high value on experience and empirical research.  This value impacted how they assigned truth-

authorship throughout college.  As seen in the previous section, Willie used personal research as 

a way to extend his understanding of truth beyond the teachings he received from his parents.  

Additionally, multiple students talked about their parents’ extended experience as one reason 

they valued them as a source of truth.  This appreciation for experience can be seen in stories 

told by other men. Malik highlights this sentiment regarding experience when describing a 

conversation between him and his roommate about their first tour of the Southern University 

campus. Malik shared,  

[M]e and my roommate were talking about was, hey, whenever we saw these 

kids, and I hope I didn't say this last video too, we saw these kids going on tours 
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on campus. So, walking around, you know, and the parents are like, look so 

serious, like they're, you know, like all tense and the kids look tense too. And it's 

like, we were looking and I remember when I was on my tour, … I was talking to 

my roommate like, I was like, well, what was one thing that you would say to 

them? And we both agree. It's like, hey, whatever you think is going to happen, 

it's not going to happen. Whatever, whatever plan you have, you know, nope, you 

know, it's not going to happen. 

 In this narrative episode, Malik and his roommate are reflecting on their freshman college 

tours at Southern University.  They are not far removed from the experience and still have vivid 

memories of wearing the same tense looks on their faces as they see on the incoming freshman. 

Malik talks about how he and his roommate have resolved that their expectations about what 

college would be like for them has been mostly incorrect.  Therefore, they have concluded that 

the best advice to incoming freshman would be to hold loosely their expectations, as they do not 

have the necessary experience to accurately predict what college will be like.  

While the study participants were limited in their life experiences at the beginning of 

their college journey, as seen in Malik’s story, they talked about how they became better at 

defining truth as they navigated more life experiences during college.  In fact, the men’s 

experiences appeared to strengthen their ability to define truth for themselves as they applied 

their evolving understanding of the world to new circumstances during college. For example, 

Darnell talked about how his decisions regarding truth have changed since high school. Darnell 

articulated,  

I think it partly comes down to, I guess, life experience and how I, I've just gone 

through a lot more things than I did back then, so I think I have more to like go 
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off of or base, like previous information off of now, so I think it's easier to find 

the truth nowadays than it was back then. 

The men in the study placed a high value on leveraging experience to identify truth. To 

this end, Darnell’s words highlight the evolution of his frame of knowing, which emerged from 

his journey through new and varied experiences during college.  The practice of having to adjust 

and readjust his personal worldview in an attempt to understand truth seems to have given him 

additional confidence in his ability to continue identifying the truth during future experiences.  

He knows more now because he has experienced more. Furthermore, he plans to apply his 

additional knowledge to future experiences which he believes will help him be more efficient at 

understanding truth.  

Regarding experiences, it was evident that the pandemic and other national events had a 

tremendous impact on the men in this study. Events involving COVID-19 showed up in multiple 

conversations. For some of the men, the pandemic was a time where they explored various 

methods of truth gathering.  For example, Dominique began reading more. For Dominique, 

books represented a method of accessing established truth during a time of heightened “fake 

news.” During the photovoice exercise Dominique shared a picture of books to indicate where he 

assigned a high place of authority.  Similarly, Malik showed a picture of the library to highlight a 

place of authority.  For these men, the primary news outlets had become untrustworthy. 

Dominique shared, 

I would definitely say when it comes to books, I was not really like, you know, 

looking at or reading books, you know, as avidly as I've been in the past year 

because there's been no pandemic and there was no lockdown. But basically, I 

found like more like wisdom in books than just like, you know, actually talking to 
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people or visiting people, you know…You know, I think that's how it kind of 

changed how high I assigned authority and like what I believe is true or not. I 

guess the prime example of this, you know, is the pandemic, you know, the news 

cycle has been going crazy about it for the past, you know, year and a half, 

especially with, you know, with the uprising around George Floyd after his death. 

And, you know, the start with fake news started going around more and just 

noticing that, you know, a lot of people, you know, especially CNN, Fox News, 

are very biased … I guess they sensationalize a lot of things to a point where it's 

just like it causes like panic, fear and like kind of like, not trying to sound like a 

Trumpy, but, you know, kind of control the masses in a way. But, you know, I 

found like more truth in books, like reading more books, you know, by actual like 

people in that field of public health. It was like entrepreneurship and just looking 

at like news and like look at the world through not just like what people present to 

you on the news, but more just like from the experiences of others. I think that's 

more how I decided to assign more truth and authority on others. 

Dominique has determined for himself that books offer more reliable truth than television 

news and other people.  He learned this because of his experience during the pandemic reading 

books written by subject matter experts.  For Dominique, subject matter experts should be more 

highly regarded when it comes to truth when compared to those who were simply reporting on 

events like those in the national news.  This episode is a reflection on his value for experience 

and empirical research when it comes to assigning the places of truth authorship in his life.  

Another way the pandemic impacted the men in this study, was it exposed them to 

additional division and extremism. This extremism caused some of the men to assert that some 
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people try to use their authority to manipulate truth, which caused the men to reflect more 

critically on who they can trust and on what to believe. Darnell shared, 

I guess just a lot of what I've seen on the Internet. I guess some stuff with anti-

vaccine, I guess. Yes, anti-vaccine movements and how there is a specific truth, 

as to whether vaccines work or not, but there are, I guess, several opposing sides 

as to whether people should get vaccinated and I do think people should be 

vaccinated but people are trying to, I guess, bend the subject to their own 

mindsets or their own preferences and there's a specific truth to the matter.  

 Both Dominique and Darnell were frustrated by what they considered to be “fake news” 

around the efficacy of the COVID-19 health crisis.  Before this event occurred the men were 

confident they could trust information coming from major news outlets, but recent events 

reduced their confidence in the trustworthiness of such news outlets as they observed what they 

described as information bias and attempts to manipulate and divide the general public.  These 

types of experiences made the men more critical of information shared with them and it likely 

affirmed their value of experience and empirical research as a prerequisite from accepting 

teachings or information as true. Similarly, men within the study told stories about how current 

events around race impacted their perceptions of authority and truth. 

During the time of this study, the Black Lives Matter movement became more prominent 

and some of the men’s experience with the movement caused them to reflect more critically on 

certain symbols and ceremonies at Southern University. For example, Darnell talked about how 

he determined what to believe regarding certain monuments at Southern University. He shared,  

[S]ome of the Black Lives Matter protests last year. And I guess it would be 

mostly with I guess some confederate monuments. Yeah, and how, I guess, I 
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wasn't sure about the situation for a while and eventually came to the decision that 

they should be taken down … I guess. I learned about, I guess, some of the 

reasonings behind why the monuments were put up.  

Similar to Dominique, Darnell has been impacted by racialized events happening in the 

United States during his time in college.  As he attempted to make sense of those events, he had 

to decide from where truth would emerge. In this instance, he was trying to decide what he 

believed regarding the push to remove confederate monuments. To make this decision and to 

make sense of the situation, Darnell located truth in research. He said that he conducted his own 

research and learned why the monuments were erected initially as opposed to simply asking 

someone to tell him what to believe about the situation.  

These national events were opportunities for the men in the study to experience struggle 

during college. These struggles, however, were not always viewed through a negative lens. In 

fact, some of the men talk about how their struggles serve as college experiences that helped to 

change how they viewed the world. Experiences that caused them to expand their perception of 

what is true in the world. DeShawn shared, 

[M]aybe it’s just the experiences I’ve had, in truth, because I’ve had like my own, 

on, like wondering like what is true. Because, yeah, I told you in the past, like 

how by getting denied from internships or experiences so it made me like 

question things. And so, I would say through those experiences, that's part of what 

made me search more areas for truth or you know, like in different avenues. 

That was the first time DeShawn experienced those types of struggles. As a result, he 

started questioning things that he used to assume as true. More specifically, he started 

questioning himself as well as questioning God, when he experienced rejection for the first time: 
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[I]n high school, like, growing up, like, you apply to stuff, like, I apply to stuff 

and I would always, like, get in, and for whatever I applied for it, and I come to 

college and I applied to things and it's, like, I get rejection letter and I’ve never 

gotten that. So that made me just think more and just like question, like question, 

God, in the sense, and a lot of ways. Yeah, so that’s what I was saying, those 

experiences, like, made me just made me reevaluate God and, like, truth and 

where I, like, my stance on it. 

 Those struggles represented experience serving as a pathway to truth for 

DeShawn. Such struggles are not unique to African American men, but this narrative 

does demonstrate how this common college experience can impact African American 

men’s spirituality and more specifically their frame of knowing. In this case, DeShawn is 

not only questioning himself, but he questions God who he also views as the ultimate 

knower of truth. 

As Malik attempted to understand the new world of college, he would lean heavily on 

existing relationships as well as information from older students. He believed he could depend 

on those students because they had already experienced the college transition successfully: 

I'm someone who likes to have a plan, you know, I always go back to my plan, 

even if I might get a little rattled, you know, and that's, that's day-to-day things, 

but just the process of moving here and all that stuff, it's, it's 10 times worse. It's 

like, everything is just different. And so in terms of determining truth with inside 

that chaotic environment … it's less, this is true, or this isn't. No, it's, it's kind of 

like I want to say it's, it's not completely guessing. It's may be a more educated 

guessing about things like, think about like, okay, somebody says you need to do 
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this, this, this, be this major and this and this and this, you know, and it's like, no, 

you know, just like stuff like you, you shouldn't take this class or this class. It's 

like, yeah, whatever. Like, you know… So the way that I've tried to determine 

that is talking to older people. Okay. What should we call it? My god sister. And 

she's at school in North Carolina, actually. So, I talked to her and we're talking 

about just grades and stuff and like, what really matters. And it's just not, it's not 

the same as high school. It's not what I expect. I'm in here. So I'm in this 

organization where there's a bunch of older guys in there. And I was talking about 

registering for classes. I talked to them and they're like, hey, this is really what's 

going on. You know, I know everybody's saying this and there's a lot of noise 

here, but this is what you really need to do and focus on. So I would say I kind of 

got there talking through it, but looking to older people who have done it through 

their experiences, you know? 

 As Malik tried to figure out how to navigate the Southern University academic system, he 

had to prioritize college experience of trusted people, namely those who had collegiate 

experience.  These experiences, while not directly related to the men’s spirituality (i.e. 

experiences related to race relations, COVID-19 pandemic, academic questions, etc.), do impact 

how and from where the men accept truth which does directly impact how they evolve 

spiritually.  

As the men in the study reflected on the role their parents, research, and experience play 

in their new understandings of the world, they were also actively negotiating their understanding 

of truth and authority that could be found in spiritual traditions. For example, Darnell stated, 
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I guess, for determining truth, I guess a lot of people have their own definitions of 

what they think truth is, I guess. But I guess truth is, I guess. Wait, would it be 

subjective or objective? I forgot which one means which. I guess truth doesn't 

really change regardless of like how you feel about it and it's always going to stay 

the same. 

Within that statement, he changes his view of who defines truth. He begins by stating that 

a lot of people have their own definition of truth, but then he goes on to say that truth stays the 

same no matter how you feel about it. So, while he acknowledges that others are attempting to 

define truth, he is not ready to accept that they are able to do so. The following section explores 

how the men make sense of the truth available in spiritual traditions.  

 Locating truth in spiritual traditions. Within this section I explore the participants’ 

efforts to identify truth within traditional spiritual spaces. Traditional spiritual spaces refer to 

things like: spiritual texts, traditional theological views, personal spiritual practices, 

understanding one’s role in truth-making, etc. Overall, the men told stories that highlighted the 

men’s expanding view of truth as a more complex concept. Several men (5 of 9) within the study 

identified a spiritual text as one of their primary sources of truth during the photovoice exercise 

and one man chose a cross which is also a traditional symbol of spirituality for Christians.    

For these men, the Bible or the Quran served as the top way for determining how they 

should govern themselves during college.  DeShawn, shared that the Quran is “…the blueprint 

for like, my foundation that I look for in life that like, like guidelines that I follow as I go through 

life, I would say… Because I just think, just like, like, reading it is like a framework for how I 

should conduct myself, like as a human being.”  A key phrase in this statement from DeShawn is 
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describing the Quran as the “blueprint for his foundation.”  He had a high view of the text that 

manifested itself in the way he talked about following the teachings of the text.  

Similarly, Malik identifies the Christian Bible during his photo elicitation exercise. He 

stated, “The Bible itself. Christianity itself isn't as important as the lessons that come from that.” 

This is a powerful statement from Malik, as he describes a dominant symbol of Christianity as 

more important than Christianity itself. This statement reinforces that he believes that the 

Christian Bible is a source of truth and that it’s teachings should be followed above all else.   

When he talked about the Bible, Marquis said, “…this is kind of the handbook to life. For 

me, this is where through studying it, praying over it, allowing the Holy Spirit to minister on it, it 

helps me to one, learn more about myself and how I should carry myself throughout the world. It 

guides me on how to live that straight and narrow life.”  Marquis’s language is very similar to 

the language used by DeShawn when he described the Quran has his “blueprint” Both men use 

language that indicate that their respective spiritual text is the ultimate place of truth for them.  

Trevon shared, “I chose that as a source of authority because that's, I guess, the set of 

principles and belief I was raised upon within that book.” While not explicitly stated, Trevon’s 

statement regarding the Bible implies that the text was important to his family. Therefore, his 

value of the text could be connected to the value he also assigns his family.  Lastly, Willie stated 

that the Bible was, “…center of my authority. That's what I usually look to for like guidance for 

wisdom.” 

Although several men within the study cited a traditional spiritual text as their ultimate 

source of truth we still see the men expanding beyond traditional spiritual views to adopt more 

complex understandings of spirituality.  For example, DeShawn talks about becoming more open 

to alternative theological views during college as highlighted when he joined a Christian Bible 
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study group on campus.  In fact DeShawn’s spiritual journey was complicated by the limited 

availability of spiritual groups aligned with his faith tradition. This is a unique experience for 

him because he is the only non-Christian among participants. That being said, his actions aligned 

with other members of the group, discussed in the section locating truth in experience and 

empirical research, in that his college experience prompted him to reflect critically on his own 

and ultimately expand his view of the traditional views of his faith tradition. Furthermore, 

DeShawn indicated that his inability to locate a group that met his spiritual and cultural needs 

simultaneously was due to attending a historically white university, as he preferred to join a 

Black Muslim group, but there were none available. So, he decided to join a Black Christian 

group. 

I'll say I probably look to more sources for truth as opposed to before because, 

like, when I got to Southern University, I actually attended, I joined like a 

Christian, like study Bible group because I couldn't find, like a, It was a Black 

study group because you know Southern University is a PWI. I couldn't find any 

Black Muslim groups. So, I joined that. I just feel like through that, it made me 

like look to more than just like Islam for like I guess truth and things of that 

nature. 

Within this narrative episode DeShawn explained that he is now open to learning from 

more sources of truth than he was when he first arrived at Southern University. His story is an 

example of how African American men’s experiences at historically white universities can have 

a direct impact on their frame of knowing. In this case, DeShawn’s scope of trustworthy spiritual 

resources was expanded due, in part, to his direct engagement with a faith group other than his 
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own. An engagement that he attributes to his academic social context.  DeShawn’s went on to 

say, 

Like I would say, like I'm more open. Like I would say probably, I was probably 

more narrow-sighted when I first got into college, but now I'm more open to 

hearing different, different opinions, ideas when it comes to truth. 

Additionally, DeShawn’s openness to alternative theological views shows up in his view 

of traditional spiritual authority figures, who he viewed as having a limited understanding of 

truth. While respecting the theological education they’ve received, he questioned whether it is 

always appropriate to view them as a primary source of truth:  

“…it's kind of political, in a sense, because, like those people, of course, they've 

gone to, they studied like the highest levels within that religion. So, of course, 

they have a lot of knowledge in that respect. But then also there's methods of 

interpretation that you can take. Like I just know for Christianity, for instance like 

there's different ways to interpret it. And so, I don't know if looking to like a 

certain like clergy member as a person of truth is always right, in a sense, because 

humans are, humans have bias and that's not, just because of that bias it wouldn't 

be wise to just go to straight and just listen to that person as like the definitive end 

all be all answer to all your problems and stuff.” 

This narrative episode shows DeShawn thinking critically about the inherit fallibility of 

humanity’s understanding of truth.  This understanding of humans’ limitation to fully describe 

truth may have contributed to his openness to alternative theological views.  DeShawn’s 

openness to alternative theological views also showed up when he talked his views on “…the 

LGBT community…” 
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Yeah, just, for example, like, I'm, like, in Islam there's straight conservation 

...wait, what's the word I'm looking for? Conservatives who are like, um, who 

frown on the LGBT community so, like, I can admit like growing up, I did 

probably have, some homophobic, sentiments, but then, like, going back to what, 

what I said, like coming to college, you know my ideas, not necessarily 

radicalized, but changed and I've been like way more open to that, since then, 

like, yeah, that's what I mean, like, it's probably a little bit more of a liberal. Like, 

I'm more of a liberal Muslim than like a strict by the book. 

 When I asked DeShawn to expound more on what may have contributed to him 

becoming more open to alternative theological views, he talked with me about being able to 

conduct his own research as part of his college journey as well as having experiences during 

college that conflicted with the experiences he had back home.  

And that's definitely been, well, it's definitely been since I went to college 

because, as soon as I got out of, like, that bubble, you know, like that small 

suburb back home, like really because my major is Middle Eastern studies, like all 

the International and Middle Eastern studies, so I actually do a lot of research into 

that so I've been doing those readings and like, also on just my personal 

experience I've had just like a, there's like a divide between like the older, the 

older Muslims tend to be more conservative and younger tend to be more, liberal. 

 In that narrative episode we see DeShawn growing in his view of how complex 

spirituality is as a result of college experiences and individual research. Together, those 

reflection opportunities contributed to openness to alternative theological views and likely to his 
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view that traditional spiritual authority figures are fallible and limited in their ability to know 

truth.  

 Dominique is another participant who grew in his openness to alternative theological 

views.  Interestingly,  many of the students mentioned using a sacred text as having a high place 

of authority in their life during the photovoice exercise. Dominique also offers an alternative 

view on the authority of the sacred text associated with his faith tradition, Christianity. He does 

not believe that any particular “book” should serve as the center of spirituality.  

Okay, so, basically, I would say pretty much before college I would describe 

myself as a Christian, like a Baptist, like viewing the world through like a 

Christian lens. But now more, just like in college, I'm still a Christian, but I don't, 

like, uphold myself to only that viewpoint anymore, if that kind of makes sense. 

Or, just like understanding the world is not just like made for Christians, but more 

like Muslims more like people from different religions and then more like 

different beliefs and spiritualities and I don't think, you know, the world should 

revolve around one book in a way. But it's like a multitude of experiences and like 

what people truly believe in their heart and stuff… It's very different because, you 

know, like I said, I definitely don't go to church as much as I, like, usually would 

have, as well as, you know, I'm more like open to a lot of things, like, go back at 

home, we weren't really open to, like, Muslims, you know, … the Catholics, 

all that, you know, we weren't really open to that, but, you know, I'm more open 

to it. I've been to mass before, I've been to a lot of other, you know, I've had a lot 

of experiences, like, around other spiritualities and stuff, and so I would say more 

just like, I'm a lot different, I'm more open, as well as, like, you know, I want to 
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see the world as what God, in a way, has allowed other people to look at the 

world in a different view and not really shut it out. 

In this story, Dominique spoke of appreciating the views of individuals from different 

faith traditions. Dominique would share that the research he has done during college and the 

experiences he’s had with other faith traditions caused him to be more open to alternative 

theological views.   

I think, yes, because I’m more, I’m more open minded and I’m more likely to do 

my own research and stuff as well as like I’m more likely to like find you know 

the wisdoms of others and find a way how it pertains to like me my life in my 

personal truth, so I think I’m more taking an active role in like trying to define my 

own personal truth and identify then you know you know back when I first started 

college. 

Similar to DeShawn, Dominique also identified his updated views on sexuality as an 

example of how college has prompted him to become more spirituality critical and open to 

alternative theological views despite being raised conservatively.  

I'm just trying to say, like, more like family values, like, the two fathers in the 

home and everything like that, kind of, like, against, like, homosexuality, not 

overtly homophobic, but more like, some things about, like, you know, what they 

would say, it's very homophobic, you know, teaching about, like, bringing kids to 

church, you know, thinking that church is the one way to solve the world's issue 

type of thing, you know. But yeah, I think it's more like conservative in that sense. 

Both DeShawn and Dominique experienced sharp turns in their openness to varied 

theological views.  Additionally, both of the men described their homes as being more 
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conversative. Their respective experiences during college and their own personal research helped 

to open them up to locating truth in alternative theological views.  

 Doing personal research is not the only way that men in the study talked about when 

articulating their ability to locate truth within traditional spiritual spaces.  Trevon talks about 

experiencing critical spiritual reflection during his alone time.  He shared that he, “just want[ed] 

to explore, take the time to actually explore for myself rather than doing it with family. I feel like 

that's a big change.” Trevon was excited to be able to discover truth beyond what he had been 

taught by his family.  One way he tried to accomplish that was through “just being alone, just 

maybe doing things I enjoy, listening to music, just getting caught up in my thoughts.” For 

Trevon, his moments of solitude were his opportunity to reflect on his own participation in truth-

making. Marquis’s story also highlights his negotiation of his role in creating truth.  

Okay, so before I got to college, I had a heightened sense of autonomy, I will say. 

Like I said, I understood that God was in control, but I had a sense of if I get 

myself in a sticky situation, I can get myself out. I'm a slick talker sometimes… 

I'm confident in my ability to speak, confident in my ability to work, confident in 

my ability to figure it out. So, it was all me, it was all me in the head. …And God 

had to challenge me in that because where I was at, I was never really challenged 

in that before, just being frank, … I was kind of the guy that everybody looked at 

… he's the smart one, he got it, he'll figure it out. Or he just always seems to have 

it figured out. Or I was that guy, I'm not saying that to be prideful, that's just what 

it was. … Everything just seemed to work until I got to Southern University. And 

again, like I said before, there was purpose in me coming to Southern University 

because I came to a place where everybody was that person. … And first it made 
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me realize, okay, you're not that special. You know what I'm saying? Yes, God 

gave you some gifts and that's awesome. But relax, you know what I'm saying? 

You get kind of a savior complex about that. And that's what I was dealing with 

before I got here. But then I came here and I started having struggles. Everything 

is all good. Mike Tyson said, everyone has a plan until you get punched in the 

face. And I got punched in the face. And it was just like, wait, so I really, I really 

don't like have all the answers. I really don't. And I had to understand. So, then 

there was an over-correct element to where I was like, okay, I have no autonomy 

at all.” 

In this narrative episode, Marquis shared how his struggles at Southern University have 

impacted how he views his own abilities. Coming into the university he had a strong sense of self 

and his autonomy. After attending Southern University, his view of himself changed as he 

encountered other students who were similarly skilled. Not only did Marquis view his struggles 

as significant to his development, he viewed these struggles as catalytic events purposed by God 

for his improvement.  Marquis’ narrative episode demonstrates how some African American 

men who are highly spiritual may interpret college experiences through a spiritual lens. 

Furthermore, his narrative episode shows how college experiences may shift how students see 

themselves as authoritative in their own lives. Marquis became less assured of his authoritative 

role in his own life. Marquis later shared that his understanding of his authoritative role 

continued to evolve. He shared, 

So, then there was an over-correct element to where I was like, okay, I have no 

autonomy at all. Everything I do is dictated by God. And there's nothing 

necessarily wrong at the core of that sentiment, but what I had to grow and 
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understand, because of course there's always an overreaction when there's 

something that jarring happening to you. But that lured me into a false sense of 

complacency, because I was just like, okay, I'm just gonna stop. I'm gonna stop, 

because clearly doing this is wrong. And it led me into situations to where I was 

just letting things happen to me. Like I was just letting things spiral out of control. 

And it's like, after a while I was like, okay, this is no better than what it was 

before. Because this is just in the opposite direction. Instead of me making my 

own messes, I'm just letting messes happen to me. And then finally, I came to the 

understanding that, yes, God gave us authority and he gave us some sort of 

autonomy, right? Like he gave us free will. Nope, that's just facts. But 

understanding that you fall under a greater plan and greater purpose, and being 

willing to submit to that is the important part. So, no, I don't have all the answers. 

No, I'm not gonna have it all figured out. But also, I cannot just let things happen, 

Marquis’ story demonstrates the continual evolution African American men may 

experience throughout their college journey. He has transitioned from total confidence in his 

ability to control his life to moving his locus of control completely to God—and then to an 

understanding that truth exists someone where in between those extremes.  He has regained some 

confidence in his authoritative role and truth authorship while also growing in his dependence on 

God for direction and purpose.  For Marquis, this evolution is a direct result of the challenges 

and new experiences he encounters as a student at Southern University.   

 Locating truth in faculty. The men in the study had varied experiences with university 

faculty. To begin with, multiple men talked viewing faculty has having access to domain specific 

truth. What they meant by this was that faculty were knowers of truth in specific areas. 
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Typically, the students were referring to the faculty being knowers of truth in their respective 

academic specialty.  This makes sense as it connects to the men’s value of experience and 

empirical research. Darnell shared, 

A lot of the, I guess, staff and faculty are like knowers of truth in like specific subjects. 

Like, I say math or calculus or history because I've had a lot of professors in those 

specific subjects who know a lot about that information and I guess give the truth to us, 

or the students. 

Similarly, Dominique would state that he believed that faculty could serve as subject 

matter experts.  Although he would focus on faculty gaining their knowledge of truth from the 

experience they have in their respective academic field.  Regarding, university faculty 

Dominique stated, 

I think to a certain extent, I believe like professors … are knowers to truth, 

because they've worked, have plenty of experience in their field to even get to that 

point to be tenured and all that. 

Malik holds a similar view regarding university faculty, but he extends the conversation 

by giving an example of how faculty can leverage their subject matter expertise to inspire 

African American men and other students to reflect critically on meaningful questions. 

I'm thinking about my chemistry professor, right? What they're doing is they're, 

they're spitting out, you know, information about atoms, molecules, stuff, and all 

these things. And now, and I'm going to come back to chemistry thinking about 

my med term professor. He's, you know, giving these definitions of these words 

that are from like ancient Greek history, which is like the foundation that's most 

words can be derived from Greek or Latin, especially when you're talking about 
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like the body specifically. And so looking at that, it's like, this is true because it 

can't be broken down much more… I was going to go to my, my history class, the 

one on terror, you know, that going through, you know, history and looking at it 

from a, an honest, maybe honest perspective, a non-biased perspective. You 

know, that's true to me. It's not looking at it subjectively and saying, you know, 

oh, I'm gonna leave it at this fact because it made me feel a certain way. It's no, 

this is what happened. You know, this is what this country did. This is what the 

U.S. did. You know, we're, we're in a pair of the good and bad of both sides. You 

know, that's that kind of truth that again, maybe can't be broken down any further 

than that. That's what it is. Back to chemistry, the thing about it, like the extent 

that there are no words of truth, we know in chemistry and in science and stuff 

like that, they disprove things all the time. You know, there's some theory, right? 

And it lasts for thirty, a hundred years. Then we come back and figure out 

something else that, oh, that's not true anymore. You know, good idea. It was 

rational, but it may be not be right. And so the, with that being said, you know, 

they might be teaching us information. The information might be obsolete in four 

years, but I do think that they're teaching us the information with the intention that 

is truthful. You know, so they might not, they might be, might not be 100% know 

words of truth, but I think in their minds, they're 99% know words of truth. 

In this story, Malik shared how values the knowledge that he can gain from his chemistry 

professor because he is able to break down information to a small indisputable form. Similarly, 

and perhaps even more so, he views the history professor with high regard because she takes the 

same approach with history lessons. According to Malik the history gives the full history and 
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tells the total truth. Dominique had a similar experience with history professor. According to 

Dominique, she is part of the reason that he values research as a prerequisite for understanding 

truth. 

I know for sure with my African American history class, you know, we had a 

Black professor, you know, she studied at like Spelman. She studied at like 

Harvard. So, I was like, you know, with that track record, she obviously true, but 

she also encouraged us to like do more readings outside of class, you know, 

because a lot of stuff we learned about in like our African American history class 

is wild. Well, it's very wild. And so just being able to watch films outside of it, 

like encourage us to do that really kind of like, you know, help us figure out a 

way to not only just kind of like learn about history that a lot of us don't get 

through the public, the public education system K-12, but more about just like 

how to do your own research and how to look at, don't look at things as just like at 

face value, but also how to like think for yourself, do your own research and be 

able to back up facts with actual facts and not just opinions.  

Malik’s and Dominique’s respective stories about university faculty show how faculty 

can be critical sources of truth for African American men attending a historically White 

university.  Because the men saw their professors as highly experienced and well researched they 

assigned to them a high level of trust. You could also see where the men in the story practiced 

similar methods of truth of seeking as their professors.  

 Terrell also talked about viewing his UGS professor as a trusted authority figure.  This 

professor was important to him, as he helped Terrell connect to university resources. While 

gaining access to academic resources is not directly related to spiritual development, the 
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important part is that Terrell’s trust in the faculty is being rewarded and that can strengthen the 

professor’s role of meaning-making in Terrell’s life. 

I have looked up to my UGS professor … And so they have been really great for 

me. My UGS professor, he told me about resources I can use through one of the 

committees or organizations he's a part of for tutoring for my classes. And he 

explained to me, like, no one's too good for tutoring. Just go to tutoring no matter 

what, even if you think you have a good understanding of it. And that has really 

helped me because I didn't even know about some of the tutoring opportunities or 

options they had before he told me about it. And I just happened to run into that 

day …So I really do take into account that they know what they're doing. They 

have us in their best interest and they absolutely do want to help us. 

As their stories indicate, the men in this study were able to locate truth within university faculty. 

Not all of the men hold the same view of university faculty and not all university faculty connect 

with students in the same way. That being said, connecting with university faculty help the study 

participants develop methods of truth seeking, i.e. doing empirical research, that influence the 

way the men understand what qualifies as truth.  In the next section I will how the men in the 

study were able to locate truth in other members of the academic community.  

 Locating truth in community. In this section, I’m focusing on how community helped 

shaped the men’s understanding of truth and authority. In a later section, I will talk about how 

the men create community and find places of belonging.  When describing how they determine 

the place of truth and authority, multiple men talked about social experiences that have 

influenced them during college. When I asked Darnell what he thought was the reason for his 

change in understanding of who can author truth, he replied, “…being with Christian students on 
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campus and I guess maybe some life experience that I've learned during my time at Southern 

University.” 

 DeShawn’s community helped to shape his frame of knowing by introducing him to a 

Christian Bible Study group when DeShawn was unable to find a Black Muslim study group. In 

this case, the trust that DeShawn placed in his friends gave him the courage to attend the faith 

group even though he was unfamiliar with the material. Without the trust he placed in his 

immediate community, DeShawn may not have found a faith community to participate in. 

DeShawn explained, 

I think I actually found out through friends. Like, I made friends, and then they 

introduced me. It's called the Christian Bible Study and then I joined that group, 

and then I made more friends through that group and it just like... yeah, 

everything was from, like through friends that I would meet along the way. 

One way being in community helped shape the participants’ view of authority and truth was 

through challenge and conflict.  As the men engaged with various social groups on campus they 

encountered ways of thinking that sometimes conflicted with their own view of the world. As a 

result, the men in the study found themselves engaging in critical reflection. Marquis shared how 

he had to become comfortable with constantly being challenged by the community. 

I grew comfortable with having the ways that I have about myself challenged. I 

grew to be comfortable with having my thinking patterns, my mindset challenge. 

And that showed me the importance of doing that. Even if it doesn't necessarily 

change, even if it is the right one, even if you are thinking the right way, even if 

you do have your mind right, there's nothing wrong with challenging that. 

Because if you don't challenge that, you just accept things as they are. You can't 
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do that. You can never do that. Because if you just accept things as they are, Lord 

knows where you end up. So getting used to being in this environment where 

everything, everything is challenged. Your sanity is sometimes challenged. But 

the way you went about studying, the way you speak to people, the way you 

regard people, there was a lot of things I had to learn about how to speak to 

others.  

As a result of being challenged by the larger community, Marquis believes that he is becoming a 

better person. He was not always comfortable with that process, however. That being said, the 

fact that he valued the communities he was in meant that he had space to learn to accept the 

critique he received from those communities. Tyrone also talks about being challenged by the 

community in which he found himself.  He compares his Southern University community to his 

high school community and realizes that the level of competition is much great at Southern 

University and presents a larger challenge. Tyrone shared, 

Well, it has changed quite a bit because in high school, you usually have one 

captain, you have one person that's the president of this organization, one person 

is that. But then coming to Southern University, everyone was the president of 

their school organization. Everyone was the captain for their team. 

In comparison to his high school, Tyrone is amazed that everyone at Southern University seems 

to be highly talented. This means that it will be more difficult for him to differentiate himself 

from his peers, including his opinion of truth.  So, community can impact a student’s 

understanding of truth authorship by helping them critically reflect on the unique and 

differentiating characteristics.   
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Based on the stories shared in this first section, the spiritual experiences of African 

American men attending historically White university can, in part, be described as finding truth 

beyond family values. This sentiment does not attempt to negate the value that the men 

demonstrated for their families. Rather, it is an attempt to highlight the men’s evolving efforts 

identify truth beyond what they learned from their parents—especially from their parents. The 

stories of the men reveal that once they begin looking for truth beyond their family, that African 

American men may locate truth in their college experiences and through empirical research. 

Those experiences and empirical research sometimes lead these men to expand their view of 

spirituality in more complex ways that may differ from the theological views of individuals back 

home. Additionally, university faculty can play an important role in shaping African American 

men’s view of the world and how they can find truth within that world. Lastly, the stories in this 

section showed that the men’s understanding of truth and truth-authorship is impacted by the 

communities in which they reside. Those communities often challenge the men’s existing 

thinking and encourage them build new paradigms for understanding the world. In the next 

section, I will move beyond understanding where and to whom the men assigned truth-

authorship to exploring how the men in the study felt about those experiences.  

Seeking Care and Compassion 

The men in the study consistently talked about their family as being the one place they 

could count on for care and compassion.  In fact, six of the nine men shared an image of their 

family when asked to share a of picture of someone they could trust and depend on. Attending 

Southern University during a time of heightened racial unrest and global anxiety during a deadly 

pandemic has had a profound impact on the men in this study, however.  The impact of their 

college experience showed up in the way they talked about who they can depend on. This 

sentiment came through poignantly when Dominique proclaimed, “…you can’t trust everybody. 
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I learned that in college. So, yeah, definitely, you can’t trust anybody, you know.  The following 

section describes factors that have influenced how the men in this study evolved within their 

frame of dependence.  

 Seeking care and compassion from university officials. From the stories the men 

shared, it was evident that they wanted to connect with university faculty. In particular the men 

in the study were seeking care and compassion from all university officials, including the 

university’s faculty.  Additionally, the men in the study told stories that demonstrated that caring 

and compassionate university officials gave the men confidence to trust both university faculty 

and leaders overall.  

One example of the students valuing care and compassion from faculty can be found in a 

story shared by Dominique.  He describes how one of his professors encouraged him to take 

advantage of his education opportunity at Southern University.  The professor helped Dominique 

reframe his perception of the world and his place in it.  

I think she said, mainly, just like just look beyond the headlines look beyond the 

books but look beyond things that are given to you and actively search your own 

education. And you know also take advantage of education you have here at 

Southern University because, like I said there's a lot, she said a lot of people could 

be in your position and you're not necessarily just the smartest in the world, you 

not just the most talented world. But you're probably one of the most blessed 

people in the world to be able to go to Southern University because trust me, there 

are a lot of people who have the same talents, if not more talents in you, more 

intelligence from you, but they didn't have the chance to go to Southern 

University. Maybe there was a fork in the road, there was a bump in the road, you 
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know, there's something, you know that allow them not to be in a position that 

you are in right now and just take advantage of this because you're getting an 

education that you know a lot of people don't have access to, and so I think that's 

what really resonated with me. 

 Dominique was impressed by his professor’s words and attention to how he made sense 

of the college experience. He had not considered his experience from the perspective suggested 

by his professor.  This story is an example how university faculty are able to influence students’ 

worldview when students feel they can depend on professors. Another example of how 

Dominique prioritized relationships with faculty who made him felt cared for was his interaction 

with his history professor.  

So I guess my sophomore year was my African American history professor 

because like she told it was. That’s the reason why I feel like I gave her more like 

authority and truth because like she told the whole truth about black history and 

like the not so pretty part like the lynchings, you know, Black Wall Street, you 

know, and just in general, like, you know, not only just the physical component of 

like racism, but also the mental component of it… To the point where it's just like 

Black people didn't like just receive their rights in many ways. They had to like 

fight for and earn it. It had to be given to them and it's like more like a response 

by white America to give them their like, you know, rights, give them the 

freedoms that rather than just like, you know, oh, white people just woke up one 

day just like, oh, let's do this, you know, type of deal that we're always hearing 

from like, you know, the public education system. So, I think more of just like 

just her telling the whole truth about black history, not just like the like, oh, 
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Abraham Lincoln freed the slaves, you know, like type of lies and stuff like that, 

too. You know, I think that's what I gave me like a high, the high regard of 

respect for her and like some authority and truth with her, you know. 

 This story is impressive because it highlights how the way a professor teaches can 

engender trust within students. In this case Dominique felt cared for because the history 

professor took time to share about some of the lesser-known parts of African American history.  

Dominique responded enthusiastically and expressed that he was happy to trust and depend on 

that particular professor.  Similarly, Maliks story about his chemistry professor reveals that the 

professors concern for non-academic outcomes made him confident to trust and depend on her. 

I know my chemistry professor can say for sure it's, he's spoke to more like your 

integrity and the type of person you are …if there's somebody who's evaluating, 

you know, people in situations … on a level of like… moral level, you know, 

things like integrity, maybe characteristics, you know, what type of person you 

are, things that are more important than like your, your grades and stuff like that, 

that those professors I would say I look to and those influence me ... I go make a 

grade that on the chemistry test and like, that wasn't my favorite grade. You 

know, I know my chemistry professor, I would say I depend on them a lot and I'll 

try to explain why he, he said something very important. He was like, you're like, 

you're not here to, you're here to learn chemistry and you're here to do well in 

class, but you're not here to learn chemistry. You're here to figure out yourself, 

you know, not, not so much in the cliche find yourself. You're, you're trying to 

figure out how to live on your own, trying to figure out what you want to do, you 

know, and so you're trying to figure out what type of person you are. And so in 
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terms of stuff like that, feelings about yourself, like, you know, my understanding 

that it's the, you're here for more than just a grade. And so because of that, if I 

make a certain grade, you know, that doesn't necessarily mean that I'm a terrible 

person, you know, and, and, and, you know, maybe that shouldn't, if I make a bad 

grade, that shouldn't let all the negative thoughts flow in, you know, because it's 

not exactly what it means. 

This story shows how strong of an impression Malik’s professor made on him. In fact, 

the professor caused him to express a willingness to depend on her. Furthermore, his professor 

helped him to modify his view of the relationship between his grades and his personal identity. 

Through a demonstration of care for him as a person, Malik talked about feeling better prepared 

to navigate low grades, as the professor’s comments help understand that a bad grade does not 

define him as a person.  This story is an example of how a professor can directly influence the 

way a student makes meaning of academic experience.   

When Trevon talks about his desire to connect with university personnel, he stated, “…I 

meet with professors and whatnot. Just trying to understand like what I’m doing, what path I 

want to take in life, if that makes sense.”  For these conversations, Trevon goes to professors that 

demonstrate care and support for him and other students. He stated, “…just like good like caring 

people that want to see me like succeed and win here at the university and beyond.”  

Students tend to avoid relationships with university personnel that do not exhibit care and 

compassion. An example of how racialized interactions and conflict eroded the men’s trust in 

university administrators was the university’s handling of protests against the school’s song. 

Dominique described in detail why he lost trust in the administration. He relayed, 
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I feel like university officials have not met my expectations. In the sense of just 

like, you know, they might say one thing and do another thing, so their actions 

don't line up with that. I know the summer of George Floyd’s murder, basically, 

our university officials were just like wanting to listen to the student body. And 

when the majority of the student body, well, I don't know if it was the majority, 

but when a good chunk of the student body wanted to get rid of the university 

fight song …the administrators were just like, no, we're not getting rid of it 

because what turns out to be a year later, we found out that donors were donating 

funding to the university and to the athletics program. And, you know, in order to 

keep the funding for like the scholarships and, you know, for like their programs 

here at Southern University, which I mean, Southern University has enough 

money to sustain without donors, but that's another topic. But basically, you 

know, they didn't pull the university fight song … But it's just like, there's a, 

there's a human aspect of it that I feel like it's not being met, you know, like 

listening, like to go above and to listen to the students when there's a lot of 

external forces outside messing with their, you know, things. 

 In this narrative episode, Dominique expressed eroded trust university leaders because of 

their allegiance to university donors over students. His words show he prioritizes congruence 

between stated values and action among authority figures in his life. This story highlights that 

Dominique does not believe that university administrators earned trust because of the lack 

integrity in their communication.  George Floyd’s murder—and the ensuing movements for 

racial justice nationwide—heightened the tension, as this was a time of accentuated racial 

sensitivity for Dominique and some other African American men.  Therefore, the university’s 
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preference for donors created relational harm between some African American men, like 

Dominique, and leaders of the university.  

DeShawn later shared that the majority of faculty don’t understand the student 

experience.  He also shared a counter-example in which he was able to build a meaningful 

relationship with a Sothern University faculty member: 

I had to write a semester-long paper and I had like probably too many questions 

that I just kept asking this professor. She could have easily just said, like, it's on 

the syllabus there are instructions or something like that, but she responded to all 

my emails in a timely manner, and she was helping me every step of the way and 

I thought she had a really invested interest in my learning and comprehension of 

the material and not just, wasn't just like Oh, this is my job. I already gave you the 

materials go do what you need to do. 

As a result of his ability to build this relationship, he felt comfortable approaching the 

professor to ask for assistance on his school work. DeShawn’s comfort with the professor had an 

impact on his frame of dependence. Because he trusted the professor he was able to receive 

needed academic support, which helped him perform better academically. 

In contrast to this experience, DeShawn also shared a story about a negative experience 

he had with a professor that had a negative academic impact. In this story the professor did not 

allow him extra time on assignments despite DeShawn having a severe illness: 

My freshman year I fell ill with malaria and I was hospitalized and I missed class 

work and I missed an exam in my chemistry class. And then I email my professor 

like I missed these homework assignments, can you reopen them and I missed this 

exam can I retake it, not retake, but can I take it for the first time, and she had 
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emailed me that you know, like it’s part of the syllabus that there's no extensions. 

You can't, and like her reasoning was like, like, if I make this exception for you, 

I’ve got do it for everybody. And like there was just like no like, like, it was 

outside of my control, but she expected me to do all the assignments. At one point 

I was doing assignments in the hospital bed because I was so concerned about my 

grades, which in hindsight, I look back and like, I should not have been worried 

about that, but I think that's one instance and I ended up having to drop that class 

because I wasn't able to recover from my grades that semester so that's probably 

one instance where an opposite and since where I like a professor didn't care.  

These stories shared by DeShawn demonstrate how faculty can impact African American 

men’s frame of dependence. As a result of the negative interaction, DeShawn prioritized his 

academics over his health and developed an ongoing negative view of university faculty.  

Ultimately, he dropped the class despite his attempts to complete his assignments.  Both of these 

narrative episodes have influenced how DeShawn understands university faculty’s role as a 

dependable trusted authority.  

 Seeking support from self. As the men in this study attempted to navigate their college 

experiences and attempted to become their authentic selves they looked to understand how much 

they could depend and trust in themselves.  This section reviews how the men felt about 

depending on themselves.  For Darnell, dependence on self, felt necessary because “…I spend 

the most time with myself. I kind of have to make sure that I am very equipped to handle the 

problems in this world.” Similarly, DeShawn talked said,  

I'll say, like almost like 100%. I rely on myself just because I don't have like a 

therapist or like anyone like I talk to about my emotions and feelings or things 
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like that, so I would say I'm like my main support structure in that sense. Like me 

and my like journal. 

 Both of these men expressed a need to depend on themselves for emotional support.  This 

should be a red flag for university personnel, as the men may not be receiving the support they 

need as the express a preference for self-support when it comes to dealing with “problems in this 

world” and their “emotions and feelings.” Dominique would expand on these feelings, when he 

expressed, 

I think college is like kind of like one of those like you know young adult 

experiences where it's just like you're an adult in a way, you know, for the first 

time out in the real world. A lot of people out there for the first time you know by 

themselves, no parental support, you know, mom and dad isn't like right in your 

household. You know so college is like one of the times where it's just like you 

kind of have to make your own decisions. You have to decide your whole life on 

your own… So I think it's one of those things where it's just like you know I think 

a lot of people kind of figure out what they want, what they want to be in college 

and really just going out being a young adult as well if even if you're not in 

college, and just kind of …envision your life and your world, you know, so I 

think that change does come into telling him because I think once you start 

college as well as like being an adult, being an adult, I think that's when you kind 

of like figure out like a good sense of like who you are. 

According to Dominique, depending on self is important because students have to make 

critical life decisions during college.  Similar to Dominique, Marquis believes that college is a 
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unique opportunity to learn how to depend on self.  In this statement, he described what he’s had 

to learn since going to college.  

You go through a little bit more of that life that they always tell you, though. You 

go through it more. You start having bills with your name on it. You start being 

your own alarm clock. You start being your own trainer. You start being your 

own maid for some. I was always cleaning stuff. Like, you know, it's all on you. 

It's all on you now. You're kind of out of that umbrella of like, okay, I'll take care 

of this. I'll take care of that. I'll take care of that. Now I'm setting up my 

appointments. Now I'm setting up things. Now I'm like, okay, I have to be there at 

this time and no one else is there to tell me, but yeah. Now the professors aren't 

gonna tell you have homework due. You just better do it. Your professor aren't 

gonna tell you have an exam. They might remind you, but if you're not there, 

they're not gonna be like, hey, let's make it up. Nah, you missed. There's an 

increased level of responsibility, in short. You have more responsibility. And 

when you look up, it's like, no, it's me. It's me now. 

For some of the men in the study, the truth is something that is beyond anyone’s ability to 

ascertain. The more they experienced in college, the more they realized how much of the truth 

they don’t understand. In other words, the men in this study moved from perceived certainty of 

truth to viewing truth as more relative. DeShawn’s story is a good example of this shift. He 

articulated, 

I would say since I've gone to Southern University just in general, like the more I 

feel like you, you will probably relate to this, the more you learn in your 

education, the more you learn that you don't know anything so, … so, I think 
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that's one thing that's changed. Like, the further I’ve gone in my undergrad career, 

the more I've learned like truth isn’t one-dimensional, it’s multifaceted and that 

like for me the narrow mindedness that I came in the college with it's just like, 

like, that's just like a knowledge that is kind of dumb. Like you have to consider 

way more different things. Like everything in a sense, though. It's gone more, to 

give like a summary, it's gone wider and more comprehensive since I've been in 

Southern University. 

Here DeShawn is expressing how his college experiences have expanded his view of 

truth. He now considers his original thoughts around truth to be “dumb” as he has gained a new 

appreciation for his inability to fully know the truth. In fact, he now believes that the more one 

learns and experiences, the more one recognizes their own limitations in understanding truth.  

While other men in the study also shared stories that highlighted their alignment with this 

thinking, they also told stories that spoke to their efforts to measure truth.  

The men in the study are learning how to depend on themselves.  A few of the men 

described how they believe learning to depend on yourself is a necessary part of attending 

college.  In particular, there is recognition that during college students are engaged in trying to 

understand their place in the world. They are answering questions about that deal with their 

purpose and meaning. Therefore, it’s critical that they learn how to participate in the 

development of the answers to those questions.  

 Seeking trustworthy people. The men in the study engaged in seeking trustworthy 

people as part of seeking care and compassion during college.  Their stories revealed their 

attempts to understand who and what they can trust. DeShawn talked about taking things at face 

value.  
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I would say, probably just being critical of like pretty much like everything in a 

sense. Like I know, like people say don’t judge a book by it’s cover but, like, I 

would say, like in a sense, kind of doing that because you have to take things at 

face value, at a certain level and try not to like be blind and following things like 

when it comes to like stuff that I’ve experienced at Southern University and just 

trying to be smart about stuff like that. 

In this quote, DeShawn can be seen trying to make sense of who can trust.  He references a quote 

that suggests that he should not judge others by superficial measures, but his experiences at 

Southern University have caused him challenge this quote as he tries to find what it means for 

him to be “smart” about such things. In other words, as DeShawn continues to make sense of 

who he can trust, he has to negotiate previously held paradigms against conflicting experiences 

during college. Terrell shared a story about vetting videos he views on TikTok, 

Because for a specific example, on the app TikTok, I saw a video of this guy, he 

had showed a film of him getting hit from behind rear ended in traffic by this 

lady. And so it was like putting all the blame on her and everything. And then she 

was seen as the aggressor when trying to confront him about it. And he was 

explaining that's not really how a rear ending situation works. But like in that 

video blew up, but not even I'd say a month later, the full video of the footage of 

the wreck had been released. And it showed that he had like sidescraped her 

because he was initially behind her. He went around her, sidescraped her car, 

messed up her mirror, the whole side of her car and got in front of her. And then 

she just caught up to him and accidentally rear ended him. And so that perspective 

was completely hidden. And that's why it's hard to fully engage in someone's 



  154 

 

story and just accept it as the truth, because you have to get a well-rounded 

context of any given situation before you just devote all of your faith into it. 

This experience confirmed for Terrell, that not everything can be taking at face value. 

One way that he attempted to counter act was by limiting who he depended on. He was 

especially open to getting support from his brother and father during college. Dominique talked 

about not being able to trust others. 

I think just really just seeing how the world is especially you know. I’m pretty 

sure you get to a lot of this, but it’s pretty hard to trust people nowadays, so you 

know it’s just more like you know, trusting like you know what they're giving me 

to me is like true or not. So, I think I don't take things at face value, and I kind of 

learned like you know stop taking things at face value, and just actively like 

figure out do my own research, and you know, try to form my own opinion as 

opposed to just like taking things at face value, and just ride, along with it. 

Both of these students talk about not being able to trust people. Having people who are 

trustworthy is an important part of spiritual development.  Some college experiences can cause 

students to be more cynical of others and therefore prompt them to be less likely to trust those 

around them.  

 Seeking help during challenge. Darnell depended on the support of his parents to 

challenging times. During the height of the pandemic, Darnell stayed home while taking classes, 

per Southern University policy. During this time, his parents were his most proximate support 

network. This has led Darnell to cite his parents has his most significant spiritual authority 

figure. 
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Interestingly, the men in the study tended to cite family as persistent members of their 

trusted circle despite lacking physical proximity to them.  For example, Terrell called his parents 

every weekend to talk about his experiences at Southern University.  During the week, they 

texted with each other every day.  Terrell shared how he is intentional about reaching out to both 

his father and his brother, 

I would say my father, for example, … I look up to him for many things, and 

given that he is older than me, wiser than me, he's been through way more 

experiences than me. I do take in his lessons as truth in plenty of cases. And even 

though wisdom can come from any person at any age, I still do take into account 

that he has been through way more .. And so, I've more frequently been going to 

my older brother, who's, who's more recently gone through the same issues that 

I've been going through at college. And so he's been more of like the helpful hand 

for me in these situations. But I still reach out to my father for common things. 

Terrell still values the comments of his parents and his brother. His story highlights how African 

American men may lean on pre-existing relationships with family as they navigate new college 

experiences.  Beyond their family members, the men in the study found help and support from 

their friends to process their actions during college.  Malik talks about leveraging his relationship 

with his roommates and friends. 

There's what I have in my mind and then there's also the action that comes out, 

you know, how I interact with somebody, if you will. And so I think that there's a 

part of that is if I'm with one of my roommates or my friends and then I'm 

thinking about how I interact with somebody, I might say, hey, how was I talking 

to so-and-so? How did that come off? You know, it's kind of like another set of 
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eyes checking myself. Like, how did that come off? Or did I say something that 

sounded like this? Or how did you think they perceived that? You know, stuff like 

that. 

 In this narrative episode, Malik is depending on his friends to help him understand and 

process his own actions.  He as learned that his personal and internal view of the world may not 

always be correct and that the help of a trusted friend can help him understand how others may 

perceive his actions.  Marquis, leverages his friendships in a similar way.  

I used to be, I used to have a really short fuse, really short fuse. I'd be a pretty 

calm guy, but until someone challenged my work ethic or how hard I worked to 

get here. And I had never been challenged on it. So when I got here, people were, 

I remember we were all sitting in the [cafeteria] on campus, me and some friends. 

And then one person who, our relationship was very strained at the time, it's 

improved a lot, but very strained at the time. They joked about it. And I blew up, I 

blew up, I got mad. And I was like, you don't know me, you know that you don't 

know me, you don't know ... all that stuff. And I left and I walked back to my 

dorm in gesture and I had another good friend of mine, two good friends of mine, 

one of them my roommate and another friend of mine. They followed me back 

because they knew I was at that point, they were trying to calm me down. And 

then I got back to the room. And then one of my friends, she just asked me a 

question. She was like, why did you react that way? She asked me an innocent 

question and I blew up on her. And when I saw the way she reacted, like one, it 

made me realize like, I have to be careful with how I speak because I didn't say 

anything derogatory. I wasn't even saying anything derogatory towards her or 
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anyone. But in my frustration, the way I was expressing myself, I was 

intimidating, I was intimidating her. And I made her feel like she started crying 

because she was like, yo, like you're yelling this a lot.  Like you're doing a lot 

right now, bro. This is ugly, this is not you. Like it hurt her so bad. And I wasn't 

even saying anything directly about her. So that made me realize, if I didn't see 

that reaction and my roommate didn't check me about that after, he was like, hey, 

yo, you gotta reel that in because look at what you're doing to other people. So 

you need that, you need that outside input because if I had never seen that, I 

would have never understood the fact that like, hey, you might not be the tallest 

guy, but when you speak, you have to be mindful of that. You gotta be mindful of 

how you come across with people. You have to be mindful. 

 Marquis’ story is powerful because it shows how his dependence on his friends and 

roommates are shaping his view of himself and how he shows up in the world. Not only that, but 

he has come view that type of help and support from his friends and roommates as a necessary 

part of self-evaluation, as their assessment may introduce you to a view of yourself that you may 

not discover otherwise.  The men’s stories highlight the importance of them having dependable 

relationships during college, as indicated by their reliance on the care and compassion they 

receive their friends and roommates.  

Nurturing Spiritual Homes Among Strangers 

Throughout their college journey having a supportive community of belonging was 

important to the men in this study. This section will explore how this study’s participants were 

able to nurture spiritual homes among strangers. By strangers, I’m referring to the diverse 

community of individuals they encountered after they transitioned to Southern University.  For 

many of the men (6 of 9) belonging was identified in student groups, as indicated by the image 
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they shared in response to the photovoice prompt. Overall, we find the men in this study building 

community around likeness, benefiting from community, experiencing challenges to community 

building, experiencing diverse places of belonging.  

 Building community around likeness. When it came to building and finding places of 

belonging at Southern University, the men in this study preferred to connect with other like-

minded students, even though they also reporting benefiting from communities that were more 

diverse. This suggests that African American men should be encouraged to participate in both 

types of communities during college—communities of like-minded individuals and communities 

that are more divers, as both seem to benefit the students significantly.  

For many of the men in this study, Southern University represented a more diverse 

student population than they were accustomed to.  In some cases, this caused them to reflect on 

their own identities anew.  DeShawn reprioritized his identities as he attempted to nurture 

authentic relationships in college. 

I would say maybe I’m just, I would say, maybe I’m less inclined to choose 

friends based off of like what they can provide for me in a sense. Because I feel 

like maybe like in high school and middle school I didn't have like close friends 

like the way I do now in college and now like in college, I have like close friends. 

Like we share a lot of the same identities and we're a lot closer, so I would say, 

like I'm more, not picky, well more selective in like my close company and like 

making sure that, as people that like represent the same like political beliefs and 

things of that nature as me. 

Dominique talked about finding friends who can match your energy. This shows that he 

values energy management when it comes to identifying who will be in his friend circle. He 
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wants to have a “drama free” college experience and will only select friendship opportunities that 

permit him to maintain his sense of inner peace. Dominque stated, 

Just kind of like, it's more personally how the way I feel around a person like the 

vibe. Like, like I said, kind of like with personal truth you have your own personal 

vibe and stuff you have your thing like you know your personal kind of energy in 

a way. Like a person that you know, you don't have to absolutely match your 

energy but it's just like if you feel like you have a negative energy, like if the 

person is in drama a lot, you know, it's just like to have everything is like, with 

me I don't like negativity I don't like the first thing you bring up the conversation 

is just negativity, you know, I can do a little bit of gossip, but like not necessarily 

just like every time you know you haven't, like you always bring up negative 

energy and all that around you, you know, I'll definitely evaluate so it's more just 

like vibe and just like the energy like you give off and you try to give out into the 

world. 

Having a safe place to reflect on current issues through a faith-based lenses was 

important to some of the men in the study. In fact, Marquis helped to co-found a Christian 

Student Group for African American men at Southern University.  This is the same Christian 

group that DeShawn connected with when he wanted to experience belonging at Southern 

University. This is an example of the steps some African American men may have to take to find 

a community of belonging when attending a historically white university. It is simultaneously an 

example of how privilege exists even within marginalized groups. In this case, Marquis was able 

to create a Christian Bible Study group because there were several Christian African American 
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men looking for such a space. DeShawn, on the other hand, tried to start a Muslim Study group 

but was unsuccessful due in part to lack of Black Muslims on campus.  

By creating this space, Marquis was able to create a place of belonging for himself and 

others. Because of their shared college experiences at Southern University the men in the 

Christian Study Group formed a bond that helped them navigate some trying times at Southern 

University. This is how Marquis describes the men who attend the Christian Bible Study. 

These are my guys. These are the ones that we kind of go through life together, 

especially since we're all working towards creating like a safe space for men to, 

you know, be transparent and just go through our walk with God together. 

However, DeShawn’s story also illustrates a challenge some African American men may 

face when looking for places of authentic belonging at a historically white university. In fact, 

when I asked DeShawn what it was like trying to find belonging in spiritual communities on 

campus, he would explain that, 

I will say that one is probably a little less just because, like when I was talking 

about the Bible group I only joined, because there was a black Bible group. Like, 

there’s Muslim groups on campus, but there's no black Muslim group, so I would 

say, like my identity as a black man like trump's my spirituality in a sense, 

because that was more important to me than just joining like a Muslim group so, 

but I would say, like at this point I don't think there’s any black Muslim group on 

campus so I don't have like that community on campus. 

Here we see DeShawn reprioritizing and compartmentalizing three of his identities: 

spirituality, gender, race. His preference is to explore his spirituality alongside other African 

American men attending Southern University. This is not an option for him, however, so he 
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prioritizes his African American male identity over his spiritual identity so that he can have 

access to a particular community of belong on campus.  

 Benefiting from community. Social proximity in an academic setting can be influenced 

by a student’s academic major. When students change their college major, they may be changing 

their most proximate social circle. Therefore, non-academic social circles have the opportunity to 

provide students with consistent social proximity with peers even when they change academic 

majors. Darnell described this phenomenon as he spoke about the importance of his Christian 

student group during his transition away from being an engineering major: 

I guess maybe with some of my friends from Christian students on campus and 

with my relationship with God, because I did transfer majors and a lot of the 

things that I had while I was in electrical and computer engineering I kind of just 

abandoned, including some of my friends, but I have stayed with Christian 

students on campus for about my entire college life. 

Darnell learned to depend on God and on his Christian student group, relationships that were 

available to him before, during, and after his struggles with and subsequent transition out of 

engineering. The consistent proximal support caused Darnel to view both relationships as 

dependable parts of his academic community. 

Similar to proximity’s impact on understanding who students can depending on, the 

frequency and quality of social interactions help determine where students experience a sense of 

community and belonging during college. Many of the men in this study told stories about 

accessing persistent, non-academic Christian friend groups. Because these groups were able to 

follow the men throughout their academic journey they tended to provide the men with 

opportunities for consistent, deep, authentic friendships that contributed to their overall sense of 
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belonging during college. For Darnell, the connections he has made with the Christian group 

have contributed to his sense of home during college.  This is evident when he tells stories of the 

activities he’s done with the group. He cites, “…we've done a lot of activities together. We 

played a lot of board games, especially during the lockdown. We've gone on many trips together, 

including Oklahoma, Dallas, Houston.” 

 Non-academic Christian friend groups have played a crucial role in helping the men in 

this study persist through college. This sentiment is perfectly captured when Darnell shares that 

his Christian group “makes [him] feel that no matter what happens, he’s always going to be 

okay.” For Darnell, the Christian friend group has become his spiritual home at Southern 

University.  While he recognizes the presence of other Christian communities he has found a 

deep sense of belonging with this particular club. This is in contrast to the academic specific 

clubs he joined and had to later leave because he changed majors. 

 In addition to providing access to friend groups, persistent non-academic friend groups 

(including non-Christian groups) provided the men in this study a place to process current 

events. In fact, some of the men became more involved with certain Southern University clubs in 

response to things that were happening in the world around them.  Darnell shared the following 

story, 

“I guess I wasn't going there too much because I was more focused on being in 

the club specific to my major. And I guess one thing that also changed from the 

lockdown was, I guess, the lead up to the black lives matter protest and I guess 

during the lead up to that I think there was, I guess, more of a reason to, I guess, 

be with the Center for black males so, then I guess after that they're also has been 

I guess more of a push for that.”  
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 Navigating challenges to building community. Terrell’s narrative also provides an 

example of the men being shaped by their communal experiences at Southern University. Within 

Terrell’s narrative you can see him working through his feelings about the college environment’s 

influence on him. He wants to be “true” to himself and to his values, but he also talks about 

adapting to his new environment.  When talking about how his process for determining truth has 

changed since attending Southern University, Terrell shared, 

I would say for like a specific scenario, like staying true to myself, I would say 

like how I treat myself, how I act. I mean, it's kind of changed to fit the 

environment in Southern University and like to just like integrate myself into the 

communities I made on campus… I remember where I come from, I'm proud of 

where I come from. And I don't try to change who I am based on where I am, I 

just try to stay the same person, but still adapt to fit the environment. But yeah, I 

have stayed true to myself and my own values, but yeah. 

While Terrell wanted to fit in to his new community, he did not want to lose connections 

to home because that community remained important to him. His negotiation of belonging across 

multiple communities illustrates how community has helped shape the frame of knowing for the 

men in this study.  

When it comes to determining which relationships are dependable, social proximity 

mattered for some of the men. Although each of these men was able to describe strong 

relationships they had in high school, they often talked about how their journey through college 

caused them to prioritize relationships with individuals who were more proximate, that is, their 

peers at Southern University. Darnell shared, 
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I guess a lot of my friendships or relationships when I first went to Southern 

University were still from high school and I guess I've gained more relationships 

or friendships at Southern University and my high school ones have kind of 

waned because I haven't really seen much of my friends for a while, so I guess 

I've just kind of transitioned to my friends at Southern University. 

Throughout my conversations with the men participating in this study, they told stories about 

various barriers to authentic belonging within the larger community at Southern University. 

These barriers included the global pandemic, university symbols and ceremonies, and perceived 

university indifference to national events impacting African American men in particular.  

One symbol and ceremony mentioned by multiple men was the university fight song. For 

some of the men in this study, this song was a symbol of Southern University’s true feelings 

about the African American community. Despite repeated requests from students for the 

University to stop using the song at various university ceremonies, especially to celebrate sports 

victories, the singing of the song persisted.  DeShawn describes how this made him feel 

disconnected from the larger university community. 

The university fight song issue at Southern University … I'll say that’s probably 

contributed to it. Because, like it brought to light a lot of like racial sentiments 

that like, my peers have towards the Black community. So, like of course that's 

going to create like a rift. So that's like a big impediment to creating like a big 

large like Southern University, I’m welcomed here feeling, when you're singing 

that song that's has racist origins, you know, if that makes sense. 

 DeShawn said that he feels as if the song has forced people to pick sides. He said, “you 

effectively have to pick a side in regards to that issue and it's not like, oh, I don't have a position 
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… that's kind of like a, like that just creates a riff.” This has had a direct impact on DeShawn’s 

sense of belonging on campus. In fact, he has resolved that he doesn’t actually belong at 

Southern University and has reduced his relationship with the university to being mostly 

transactional. Here is how DeShawn describes the impact of the university fight song on his 

sense of belonging at Southern University. 

Oh yeah, I can say [my sense of belonging] was definitely like impacted for the 

worse. Because like I said I view being at Southern University as simply like a 

means to an end. As a means for me to progress in my career like I don't have like 

longhorn pride, like a sense of pride of being at Southern University for reasons 

like the university fight song… it's purely like I guess you could say, like a 

business arrangement.  

 Experiencing diverse places of belonging.  As the men in this study navigate their 

college experiences they learned to compartmentalize their various peer groups as they began to 

realize that each group had a different purpose and value during college.  DeShawn captures this 

sentiment when he shared that “…you can be a part of multiple communities” in response to my 

question asking what he’s learned about community and belonging during college. He would go 

on to share that he's developed “…different groups of friends for different occasions …” To help 

me understand how these various groups fit into his college narrative, DeShawn shared the 

following, 

…I've been involved in a lot of different communities, like, for instance, when I 

was in ROTC. That's one community, but then I’m also like I would be like the 

only black ROTC cadet, so if I wanted to like get into the black community I had 

to join like a black org and, like those are two separate communities, but they 
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serve like very important roles to me so … that's what I mean like when I say that, 

like different communities can serve different purposes and it's okay to have 

multiple different communities that are like separate from each other. 

As his college experiences help him reflect more critically on his various identities, 

DeShawn is actively finding ways to explore his identities through co-existing, but not 

necessarily overlapping peer groups.  This personal reflection is aided by the greater student 

population diversity he experiences at Southern University, when compared to his high school. 

When it comes to finding places to nurture their spirits, sometimes the men are able to 

find community in traditional spiritual locations like churches. Willie shares, that he “…go to 

church every Sunday, so I feel most spiritual during that day of the week.”  For him going to 

church provides a break “…away from school and time for me to focus on my spirituality.” 

Other men in the study, however, found their spirituality in their friendships. For example, 

during the focus group Tyrone stated that … “so let me just really put for the idea …that I think I 

feel most spiritual when I’m with my friends.”  The other men in the focus group nodded in 

approval after Tyrone’s statement, including Willie.  This is a powerful display of how 

experiencing belonging with friends can also lead to feelings consistent with spirituality for some 

African American men.  

Summary 

 For the participants in this study, attending a historically White university influenced 

their spiritual development in ways consistent with Parks (2011) and Tisdell (2003).  As the men 

matriculated through college, their experiences caused them to develop more complex spiritual 

worldviews.  The men’s evolved spirituality resulted from: (1) finding truth beyond family 

values; (2) seeking care and compassion; (3) nurturing spiritual homes among stranger.  
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Furthermore, each of these themes was influenced by the men’s gender and culture, as evidenced 

by their unique college experiences related to their race and masculinity.  In the next chapter I 

will highlight the major conclusions that emerged from listening to the study participants tell 

their spiritual narratives.  
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 Research suggests that African American men, while not a spiritual monolith, tend to be 

highly spiritual, including during their undergraduate college years (Berkel et al., 2004; Boyd-

Franklin, 2010; M. A. Clark et al., 2007; Gehrke, 2013; Herndon, 2003; Toldson & Anderson, 

2010; Weddle-West et al., 2013).  Additionally, studies demonstrate that during college, African 

American men’s spirituality is important in helping them be resilient, locate a sense of purpose, 

cope with hardship, and make sense of the world (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Salinas Jr. et al., 

2018).  As described in chapter 1, my own college undergraduate experience as an African 

American man affirms the conclusion of those studies.  My personal spirituality was critical to 

my ability to navigate and make sense of the world during my undergraduate years at NC State 

University.  

 Despite the reported relevance of spirituality to personal identity and academic 

persistence for African American men (Burt et al., 2019; Dancy, 2010; Salinas Jr. et al., 2018; 

Stewart, 2002; Watson, 2006), many higher education institutions remain reluctant to prioritize 

spiritual development as part of holistic student development (Durant, 2017; P. Love & Talbot, 

1999).  As a result, students, including African American men, who place a high value on 

spirituality within their identity must look beyond traditional university services for spiritual 

support resources.  Unfortunately, this could mean that African American men choose to forgo 

intentional spiritual development, as they prioritize other college responsibilities and 

opportunities.  That being said, African American men attending college continue to experience 

spiritual development notwithstanding the absence of organized spiritual development support 

from their university.  
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 For the purpose of this study, spirituality is defined as the activity of seeking and 

discovering meaning in the most comprehensive dimensions of our existence, which. Parks 

(2011) refers to as faith.  Spirituality may or may not occur within the framework of organized 

religion.  According to Parks (2011) development occurs in four stages: adolescence, young 

adult, tested adult, mature adult.  Within each of these stages, spiritual development occurs 

across three different areas: forms of knowing, forms of dependence, forms of community 

(Parks, 2011).   

The frame of knowing refers to how one assigns the authority of truth and meaning-

making in their life. The frame of dependence refers to how one feels about their relationship 

with truth-authorship—deciding who you can trust to help you make sense of your feelings and 

the world. Lastly, frames of community refer to one’s relationship to the larger community—

where one finds a sense of belonging. Movement between stages happens as an individual’s 

imagination evolves, which can happen as individuals have experiences that contradict 

previously held truths (Parks 2011).  These counter-experiences initiate critical reflection and 

subsequent repatterning of internal truths within individuals. This process can lead toward a 

more complex or mature spiritual worldview.  

Assuming this view of spiritual development means that African American men’s college 

experiences may impact their spiritual worldview.  At the moment, however, a general reluctance 

to attend to spirituality within holistic student development means that institutions of higher 

education may be influencing an important student identity component, but in a haphazard 

manner, which could be particularly unsupportive for African American men who report a higher 

prioritization of spirituality. In light of this, the purpose of this study was to respond to two 

research questions: (1) What are the spiritual narratives of African American men?; (2) How do 
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African American men experience spirituality in college?  Both of these questions are being 

addressed in the context of a historically white university.   

Key Conclusions 

Conclusion 1: African American men developed more complex spiritualities as they 

navigated internal and external conflicts on the college journey. 

Overall, African American men tend to report spirituality as highly significant to their 

personal identity (Burt et al., 2019; Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; McGuire et al., 2017; Riggins 

et al., 2008; Stewart, 2002; Watson, 2006). During college, African American men may leverage  

their spirituality for coping with hardship and for creating value within experiences (Comas-

Díaz, 2012; Gasman et al., 2008; McGee & Bentley, 2017).  Interestingly, African American 

students do not experience any significant change in equanimity after the first three years of 

college (Gehrke, 2013). While I did not measure for equanimity as part of this study, my findings 

suggest that African American men do, in fact, experience several significant spiritual changes as 

a result of going to college.  

Of the nine men who participated in my study, five indicated that spirituality was at least 

“Very Important.” Overall, the upperclassmen (Juniors and Seniors) in my study expressed a 

higher priority for spirituality. This finding suggests that something may be happening during the 

college journey that excited men’s desire to engage with spiritual questions. While all of the men 

in the study did not appreciate or attend to spirituality to the same degree, most of them exhibited 

signs of increased spiritual complexity as they progress through college.  

This was particularly evident during conversations around truth-authorship.  For example, 

multiple men talked about coming to college with a narrow view of what theological teachings 

should be considered true. As they had experiences that conflicted the principles they brought to 
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college, the men engaged in personal reflection that resulted in them developing new patterns of 

understanding the world. An excellent example of this is multiple men told stories about how 

their attitudes about members of the LGBTQ community evolved as they went through college. 

The men shared that they came to college holding on to beliefs about gender and sexuality that 

they may have learned from parents or home faith communities.  The men, however, also talked 

about how those views changed, as their diverse college community introduced them to people 

they would not have normally engaged with back home.  

Another example of the men’s spirituality becoming more complex is in their accepts of 

members of other faith communities. Similar to their development regarding theology and the 

LGBTQ community, the men talked about doing additional research and having opportunities to 

engage with a more diverse community that led them to reframe their understanding on the 

infallibility of their faith-traditions and dogma. In fact, one student who was looking for a place 

to grow spirituality selected to join a Christian Bible study group despite being a Muslim. While 

growing up in a dual faith household may have given him the foundation necessary to make that 

choice, the experience he had with the Christian group affirmed his choice and ultimately 

contributed to his expanded understanding of spirituality.  

Conclusion 2: African American men feel most spiritual when experiencing a high sense of 

belonging within community. 

Research has shown that African American men attending a historically White university 

tend to report feelings of isolation and marginalization (Apprey et al., 2014; Gasman et al., 2008; 

Winkle-Wagner & McCoy, 2018). That is concerning because a strong sense of belonging 

contributes to both academic and mental wellness of students. Strayhorn (2018) confirmed this 

and found that African American men who felt a strong sense of belonging tended to better 
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academically. When examining belonging for African American men it is important to remember 

that belonging can be contextual—men may feel a sense of belonging within domain of the 

university, but feel marginalized in another domain of the university (Strayhorn, 2018). Lastly, 

men respond to communities differently so not all African American men will feel a deep sense 

of belonging in the same communities.  

As suggested by the literature, the men in the study did leverage their spirituality when 

navigating challenges during college. Although, the way they engaged their spiritually did not 

always take traditional forms of spirituality like attending a religious service. When asked when 

they felt most spiritual during college, several men responded that they felt most spiritual when 

spending times with friends. Being with friends offered these men a greater sense of 

connectedness that for them felt like a spiritual practice.  Such experiences further expanded the 

men’s understanding of spirituality as their view of what a spiritual community looks like 

evolved from being traditional religious ceremonies to including experiences like lifting weights 

with college friends. When discussing why they felt spiritual in those places the men cite feeling 

a deep sense of belonging and purpose when they are with their friends.  

In contrast to this, the men reported feeling least spiritual when they were facing 

challenges like bad grades. It was these times that they would attempt to return to their spiritual 

energizers, like their spiritual communities, to find support to get through the challenge. Included 

within those spiritual communities were parents, campus groups, and even faculty who had 

demonstrated care and compassion toward them.  

Within this study, I also witnessed domain specific belonging for some of the men. There 

were men in the study who felt extremely supported by their student groups, but they did not feel 

a sense of connection with the university overall. In fact, one of the men in the study described 
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his relationship with the university as transactional. By this, he meant that withdrawn from trying 

to build any deep authentic relationship with the university at-large. Rather, his relationships 

were focused on the men who also participated in the student groups with him.  This is an 

example of domain-specific belonging for African American men.  

Additionally, the men in the study did talk about feeling hypervisibility on campus due to 

relatively small number of African American male students. The students did not, however, 

respond to this hypervisibility the same way. Some of the men in the study talked about 

leveraging their visibility for their academic benefit. While others focused on dealing 

microaggressions, racism, and stereotyping that often accompanies the hypervisibility of African 

American attending a historically White university.   

Conclusion 3: African American men are spiritually vulnerable as they transition to 

college. 

African American men frequently enter college reporting feelings of inferiority due to 

poor preparation during high school (Brooms, 2017; Cuyjet, 1997). For example, Burt et al. 

(2019) reported that the African American men in their study, while academically successful, 

exhibited behavior consistent with low academic confidence.  Their participants desired constant 

external affirmation on whether they selected the right major for themselves, affirmation on 

whether they made the right choice in pursuing graduate schools, and affirmation on whether 

they would be able to overcome academic challenges they may face in school (Burt et al., 2019). 

Having a strong academic identity is critical to overall academic success, but African American 

men like those in the Burt et al. (2019) study frequently exhibit behaviors consistent with weak 

academic identity (Collins, 2018; Franklin & Boyd‐Franklin, 2000; Fries-Britt et al., 2013). 
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 Some of the men in the study talked about feeling imposter syndrome when they came to 

Southern University.  These men were sometimes surprised by level of competition that existed 

with in their degree program. Additionally, some of the men talked about being shocked by the 

number of students who are also very successful.  Before getting to college, intellectually, they 

were fully aware that Southern University was a well-known and prestigious university and that 

the students attending the school would have academic credentials similar to their own. In 

practice, however, the student felt intimidated as he scrambled to understand how he could 

differentiate himself from other students when the opportunities to do so felt limited to him.  

 In light of these feelings that some African American men bring with them into the 

college experience, it stands that some of these are particularly vulnerable to college attrition due 

to non-cognitive reasons. Within this study, however, the same men who spoke of having intense 

feelings of self-doubt and imposter syndrome also were able to tell stories of overcoming those 

challenges via community support.  

 This study showed that African American men’s spirituality becomes more complex in 

ways consistent with the theoretical framework applied in this study.  This means that the men in 

this study show evidence of moving from authority-bound forms of knowing to a probing 

commitment way of assigning truth. Additionally, the move from dependent/counterdependent 

methods of dependence to fragile inner-dependence.  Also, the move from conventional frames 

of community to a mentoring community.  As the men matriculate through college they have 

better sense of who they are authentically and will have developed a more mature view spiritual 

paradigm.  In the meantime, however, the men may be more vulnerable to outside influences as 

their spiritual / meaning-making paradigm assigns greater authority to external entities.  
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 Having an authority bound form of knowing means that early in their college career the 

men are oriented toward external truth authorship (Parks, 2011). As the men enter college, they 

are likely to assign truth authorship to older students, faculty, university administrators, 

previously learned spiritual paradigms and traditional meaning-making sources like sacred texts.  

During this stage, the men may be particularly susceptible to messages received from those 

authority figures and may experience spiritual disorientation as they attempt re-imagine their 

spiritual selves in light of conflicting experiences. Furthermore, in the early stages of college, 

African American men may be more willing to try various forms of meaning making as they 

enter into a probing commitment stage of their spiritual development.  This means that the men 

will seek forms of truth and knowledge that affirm their life experiences (Parks, 2011).   

 In addition to assigning truth authorship to external authorities, the men may be overly 

reliant on those external voices as they may be entering college still in the first dependence stage 

of their spiritual development.  As the men move through college they will gain additional 

insight into the role they play in truth authorship, but as indicated by the findings in this study 

many of the men come to college with simple views of the world and of their spirituality   As the 

men have experiences that conflict with the pre-held paradigms they tend to reflect critically on 

their ideals and assimilate them into newer and more complex views of the world.  As the men 

are developing their spiritual complexities, it is critical that the university help them process their 

thoughts in a manner that helps them become more empathetic towards those that are not like 

them. 

 Lastly, the men may enter into college with a narrow of view of which communities they 

belong in.  As a result, the men are likely to feel more comfortable in spaces in which they 

perceive that everyone shares their views.  While spaces like this may be important for students 
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from socially marginalized communities, these spaces can also allow for students to become too 

insular and to hold on to less complex spiritual worldviews longer than if they were encountering 

students of diverse backgrounds who may challenge those previously held notions of the world.  

 In summary, African American men attending a historically White university may be 

more spiritually vulnerable as they enter college.  Their vulnerability results from the less 

complex and externally dependent forms of spirituality they bring with them to college. As the 

men become more spiritually complex, it is important that they have spaces and authority figures 

to help them process new college experiences that are challenging and complicating their 

previously held spiritual paradigms.  

Conclusion 4: University faculty set the tone for meaning-making in the classroom. 

College faculty, administrators, and staff play an important role in shaping African 

American men’s college experience (Apprey et al., 2014; Brooms, 2017; Davis et al., 2004; 

Fries-Britt et al., 2013; Gasman et al., 2008; Griffin et al., 2010; McCoy et al., 2017; Strayhorn, 

2008).  The importance of the relationship between African American men and faculty is 

demonstrated in African American men’s tendency to make sense of their academic experiences 

by evaluating their relationships with their campus faculty (Brooms, 2017). In accordance with 

this mode of sense-making, supportive relationships with faculty may lead African American 

men to more satisfactory college experiences (Strayhorn, 2008). Likewise, negative experiences 

in the classroom and with faculty may threaten academic confidence and lower overall 

satisfaction of college experiences (Fries-Britt et al., 2013). 

The men in the Apprey et al. (2014) study described relationships with faculty as being 

mentor-to-mentee in form and praxis. Having consistent quality academic mentoring from 

faculty can lead students to greater academic success which prepares them to achieve career 
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success (Estrada et al., 2018; Fuesting & Diekman, 2017; Griffin et al., 2010; Hubbard & Stage, 

2010; Strayhorn, 2018). 

Multiple men within this study told stories that highlighted the importance of faculty and 

university administrators in shaping the spiritual journey of African American men attending a 

historically White university. When faculty members and other university personnel 

demonstrated care and compassion toward the men in the study, the men responded positively 

and attributed a great deal trust toward the individual.  Additionally, when faculty introduced 

meaning-making into the academic space, the African American men in this study gladly 

followed suit and even extended meaning-making into other areas of their college life more 

readily. In contrast, when students felt as if faculty were marginalizing the meaning-making 

process within the academic space, the students followed suit. That being said, those students 

continued to find support for their meaning-making in other places, but not in the academic 

space.  

Faculty can play an important role in how comfortable students are with bringing their 

authentic self into the learning process.  As mentioned by one of the men in the study, when his 

professor extended the purpose of college beyond getting good grades to learning about one’s 

self, it gave him permission to bring more of himself into the learning process.  As stated 

previously, this is especially important for the students who are just entering college as they tend 

to have a greater dependence on external authority figures like their professors.  Therefore, when 

that external authority figure gives them permission to pursue an authentic understanding of the 

self as part of the academic process, those students tend to take it seriously.  

Additionally, some of the men in the study remarked at how strange it was for them to 

think of their educators beyond the classroom.  In high school, these students tended to have 
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limited interaction with their teachers, but in college they were being introduced to multiple sides 

of their professors. One student talked about how his professors would often share in class about 

some of his hobbies or other responsibilities at the universities. This prompted the student to 

reexamine their academic journey to discover what other things he may get involved in at the 

university.  The student in the study that made these remarks was a freshman, so his reliance for 

external authority figures for understanding the world around him makes sense.  

In contrast to this, students who have negative experiences with faculty member talked 

about limiting how much of themselves they brought into the academic process.  For example, 

one student described the experience as mainly transactional.  He was an older student and had 

become less trusting of university faculty.  In fact, among my students, the older students were 

more likely to express negative views of faculty and university administrators.  This sometimes 

showed up in the way they interacted with those same faculty and administrators.  

In summary, university faculty can play a significant role in helping African American 

experience a sense of belonging on campus and in helping become more open to bringing their 

full authentic self into the learning process.  In contrast, when African American men feel 

marginalized by faculty they may resolve to view the education process as transactional.  

Implications for Theory 

 Based on Parks’ (2011) representation of spiritual development, I anticipated that the 

African American men who participated in this study would tell stories that demonstrated an 

evolution of their spiritual imagination. I expected that evolution to be catalyzed by the men’s 

engagement with new experiences and communities throughout their college journey.  In 

particular, I expected to hear stories of the men recreating their spiritual worldview based on 

those new experiences.   
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The evolution of imagination occurs in five critical moments according to Parks (2011). 

The first moment is conscious conflict which happens when the individual becomes 

uncomfortable with their current situation, which catalyzes the individual to seek alternative 

explanations of their situation.  The second moment is pause and it happens when the individual 

is trying to understand the conflict they are experiencing. Pause indicates that the individual 

resists immediate action while they process internally. The third stage is image. This is when the 

individual has the “aha” moment regarding their conflict.  They are now starting to see the 

conflict in a new way.  This new insight leads to the fourth stage, repatterning of the previously 

help perspective. Lastly the fifth stage is interpretation.  That is when the individual is able to 

communicate their new understanding, allowing them to make sense of the previous conflict.  

 The men told stories that reflected their own spiritual growth as they attempted to make 

sense of the world in ways relevant to their diverse college experiences.  As a result of those 

college experiences, these men developed a more complex and mature spirituality.  Their 

conflicts occurred as a result of things like academic struggle, social isolation, conflict with a 

university professor, and unmet spiritual needs, among other things.  As the men had these 

struggles they were forced to expand their view of what it meant to be a spiritual Black man 

attending a historically White university.  

For example, some of the men talked about entering the university thinking that they 

could navigate college using the same social strategies that got them through high school.  

Because of their struggles, however, they found themselves needing to depend on others more 

than they would have liked. This experience caused them to alter their understanding of who they 

could trust during college.  
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 According to Parks (2011) traditionally aged (18 – 22 years old) college students fall 

within the emerging adult phase of spiritual development. During this stage, students are 

discovering the “…limits of inherited or otherwise socially received assumptions about how life 

works …” and they are actively creating “…more adequate forms of meaning and faith…”(pg. 

31).  That adaption occurs within three areas: frames of knowing, frames of dependence, frames 

of community. Added to this, Tisdell (2003) reminds us that development always happens in the 

context of culture and gender. Therefore, my second research question was focused on 

understanding how college impacted African American men’s various frames. Three large 

themes emerged from the data that explain how African American men experience spirituality 

during college: (1) finding truth beyond family values; (2) seeking care and compassion; (3) 

nurturing spiritual homes among strangers.  

 In emerging adults, there is a deepened readiness to become more consciously aware of 

one’s assumptions about whom we can trust and what to believe (Parks, 2011). For the African 

American men in this study, this frame showed up in the form of negotiating truth.  For example, 

the students’ parents played an important role in the spiritual development of the men in the 

study.  This aligns with Parks (2011) theory that prior to becoming college age, the men would 

have been in the adolescent stage of spiritual development.  This means that they tended to give 

preference to external authority figures when it came to understanding truth in the world. As they 

transitioned into college they began to more intentionally test the truth shared with them by their 

parents.  College experiences that were counter to the truth their parents shared gave them 

permission to explore other places of authority, including placing a greater emphasis on their 

own truth authorship.  
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 However, the men varied in their confidence in their ability to create truth so they often 

looked for communities that affirmed their new world view. Even so, this study revealed a 

difference in truth negotiation across the college years. Juniors and seniors seemed to have more 

confidence in their ability to define truth than did the freshmen and sophomores. During the first 

year, many of the students may be actively negotiating the continued relevance of the parent’s 

teaching. Students in this stage can be vulnerable as they try to understand where to assign trust.  

Additionally, multiple students talked about events external to the university impacting their 

understanding of who can author truth. Examples included the COVID-19 pandemic, the murder 

of George Floyd, and the accentuated racial unrest of the early 2020s.  

 When it came to interpreting the world around them, the men in the study negotiated who 

could be trusted to help them make meaning of the world.  For many of the men, close friends 

had the greatest influence on how they interpreted the world. They talked about these friends 

helped them to navigate challenges during college, including times where their friends helped 

them to see their own actions from a different perspective.  For the younger students in the study, 

their roommate was the person with whom they found connection.  In fact, one student talked 

about feeling like he needed to connect with his roommate as a way of navigating college.  The 

younger students, who had been on campus a shorter time, had not made as many friends so it 

could be that their roommate represented their first opportunity to share meaning making with 

someone other than their family. 

 Belonging was a high priority for the men in the study.  Many of the men’s stories 

focused on identifying a place where they felt they belonged. Examples include being with 

friends and being with individuals of similar culture or background.  One student was not able to 

find an African American Muslim faith group so he joined a Christian faith group.  His story 
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highlights the diversity of African American men attending a historically white university.  In 

light of this, spaces of belonging should allow for deeper contextual alignment when possible.  

 In summary, African American men attending historically White universities may 

experience challenges specific to their culture and gender, in addition to challenges typical to the 

college experience.  These challenges may impact the spiritualty of those men, regardless of 

whether the university tracks a student’s spiritual development. The findings of this study 

demonstrate that some African American men experience spirituality by negotiating truth, 

negotiating meaning-making, and negotiating belonging.  Universities can betters support 

African American men’s spirituality by helping them to process these experiences within the 

university setting, as other academic responsibilities and opportunities tend to hinder students 

from focusing on their own spirituality.  

 This study also provides a more expansive view of spirituality.  Throughout the study, the 

men in the study told stories about non-traditional forms of spirituality. For example, one student 

talked about finding spirituality in comedians, as he saw them conveyors of authentic truth.  

Additionally, he leveraged his perception of their authenticity to test the authenticity of others.  

Traditionally, comedians are not viewed as authorities of spiritualty and truth based on their 

profession.  Another example of an expanded view of spirituality is students talking about 

feeling most spiritual when they’re with their friends.  Within the stories the students told, they 

found spirituality in places where they could also be their authentic self, which tends to be when 

they are with their friends.   

 In addition to the expanded view of spirituality that we learn from the students in the 

study, we also see how their traditional religious upbringing continues influence how they think 

about spirituality.  For example, many of the students referenced a sacred text when talking 
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about where they assign spiritual authority. I did not, however, follow through on examining 

these thoughts in more detail, as I was more focused on exploring spirituality from a broader 

sense.  Since African Americans tend to be Christian, additional research could be done that 

provides greater in-depth study on how Christian students talk about their spiritual experiences 

for their particular lens.  

Implications for Policy and Practice 

 This study affirms that African American men attending a historically White university 

develop spiritually in ways consistent with the applied theoretical framework. More specifically, 

the men’s spiritually becomes more complex as they:  move from authority-bound to probing 

commitment frames of knowing, move from dependent/counterdependent to fragile inner 

dependence, and move toward a mentoring community.  As the men experience create spiritual 

complexity they also become more welcoming and tolerant to those who are not like them.  For 

the men in this study, and consistent with Parks (2011) theory, their spiritualty grew in 

complexity as they had experiences during college that conflicted with previously held views of 

the world.  In addition to having experiences typical of being in college, these men also had 

college experiences that were unique to their cultural and gender identity, which also contributed 

to their spiritual development. The following section describes what institutions of higher 

education can learn from these findings as they attempt to create more holistic student 

development support for African American men attending historically White universities.   

University Administrators 

University administrators can play a key role in creating welcoming and affirming spaces 

for African American men on their campus. Within this study, the men talked about how their 

view of college was impacted by their appreciation, or lack thereof, for the actions taken by 
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university administrators. Given the important role that administrators play in shaping the 

college experience for these men, the following implications for policy and practice must be 

recognized.  

Prioritize diversity in student development.  As suggested by Parks (2011) and Tisdell 

(2003) spiritual development for African American men occurs as they encounter experiences 

that conflict with previously held understanding.  These experiences were often the result of 

interacting with a student from a different background.  After having experiences with students 

who were different from them, the men in the study tended to become more open and tolerant to 

views not like their own.  This finding cannot be ignored as universities across the United States 

are enacting polices driven by state legislatures to defund and remove offices of Diversity, 

Equity, and Inclusion (DEI) from their campus.  In contrast to these efforts, the findings of this 

study suggest that institutions of higher education should be increasing funding to make their 

campuses more diverse and more supportive of racially minoritized students, as experiences 

within a diverse student population may lead to students becoming more tolerant and welcoming 

of those who are not like them. 

Focus on support of freshmen and sophomores. For universities looking to support 

African American men spiritually, this study would suggest that freshmen and sophomores may 

need targeted support around their ability to define truth. These students tend to enter the 

university less prepared the student population overall. Additionally, they are at a stage 

spiritually when they are testing various locations of truth to find what resonates with them the 

most.  Because of their intense need for affirmation and a spiritual home, these students will 

come to college looking for messages of meaning, purpose and truth. When the university is 
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uninviting or nurturing, it can leave the men vulnerable to attrition as they may struggle to 

produce their own internal motivation for success.  

 Invest in professional development for faculty. Universities should offer professional 

development for faculty that helps them learn how to incorporate meaning-making messages 

with in their classrooms. This would go a long way in helping highly spiritual students feel a 

sense welcome and belonging on campus. Faculty can include spiritualty within the academic 

spaces that does not give preferential treatment to students of a particular faith tradition or 

marginalize atheists or agnostics. Professional development would need to provided, however, as 

faculty are not likely to take these steps on their own. This implies that university is also 

implementing an institution wide reward system for those that are helping students develop 

spiritually.  

 Critically reflect on symbols and ceremonies. University administration should do a 

thorough investigation on history of the various symbols and ceremonies that exist on campus.  

As demonstrated in this study, certain university symbols and ceremonies can induce relational 

and emotional harm with certain populations of the student body. This mean that university 

needs to invest in the refreshing of institutional ceremonies and symbols form time-to-time, 

giving their more recent student populations an opportunity to activity contribute to the school’s 

legacy rather than expecting newer student groups to accept preferences established by previous 

student populations.  

Campus Religious and Spiritual Leaders 

 This study suggests that some African American men are looking for spiritual 

communities during their undergraduate years at historically White universities.  These 

communities can play a critical role in both the spiritual development of the students as well as 
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their persistence through college. Therefore, university campus religious and spiritual leaders 

should consider the following when developing spiritual communities on campus.  

 Offer marginalized spiritual communities additional support.  African American men 

are a marginalized community that are often underrepresented on majority White campuses.  

Within this community, some men experience additional marginalization as they identify with 

spiritual communities that also marginalized. For example, in this study, DeShawn is both a 

African American man and a Muslim on a campus that is mostly Christian.  As a result, 

DeShawn had a particularly difficult time finding a community that aligned with his spiritual 

needs.  Campus religious and spiritual leaders should mindful of the students who are like 

DeShawn as they may need some extra support finding spiritual belonging. Additionally, college 

campuses across the United States are experiencing heightened tension and conflict among 

religious groups because of world events.  Therefore, campus religious and spiritual leaders 

should adopt practices that create safe spaces of belonging for all students seeking spiritual 

places of belonging.  

 Create safe spaces for processing world events.  Students are not able to ignore events 

happening outside of campus. As seen with the men in this study, these events can have a 

profound impact on the mental and spiritual wellbeing of African American men who do not 

always feel safe and welcomed on campus. Additionally, these men may face further anxiety 

because of their spirituality.  For example, many students are being impacted by the ongoing war 

in Gaza.  As a result, many students may feel unsafe on campus because of this particular world 

event.  While this study suggests that interacting with those from different background can lead 

to more complex spiritual worldviews, it is important that campus religious and spiritual leaders 

provide protected and safe spaces to help students process those world events. 



  187 

 

 Partner with faculty to introduce meaning-making.  While the university should 

invest in professional development for faculty to learn how to incorporate meaning-making into 

the classroom, university religious and spiritual leaders can serve as ongoing partners for faculty.  

This study suggests that when faculty invite students to bring their authentic self into the learning 

process, they are likely to do so—especially freshmen and sophomores.  Additionally, it should 

be expected that as faculty create space for students to be more authentic, they may need help in 

supporting those students. Furthermore, when student support needs move beyond what faculty 

can and should provide, it is critical that they understand what spiritual resources are available 

for students on campus.  

Parents and Family Back Home   

When students enter into college they bring with them the spiritual lessons they’ve 

learned from their parents and other family back home.  Throughout the study, the participants in 

the study referenced their parents as a major of source of truth.  It is important that parents 

understand that their children are emerging adults and are entering into a phase of life during 

which they will be challenging many of the lessons they’ve previously held.  This may mean that 

when they return home they will express views that contradict the views they had when they first 

went to college.  When this happens, parents and family members should be prepared to 

demonstrate continued love and support for their emerging adult. This will help the student feel 

permission to continue to grow in to their authentic self as they have more new experiences 

during college.  

Study Limitations 

 There are three primary limitations of this study that I will highlight here. They are an 

overreliance on Christian participants, an overreliance on cisgender, heterosexual males, and the 
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time to completion for the study. This study set out to understand the spiritual experiences of 

African American men attending a historically White university in the southern, central portion 

of the United States.  

 This study had a total of nine participants. Of those participants eight described 

themselves as Christian and one student described himself as Muslim. Therefore, this study will 

have a bias toward the Christian participants. As a qualitative study, I did not expect the findings 

to be generalizable, but the unexpected lack of diversity in study participants means that the 

student may have less transferability, as the study was made up of mostly Christians, but the 

Muslim student was one of the more talkative participants. Unfortunately, I was not able to 

identify students from more than two faith backgrounds. The majority of my eight of my nine 

participants described their spiritual worldview as Christianity. One student described his 

spiritual worldview as Muslim, but that student also attended a Christian Bible Study. As a 

result, my study became an in-depth exploration into the spiritual experiences of Christian 

African American men attending a historically White university. 

 Additionally, the study did not include or address to any significance spiritual issues 

pertaining to the LGBTQ community. That being said, multiple students mentioned how their 

time in college changed their view of the LGBTQ community which suggests that additional 

research likely needs to be done in this area. I will suggest a specific research question with the 

Future Research section of this paper.  Although I was not able to get enough student participants 

who identify as LGBTQ to participate in the study, it was still an important question to ask, as 

gender impacts the spiritual experiences of college students.  

 The study did not make spaces for students who did not identify with any particular faith 

tradition or describe themselves as either atheist or agnostic.  This represents another opportunity 
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explore how spiritualty impacts a particular segment of the student body overall. As witnesses in 

this study, some students experience additional marginalization beyond race. For example, 

DeShawn was the only Muslim in this study. His additional marginalization presented some 

interesting findings for the study and it is likely that LGBTQ, agnostic, and atheist students 

would, similarly, present unique and important findings for universities.  

 Lastly, this study occurred over four years which meant that some of the participants 

graduated before they were able to see the findings.  As a result of the extended time and the loss 

of student participation, I was limited in amount of the feedback I could collect from students. 

When I asked students to provide feedback on their spiritual narratives, I only had one student to 

respond.  Additionally, I suspect that this student didn’t review his spiritual narrative in great 

detail as he did not have any questions or comments of note.  I did, however, provide this student 

with his gift card as promised at the outset of the study.  

Future Research 

 There are several opportunities for future research that emerge from this study. Two of 

those opportunities come directly from the limitations just discussed. The fourth opportunity 

emerges from one of the research findings within this study. To begin with, this study participant 

pool was dominated by Christians. Another study should be done to understand the spiritual 

experiences of African American men who participate in a neglected or marginalized faith within 

the United States. Those students have unique spiritual needs that may be neglected by the 

university without additional attentional research. I propose the following research question, 

“how do religiously and spiritually marginalized African American men find spiritual 

community when attending historically White universities?” 
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 Similarly, this study over emphasized the spiritual journey of cisgender, heterosexual 

men. Additional research should be done to understand how this community develops spiritually 

during college. The men in this study talked about becoming more open as they journeyed 

through college. This implies, however, that there was a time period during which they still held 

their conservative view while interacting with members of the LGBTQ community.  This study 

reveals that those interactions may help some African American become more open, but this 

does not say anything about how those interactions impact the students in the LGBTQ 

community. Therefore, I suggest as a research question, “how do LGBTQ African American 

men create community on majority conservative campuses?” 

 Lastly, multiple men in this study referenced feeling marginalized because of accentuated 

racial tension on campus.  This tension rose in part because of racialized incidents that happened 

off campus and in part because of racialized incidents that were happening on campus.  

Additional research needs to be done to understand how the symbols and ceremonies of a 

university impact spirituality influence African American men’s sense of belonging on campus. 

This study suggests that some symbols and ceremonies may reduce African American men’s 

sense of belonging on historically White university campuses and that these men leverage their 

spiritual networks to navigate the tension and build community otherwise. However, this study 

was not focused on symbols and ceremonies specifically so much of the nuance may have gone 

unnoticed. Therefore, I suggest for research to address the question, “how do symbols and 

ceremonies of historically White universities shape the stories African American men tell about 

their academic journeys?”  
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Conclusions and Final Thoughts 

 In conclusion, African American men attending a historically White university may 

leverage their personal spirituality and their spiritual network to help them navigate the 

challenges they face during their academic journey. While these men may present similarly as 

Black men, they are not all the same and therefore will interpret their experiences in unique and 

profound ways. That being said, these men have several assets to offer to each other and to the 

university at large. Therefore, it is critical that universities learn to support these men and 

prevent them from experiencing academic attrition. 

 When I attended NC State University, I was highly dependent on the friends I made 

during my time with the United Student Fellowship (USF).  In fact, I am still friends with many 

men from this group to this day.  When I talk with these men, we often reflect on how our 

connection during college helped each of us grow spiritually and academically.  These 

reflections were the impetus for this study as I desired to understand how other African 

American men’s spirituality evolved during college.   

 As I spoke with the men during the study, I noticed many similarities between their 

experiences and my own experiences at NC State. For example, some of the men in the study 

talked about providing spiritual leadership on campus, which showed up in that these men 

created a Christian Bible study group for African American men on campus. While I did not start 

a Christian Bible study group, I did serve as the president of a student group. Through this 

experience, I was able to build my friendships.  For the student leaders in the study, they had a 

very similar experience and were able to build friendships through their Christian bible study.  

 Beyond building friendships, my time serving as the president of the Christian group 

provided me with valuable leadership experience that has proven beneficial beyond my college 
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experiences. Similarly, the men in the study who were leaders on campus were able to leverage 

their participation in campus student groups to gain valuable leadership experience. 

 Attending college at a historically White university can introduce African American men 

to experiences that are typical to the college experience as well as experiences that are unique to 

their culture and gender.  These experiences can help these men develop more complex spiritual 

worldviews which can lead to them being more welcoming and tolerant to those that are not like 

them.  Having students develop this way is critical at this point in the United States when our 

nation experiencing increased division and incivility. If colleges can help introduce additional 

civility into the national discourse, they absolutely should.  
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Appendix A:  Orientation Protocol 

Introduction: Hello. My name is Lorenzo Watson and I am the lead researcher for this research 
project. Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study. This is the first of three virtual 
meetings you and I will have this semester. The goal of the study is to understand how attending 
the Southern University impacts your spirituality and how your spirituality impacts your college 
experiences. 
 
I would like to begin by reviewing the consent form with you.  
 
Note: I will then review the consent form and answer any questions the student has.  
 
The purpose of this initial meeting is for us to get to know each other, for me to answer any 
questions you have about the study, and for you to share some of your initial thoughts on 
spirituality. 
 
Do I have your permission to audio-record this meeting? 
 
Rapport building: 

1. How is your semester coming along?  
2. What has it been like trying to be a college student during the COVID-19 global 

pandemic? 
3. What are things I can do to minimize the disruption your participation in this study may 

cause to your work and life? 
4. Tell me why you decided to attend the Southern University.  
5. Now that you are a student at Southern University, what has been the biggest surprise? 

The biggest challenge? 
6. What questions do you have for me? 

 
 
Spirituality: 

1. How would you describe yourself in terms of your worldview (i.e., atheist, humanist, 
Muslim, Christian, etc.)? 

a. What does it mean to be <worldview>? 
b. How important is your worldview to you? 

2. I would like to understand the meaning of certain words from your perspective. 
a. What does Spirituality mean to you? 
b. How does Religion relate to spirituality? 
c. Describe the term Faith. 
d. How would you describe God? 

3. Describe how your family has influenced your view of spirituality.  
4. Tell me about your earliest experiences with spirituality. 
5. What role, if any, does spirituality play in your life as a student at Southern University? 
6. In an ideal world, what role would spirituality play at the Southern University? 
7. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your view of spirituality?  
8. How would you describe your racial identity? How important is that identity to you? 
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9. What role, if any, does your racial identity play in your spirituality? 
10. How would you describe your sexual identity? How important is that identity to you? 
11. What role, if any, does your sexual identity play in your spirituality? 

 
The next few questions are about culture. 
 

12. What do you think of when you hear the term, culture? 
13. How would you describe your culture? How important is that culture to you? 
14. Do you feel your spiritual worldview is supported by your culture? Explain? 
15. Are you able to think of an African American male student at Southern University that I 

should talk with regarding spirituality during college? Are you willing to share the 
research flier with that person? 

 
That is the end of my questions for the first meeting. May we set a date for our next meeting?  
 
In preparation for our next meeting, I would like you to find three pictures that represent your 
response to the following questions. These can be pictures that you already have, pictures you 
create, or pictures that you find online.  Be sure to avoid, however, submitting pictures that are 
sexual, or that depict illegal behavior. 
 

1. Frames of Knowing:  Identify a picture that represents your primary source of truth and 
authority. Please name this picture “P1”. 

2. Frames of Dependency: Identify a picture that represents a key relationship or system 
you depend on? Please name this picture “P2”.  

3. Frames of Community: Identify a picture that represents where you experience 
authentic community and belonging? Please name this picture “P3”.  

 
Note:  At this time, I will describe the format for the next meeting and answer any questions they 
may have.  
 
Unless you have additional questions, that is the end of our meeting. Thank you for your time. 
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Appendix B: Meeting 2 

This is our second meeting. Thank you for sharing your time and stories with me. Today we will 
complete three activities. We will review the photographs you’ve brought with you, dialogue 
about your spiritual experiences more, and create a timeline of your experiences. We will 
complete the timeline activity as you are telling your stories. 
 
Note:  At this time, I will open my Google document and show the student how we will create 
the timeline.  
 
Photovoice:   
 
Frames of Knowing (Place of authority and truth): 

1. Describe the picture you’ve selected. 
2. What does this picture represent for you? 
3. Why did you select this picture? 
4. How has your process for determining truth changed since you came to Southern 

University? 
5. To what extent are you a “knower” of truth? How has this changed since you came to 

Southern University?  
6. To what extent are spiritual authority figures “knowers” of truth? How has this changed 

since you came to Southern University? 
7. To what extent are university authority figures “knowers” of truth? How has this changed 

since your first day of school? 
8. Timeline Activity:  What moments during college have had the greatest influence on 

your perception of who “knows” truth? Explain?  You may include events that occurred 
in the wider world, also. Let’s be 

 
Frames of Dependency (Feelings about the relationship with self and others): 

1. Describe the picture you’ve selected. 
2. What does this picture represent for you? 
3. Why did you select this picture? 
4. How has your process for determining which relationships and systems you can depend 

on changed since you came to Southern University? 
5. To what extent do you depend on yourself to understand your feelings about yourself and 

others? How has this changed since you came to Southern University? 
6. To what extent do you depend on spiritual authority figures to help you understand your 

feelings about yourself and others? How has this changed since you came to Southern 
University? 

7. To what extent do you depend on university authority figures to help you understand your 
feelings about yourself and others? How has this changed since you came to Southern 
University? 

8. Timeline Activity:  What moments during college have had the greatest influence on 
your perception of which relationships and systems you can depend on to help you 
understand how you feel about yourself and others? Explain? You may include events 
that occurred in the wider world, also. 
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Frames of Community (Place of home and belonging):  

1. Describe the picture you’ve selected. 
2. What does this picture represent for you? 
3. Why did you select this picture? 
4. How has your understanding of community and belonging changed since you came to 

Southern University? 
5. To what extend have you experienced community and belonging during college? 
6. To what extent do you find belonging within spiritual communities? How has this 

changed since you came to Southern University? 
7. To what extent do you find belonging within university communities? How has this 

changed since you came to Southern University? 
8. Timeline Activity:  What moments during college have had the greatest influence on 

your perception of where you can experience community and belonging? Explain? You 
may include events that occurred in the wider world, also. 
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Appendix C: Meeting 3* 

This is our third and final meeting. Thank you sharing your stories with me. Today we will 
revisit a few topics that we discussed individually and we will discuss how your unique identity 
impacts your experience with spirituality and spiritual communities at Southern University. 
 

1. Since coming to college, how has your understanding of your personal and cultural 
identity changed? 

2. Has your personal and cultural identity impacted your relationship with spiritual 
communities on campus? Explain? 

3. Have you had moments when you felt as if your full identity had been embraced on 
campus? Explain? 
 

*I will submit the final protocol after I’ve started data collection. The purpose of the focus 
groups is to drill down on topics for which I still have questions after having seen some of the 
data and to hear from subgroups within the African American male community at Southern 
University.  
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Appendix D: Demographic Survey 

1. How do you describe your racial / ethnic / cultural identity? 
a. How important is this identity? 

i. 5-point Likert scale. 
2. Gender Identity 

a. Transgender man 
b. Cisgender man 
c. Other 

3. What is your age? 
4. Sexual Orientation 

a. Heterosexual 
b. Homosexual 
c. Other 

5. Year in College 
a. Freshman 
b. Sophomore 
c. Junior 
d. Senior 

6. Select the category that most relates to your major. 
7. Are you the first one in your immediate family to go to college? 

a. Yes 
b. No 

8. Would you describe your hometown as rural, urban, or suburban? 
9. How would you describe yourself in terms of socio-economic status?  

a. Lower class 
b. Middle class 
c. Upper class 
d. Other  

10. How would you describe yourself in terms of worldview?  
a. Atheist  
b. Muslim  
c. Christian 
d. Other 

11. How important is the identity to you?  
a. 5-point Likert scale.  

12. How do you define spirituality? 
13. Are you willing to complete a recorded interview? 

a. Yes 
b. No 
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Appendix E: Timeline Example 

 
Fall 1999 

• August:  Started school at NC State 
 
Spring 2000 

• This picture represents how I felt disconnected from everyone during my freshman year. I 
turned down an opportunity to be a computer science TA because my room didn’t think it 
was a good idea. I was initially excited about the idea, but he convinced me to say no. I 
was already feeling alone and disconnected in the program and didn’t want to do 
something that would further isolate me.  If I were to receive an opportunity like that 
now, I would probably trust more my own instincts and intuition. I do regret missing the 
opportunity to work with that professor. 

 
 

Summer 2000 
 

Fall 2001 
• The 9/11 attacks happened.  After that many of my friends began to really think about the 

overall purpose of our education. We wanted to be with our families, but our pursuit of 
higher education meant that we had to be away from them. This is when I really started to 
regret not taking that TA opportunity last semester. Looking back, I think God gave me 
an opportunity to do more with my education, but I may have wasted the chance. 
Hopefully, I’ll get another chance like that.  

 


