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ABSTRACT

AFRICAN AMERICAN DOCTORAL STUDENT EXPERIENCES:
FACTORS THAT IMPACT PERSISTENCE AND GRADUATION

By

Lloyd Glen Bingman

This study examines the experiences of African American doctoral students and
the factors that impact their graduate school successes. In so doing, it helps fill the
current void in the graduate student literature. The data derive from one-on-one
interviews with ten African American men and women who received their Ph.D. degrees
within the last four years. The interviews explored the factors that contributed to the
participants’ persistence in completing their degrees, the role race played in their student
experiences prior to and during their doctoral studies, and how their perceptions of their
race impacted their student successes.

The findings of this study, which counter the findings of some scholarly research,
demonstrate that race, rather than erecting potential barriers to success, can positively
impact the success of African American graduate students. The participants received
profound emotional and academic support from ethnic minority college professors,
administrators, or student-peers who understood the potential racial barriers ibat African
American students can face on predominately White college campuses. Pride in being
African American also contributed to the participants’ successes. Instilled early by their
families, this pride impelled the participants to perform well in their fields of study so
that they could serve as positive role models for African American students to follow

and, by disproving negative stereotypes of African Americans’ academic abilities, serve



as good representatives of their race. The study concludes with recommendations for

future research and actions derived from the findings.
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Chapter 1
Introduction and Statement of the Problem

African Americans make up a small number and percentage of the doctorates
earned in the United States (Isaac, 1998; National Opinion Research Center, 1999;
Willie et al., 1991). One would expect, however, that the percentage of African
Americans who earned doctorates should parallel the percentage of the African
American United States population. According to a 1999 national study conducted
by the National Opinion Research Center (1999), African Americans earned 1596 or
approximately 3.8% of the 41,140 doctoral degrees received in 1999. Given that the
proportion of the African American population was approximately 12% in 1999
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2000), the percentage of the African American doctoral
degrees earned was between three to four times less than the proportion of the
African American U.S. population.

Whites, however, earned 26,450 or approximately 64% of the doctoral
degrees received in 1999 (National Opinion Research Center, 1999). As a result, the
proportion of White doctoral degrees earned in 1999 was closer to their actual
percentage in the U.S. population—approximately 70% (U.S. Census Bureau, 2000).
Hence, there is an imbalance in the percentage of African American doctoral degrees
received compared to that of Whites.

There is another point that involves completion or graduation rates. The
point is that approximately 50% of all doctoral students who begin their doctoral
studies at colleges and universities obtain their degrees within ten years (Bair &

Haworth, 1999; Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Nerad & Cerny, 1991; Tinto, 1993).



Based on the data at Michigan State University (MSU), there is not much difference
between the completion or graduation rate of African Americans and other doctoral
students. At MSU, the 1999 graduation rate for African American doctoral students
was approximately 47% over a nine-year period (Michigan State University, 2002).
This completion rate of African American doctoral students closely parallels that of
the national doctoral student completion rate (approximately 50% over a ten-year
period). Therefore, based on the information obtained from MSU, it appears that
persistence is not any more of a problem for African American doctoral students, at
least at MSU, than for any other doctoral students.

It is of great concern, however, that only about 3.8 % of the degrees offered
in 1999 were earned by African American students. Since a relatively few number
of African Americans enter graduate school, colleges and universities should be
especially concerned with helping these individuals persist or encourage their
graduation efforts. In addition to reporting completion rate data of African American
doctoral students, it has also been stated in the literature that “race” plays a
significant role in the experiences of African American graduate students, which can
also affect their graduation efforts (Banks, 1996; Steele, 1990; Thernstrom &
Thernstrom, 1997). Therefore, in this study, I examine what role “race” plays in
African Amencan graduate student experiences and how African Americans
perceive their racial identity as part of those student experiences.

Information that is lacking from the literature is the voice of African
American doctoral students explaining their experiences in graduate school.

Therefore, in this study, I conducted personal interviews of African Americans who



succeeded in completing Ph.D.s to gain an understanding of their perceptions of their

graduate student experiences.

Significance of the Problem

The recent percentage of African American doctoral degrees offered in the
U.S. (about 3.8%) is significant because if this percentage does not increase and
become more in line with the African American U.S. population, there will not be
enough African American scholars to meet the workforce demands of our country.
Based on the projected African American and the Hispanic American U.S.
populations by 2010 (approximately 50% of the entire U.S. population), more
African American scientist and technological scholars will be needed to fill positions
in the scientific community (Green, 1989). Willie et al. (1991, p. 19) maintained,
“minorities will be needed increasingly to occupy positions in the scientific
community that were filled by white males.” The authors stated that the “production
of doctoral degrees among blacks is an indicator of the potential strength of the
United States as a world power in science and technology (1991, p. 19).” Therefore,
a major increase in the percentage of African American doctoral degree recipients
will be needed, especially in the biological sciences.

To further explain this point, in 1999, African Americans earned 116 or about
2% of the 5600 biological science doctorates received in this country, compared to
Whites who earned 3,139 or approximately 56% of the biological science degrees

(INational Opinion Research Center, 1999). Therefore, as the U.S. African American

Population increases and African American scientists are needed to meet the



projected workforce demands, the number and percentage of African American
doctoral degrees received must also increase.

In addition to increasing the percentage of African American scientists to
meet expected workforce demands, more African Americans will also be needed to
meet the academic and workforce needs in other areas. For example, Isaac (1998)
maintained that there is a need for more African Americans to earn doctoral degrees
because they must serve as role models and contribute to the knowledge base of
industry, business, science, human services, the arts, and other fields. Therefore,
based on the expected diverse needs of the U.S. workforce, efforts should be made to
increase the percentage of African American doctoral degrees earned so that a larger
proportion of African Americans will be available to meet diverse workforce

demands.

Purpose of the Study
The purposes of this study are to examine the nature of graduate experiences
of some African American doctoral students, the factors that contributed to their
decision to pursue a doctoral degree, what role race has played in their student
experiences prior to and during their graduate study, and their awareness or
perception of being African American as it relates to their graduate experience.
Given the problem presented in this study, I have focused on one major research
question: What are the experiences of some African American doctoral students in
&graduate school? Sub-questions include:



‘What prior experiences before graduate school may have affected their graduate

eXxperience?

“WWhat experiences in the discipline/department or more broadly in the institution

~wwere critical in framing their graduate experience?

“What is their understanding or awareness of their racial and ethnic identity?
How does race impact or play a role in their experiences prior to graduate school
and as doctoral students?

‘What kept them motivated to persist in completing their doctoral degrees?
"X O answer these questions, I have interviewed ten African American doctoral
sStwudents who have succeeded in completing their doctorates within the last three
Years. For the purpose of this study, success is defined as “degree completion.”
A\ 150, the terms African Americans and Blacks will be used interchangeably.



Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
Introduction

This section discusses the role “race” plays in the experiences of African
American students, as well as studies and factors pertaining to graduate education
regardless of race or ethnicity. Some of these studies and factors focus on graduate
student experiences in general, while others focus on graduate student experiences of
ethnic minority groups, particularly African Americans. This review of the literature
is organized in several subsections: 1) The role of race in the academy, 2) Race
and/or ethnicity: factors that impact African American persistence, 3) Racial and
ethnic identity theories, 4) Key concerns and findings of graduate education and
graduate education research, 5) Studies on doctoral student attrition, 6) Studies of
factors that impact doctoral student success, 7) Comparisons between African
American and other doctoral students’ experiences, and 8) Recommendations for
impacting doctoral student persistence and graduation rates. The section will
conclude with a summary of the literature review.

According to the literature, one concern of graduate education researchers is
the increase in student attrition among doctoral students for the past three deéades
(Michigan State University, 1973; Tinto, 1991, 1993; Tucker et. al., 1964). Asa
result of this concern, studies on doctoral student attrition and graduation rates are
examined to identify some of the causes of high attrition rates among doctoral
students (i.e., type of academic discipline and lack of academic and social integration

of the students within their departments or institutions).



After a discussion of the causes of attrition, studies on factors that impact
doctoral student success are examined. Some of these factors include maintaining
quality faculty-student and student-peer relationships, maintaining enthusiasm for
work, working independently, obtaining financial support, and planning ahead and
keeping records of data collection and other pertinent information. These factors
often impact doctoral students regardless of race or ethnicity. Other factors,
however, impact ethnic minority doctoral students as a result of their race or
ethnicity. To address these factors, comparisons between ethnic minority and other
doctoral students’ experiences are made. After making comparisons between ethnic
minority and other doctoral students’ experiences, a discussion pertaining to
recommendations for impacting doctoral student persistence and graduation rates is
presented. This discussion provides some recommendations found in the literature
for institutional leaders to follow that could positively impact the persistence and
graduation rates of all doctoral students, particularly African American doctoral

students.

The Role of Race in the Academy

It has been argued in the literature that race plays a significant role m the
experiences of African American graduate students (Turner & Myers, 2000; White,
1984; Willie et al., 1991). Some graduate experiences have adversely affected these
students’ learning outcomes, and as a result, have led many African American
students throughout the country to seek ways to experience a more pleasant and

supportive learning experience and environment. African American students have



sought to obtain such pleasant and supportive learning experiences and environments
by trying to sort out the meaning of their presence on campus (to themselves, to
Whites, and to their family and communities), and to fight against racial
discrimination within their college campuses (Banks, 1996; Thernstrom &
Thernstrom, 1997; Turner & Myers, 2000; White, 1984; Willie et al., 1991).

Banks (1996, p. 173) maintained that at many colleges and universities today,
African American students “contend with academic challenges while sorting out the
meaning of their presence on campus—to themselves and to whites.” He reported
that often African Americans want to prove to themselves and to others on campus
that they can succeed academically and at the same time, make their campuses more
desirable places for their racial group to attend.

Prior to leaving for college, African American students often are reminded by
their families that in order to become successful in college, they have to perform two
times better, academically, than their White counterparts (Banks, 1996). Not only do
African Americans feel compelled to work harder than other students; their families
frequently maintain that because there are few Blacks attending predominately White
institutions, they are “representing the Black race” so they have to be careful about
how they present themselves (Banks, 1996). This sentiment of high achievement
and positive representation for the Black race has existed for decades.

Banks (1996, p. 182) reported that since the desegregation of schools, Blacks
are often told by their families, friends, and community leaders that they have “to be
brilliant,” while Whites can “afford to be simply satisfactory scholars.”

Consequently, many African American students attend college with the burden of



being paragons of their race because of the expectations that are placed on them by
their families and some community leaders (Banks, 1996). Not only do African
Americans feel the added pressure of performing well academically; they also
believe that they have to maintain an image that would positively represent their
families—many of whom have not attended college. In addition, they have to
maintain a positive image as a representative of “the entire Black race.”

For many years in society and particularly at college campuses, African
Americans are stereotyped or characterized as being lazy, non-productive, stupid,
inferior, or often complaining about their circumstances more than any other ethnic
group (Steele, 1990). Although African American parents instill in their children
that they are not inferior to any person or ethnic group, there still remains an
important question for African Americans: “If I am not inferior, why the need to say
so (Steele, 1990, p. 134)7” Mixed messages are conveyed to these individuals, and
because of the added pressure to prove these myths and stereotyping invalid, African
Americans often take the initiative to make their learning environments and
experiences more positive for themselves and for their particular ethnic group.

Thus, Steele (1990, p. 138) explained that to disprove certain myths and
stereotyping of African Americans, African Americans often have to suppreés their
feelings of inadequacy, inferiority, and inability to perform well in college and “burn
the midnight oil” studying (Steele, 1990, p. 138). Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. stated:
“When you are behind in a footrace, the only way to get ahead is to run faster than
the man in front of you” (Steele, p. 138). Dr. King’s comment suggested that if

Blacks expect to be able to compete with other ethnic groups in any task, particularly



with Whites, they must try much harder than Whites to become successful in their
endeavors.

Even though African Americans have tried harder academically to prove to
others that they are deserving of being acknowledged and respected as scholars and
intellectuals, often times, they are not recognized as such (West, 1991). Some White
scholars do not consider African American graduate students as scholars and
intellectuals because of perceptions of affirmative action programs and past student
activism (West, 1991). West (1991) maintained that some White individuals believe
that affirmative action programs assist minorities in gaining employment and
educational opportunities without having the appropriate credentials to obtain such
opportunities. West (1991, p. 133) argued, “perceptions fueled by affirmative action
programs” impact many Black student-White professor relations. He maintained that
the academy has been less receptive to embracing African Americans into its culture
because of “heated political and cultural issues such as the legacy of the Black Power
movement” and the “invisibility of Africa in American political discourse (p. 133).”
As a result of these events, relations between Black and White intellectuals have
suffered (West, p. 133). West further maintained that because of these events, White
scholars often view African American students and Black intellectuals as “trouble
makers” and distance themselves from these individuals.

As a result of not being welcome in the academy, African American scholars
often find that opportunities for publishing in major journals are unavailable. West
(1991, p. 133) suggested that “this hostile climate” required African American

graduate students and African American professors to “fall back upon their own
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resources—institutions, journals, and periodicals—which, in turh, reinforces the de
facto racially separatist practices of American intellectual life.” Furthermore,
maintaining high academic achievement and being unwelcome in the academy are
not the only challenges African American students and African American professors
face at predominately White colleges and universities. Many of the African
American communities also shun these individuals (Black intellectuals) because they
perceive them as “uppity” or opportunists who cannot be trusted (West, 1991).

Because of some perceptions formed by African American communities that
Black intellectuals think more highly of themselves and sometimes belittle people in
their communities for not taking the same educational opportunities that are provided
to them, Black intellectuals as a whole often lack the respect and support of their
communities (West, 1991). West (1991, p. 135) maintained that some individuals in
the Black community refuse to support Black intellectuals because they feel that
Black intellectuals’ efforts to become integrated into the academy are politically self-
serving and not in line with the “Afro-American cultural life.” Additionally, West
(1991, p. 135) posited that “the relatively high rates of exogamous marriage, the
abandonment of Black institutions, and the preoccupations with Euro-American
intellectual products are often perceived by the Black community as intentioﬁal
efforts to escape the negative stigma of Blackness or viewed as symptoms of self-
hatred.”

Though some Black intellectuals seek to provide a better way of life for
themselves and their families, and to become positive role models and

representatives for their communities, they are often viewed unfavorably. Many
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individuals of the Black community view these Black intellectuals as power, status,
and wealth driven—useless to their communities (West, 1991). West (1991, p. 136)
maintained that Black intellectuals’ “inability to transmit and sustain the requisite
institutional mechanisms for the persistence of a discernible intellectual tradition,
bouts with racism of American society, lack of Black community support, and hence
the dangling status of Black intellectuals, have prevented the creation of a rich
heritage of intellectual exchange, intercourse, and dialogue.” In other words, some
Black intellectuals have experienced difficulty when trying to engage in intellectual
dialogue because of negative perceptions of them from some Whites in the academy
and some members in the African American community. As a result of these
circumstances, many Black intellectuals are finding it difficult to gain respect as
scholars from academic institutions and their communities.

Another way in which African American students seek to obtain supportive
learning experiences and environments is to become political and social activists, to
break down racial injustices in order to ensure better learning and social experiences
for themselves and other African Americans students in the future (Steele, 1991). In
the early 1900s, Carter G. Woodson, a Harvard-educated historian, maintained in his
book entitled: The Miseducation of the Negro (1933) that Blacks can only succeed at
predominately White institutions if they release their sense of self and cultural
integrity and embrace the integrity of mainstream culture. African American student
activists today, however, often do not follow this stance, and consequently, fight for

parity within all facets of academic life.
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From the time Black college students protested at White restaurant “sit-ins”
during the Civil Rights Era, to current protests of African American college students
fighting for respect as intellectuals and scholars, African American students have
become instrumental in instigating changes for better academic and social conditions
at predominately White colleges and universities throughout the country. African
American student activists have been left with the challenge of protesting against
racial injustices and acts of discrimination. Although many African American
student activists have made great efforts throughout the years to ensure positive
learning outcomes for themselves and other African American students in the future,
racial tensions and injustices still exist today on college campuses throughout the
country.

Steele (1990) reported that in 1986, Whites beat an African American student
at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst because of an argument related to the
World Series. He stated that the argument apparently turned into a “racial bashing,
with a crowd of up to three thousand whites chasing twenty blacks—to the
harassment of minority students and acts of racial or ethnic insensitivity (p. 127).”
Other racially motivated incidents have occurred at Yale University, the University
of Michigan, the University of Wisconsin at Madison, Auburn University, and
Stanford University.

At Yale University in 1989, the words “white power” were painted on the
university’s Afro-American cultural center. Steele (1990, p. 128) also reported that
not long after the Yale University incident, “racist jokes™ were aired on a campus

radio station at the University of Michigan. Furthermore, Steele (1990, p. 128)
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stated that at “the University of Wisconsin at Madison (year not reported), members
of the Zeta Beta Tau fraternity held a mock slave auction in which pledges painted
their faces black and wore Afro wigs.”

Similar incidents occurred on October 25 and 27, 2001, at Halloween parties
on Auburn University’s campus where members of two White fraternities, Delta
Sigma Phi (“the nation’s first fraternity,” whose membership consisted of several
“Christians” and “Jewish” persons), and Beta Theta Pi Fraternity, were suspended
from the university campuses for racially insulting African Americans. An internet
website article dated November 5, 2001 and entitled: “Fight Hate and Promote
Tolerance,” posted pictures of both fraternity’s Halloween parties where members of
these fraternities (Delta Sigma Phi and Beta Theta Pi) dressed in Ku Klux Klan attire
and “black face” and slave attire. Additionally, these fraternity members depicted a
lynching of a slave, where they posed near confederate flags. Furthermore, some
members of these White fraternities were dressed to mock an all Black fraternity—
wearing large Afro-wigs, gold chains around their necks, and the Black fraternity’s
Greek letters “Omega Psi Phi” on purple t-shirts (BAI: 101, 2002). Both fraternities
and members of the fraternities were suspended from the campus—pending a full
investigation of apparent violations of the university’s harassment and discrimination
policies (BAI: 101, 2002).

Thernstrom & Thernstrom (1997, p. 386) reported that in 1988 on Stanford
University’s campus, “two intoxicated white students defaced a Beethoven poster in
such a way as to make the composer look black.” This incidence took place in an

African American residential house on the campus, which escalated to the point of
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fliers being posted throughout the campus with the word “nigger” printed on them
(Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 1997). Although one would like to believe that racially
motivated occurrences such as these are isolated, we must realize that incidences like
these can and do occur.

As a result of the many racially motivated occurrences throughout college
and university campuses in this country, it is clear that race does play a major role in
the experiences of African American students at all levels of higher education.

While African Americans students come to college with the intent to perform well,
they also bring with them perceptions of how their actions and discussions will be
judged by their professors and classmates, how their actions and behaviors may
represent their racial group or communities in the eyes of others, and what their roles
are and how they “fit in” the institution (Banks, 1996; hooks, 1994, West, 1991).

Some African American students also feel compelled to promote social and
political equality for themselves and for African Americans who attend these
institutions in the future (Banks, 1996). Therefore, because of family expectations,
the Black community, and how African Americans are treated by others on some
college campuses, African American students at all levels of education attend college
facing a host of circumstances and potential occurrences that White doctoral. students
may never have to encounter (Banks, 1996). Therefore, “race” plays a significant
role in African American students’ lives, which often begins long before they enter
college (White, 1984). The following section will address how race and ethnicity

have impacted the lives of many African Americans, which could also affect how
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these individuals view themselves and their roles in society prior to attending

doctoral programs.

Race and/or Ethnicity: Factors That Impact African American Persistence

The race and/or ethnicity of African Americans can impact their persistence
and achievement in various venues. One way in which race and/or ethnicity can
impact African Americans’ persistence and achievement is through discussions about
race issues between Blacks and Whites. Some Blacks and Whites choose not to
discuss race or ethnicity when conversing with others, particularly in classroom
settings where discussion participants include individuals of both races (Anderson,
1994; hooks, 1994). When race is brought up in discussions, some ethnic minorities
may find it difficult to participate in such discussions because of how they may be
perceived as spokespersons or experts concerning issues related to their race or
culture (hooks, 1994). These misperceptions sometimes make these individuals feel
uncomfortable, and consequently, cause them to not participate in such group
discussions (hooks, 1994).

Also, White group members often find it difficult or uncomfortable to
participate in discussions of race because of their lack of knowledge concerning this
topic (hooks, 1994). Unfortunately, this lack of discussion on race may also be one
reason why little information is presented in the literature from African American
doctoral students’ viewpoint concerning the role that race plays in their experiences
as they persist toward graduation. To shed light on how the role of race impacts

African American doctoral student experiences prior to graduate study, this section
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will include information about how the nature of race and the lack of self-
empowerment and motivation have adversely impacted the persistence and
opportunities for African Americans to collectively obtain quality living conditions
in general.

To illustrate how issues of race have impacted African Americans’ quality of
life, Herbert (1989, p. 64) maintained that the “Black experience in the United States
has been and continues to be consistently and significantly different from the White
experience.” He posited that these experiences are different because of how the
nature of race has evolved over the past 300 years.

For example, past acts of racial discrimination against Blacks during the
slavery era and civil rights movement (Anderson, 1994) to present day occurrences
of racism demonstrate that there still are racial problems and tensions throughout
American society. For example, in June 1998, a Black Texas man, James Byrd, Jr.
was killed after being chained to a pick-up truck and dragged for two miles on a rural
East Texas road by three White men. Members of the Ku Klux Klan rallied in
support of the murder suspects in front of the county courthouse in Jasper, Texas
soon after the murder of Mr. Byrd (CNN. Com., 1998). These acts continue to occur
in America, which according to the United States Constitution prides itself in
fostering equal treatment and opportunity for all Americans, regardless of race, color
or national origin. Fortunately, not all Americans treat others differently or prejudge
them based solely on their race or ethnicity.

According to Herbert (1989), “racism can broadly be defined as the

transformation of race prejudice and/or ethnocentrism through the exercise of power
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against a racial group defined as inferior by individuals and institutions with the
intentional or unintentional support of the entire culture (p. 67).” He further asserted
that racism could be characterized as individual, institutional, or cultural. Individual
racism involves the belief of an individual that his/her race is superior over another
person’s race, and as a result, the discriminating individual treats that person or
ethnic group as inferior or unequal (Herbert, 1989). Herbert (1989) further
maintained that this type of racism is not inherited. He contended that it is
“transmitted and nurtured by the socializing influences of institutions (1989, p. 68).”
Institutional racism, however, involves individuals who affiliate with particular
institutions to use or manipulate constitutions or rules to maintain an advantage over
others whose race or ethnicity is different from the majority of the institution’s group
members (Herbert, 1989). Cultural racism, however, is somewhat different from
individual and institutional racism.

Herbert (1989) suggested that cultural racism “is the individual and
institutional expression of superiority of one race’s cultural heritage over that of
another race (p. 68).” Therefore, Herbert suggested that individuals or a group of
individuals who dislike or treat others differently or unfairly because their culture is
different from theirs might be considered to be practicing cultural racism. These
types of racist behaviors or acts can adversely impact the persistence of African
Americans to have a better quality of life for themselves and for their ethnic or
cultural groups. Furthermore, African American students might internalize such
behaviors—resulting in lack of self~empowerment or motivation (Anderson, 1994;

Haymes, 1995; Lusane, 1997; West, 1994).

18




According to Anderson (1994), lack of self-empowerment or lack of
motivation of African Americans can hinder African American students in obtaining
better living conditions. For example, since the Civil Rights Era, African Americans
have collectively made great strides in obtaining opportunities for a higher
education, employment, better housing, and positions in the political arena
(Anderson, 1994). Furthermore, income levels and opportunities for African
Americans to own businesses have increased over the past few decades (Anderson,
1994). Many of these individuals have obtained these advances because they were
either encouraged intrinsically or by others to obtain a better quality of life. This
type of encouragement has prompted African Americans to become self-empowered
to do better for themselves and their communities (Lusane, 1997; West, 1994).

West (1994, p. 11) stated that African Americans “must admit that the most
valuable sources for help, hope and power” consist of themselves and their
“common” history. In other words, if African Americans are to prosper, they should
look within themselves or look into the lives and contributions of famous Black
leaders who inspired them such as: Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. (Civil Rights leader)
(West, 1994) and Thurgood Marshall (first African American Supreme Court
Justice). |

Although some circumstances related to African Americans’ race or ethnicity
and lack of self-empowerment and motivation adversely impacts their persistence
and opportunities to collectively obtain quality living conditions, looking within
themselves or into the lives and contributions made by Black leaders can positively

impact how they perceive their racial and ethnic identity. Many African Americans
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who come to grips with their racial and ethnic identity or who are aware of their
racial and ethnic identity often are able to face many racial challenges in American
society, a society which has traditionally discriminated against African Americans
and other minorities. Thus, how some African Americans perceive their race and
ethnic identity can also impact how they are able to face various racial challenges on
college campuses. These racial challenges could strongly impact their student
experiences if they are unaware of or unfamiliar with their racial and ethnic identity
(White, 1984). Therefore, in the next section, three theories of racial and ethnic

identity are examined.

Racial and Ethnic Identity Theories

Given that this study examines the role race plays in the graduate school
experiences of African American doctoral recipients and their perception of being
African American, it is important to consider the concept of race and ethnic identity.
Although there are several racial and ethnic identity theories presented in the
literature, below I discuss three of the more salient ones—provided by White (1984),
Cross (1991), and Helms (1995).

According to several writers, African Americans must come to grips 'with
their racial/ethnic identity in order to overcome or suppress feelings of oppression
and personal worthlessness perpetrated by occurrences in mainstream society (Cross,
1991; Helms, 1995; Ivey, 1995; White, 1984). White (1984) contended that Black
youth could establish their sense of worth through the network of family and peers in

the immediate Black community. These types of nurturing and support systems are a
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few strategies that often assist African American adolescents in fighting against or
resisting the economic, psychological, and social effects of oppression (White,
1984).

White (1984) further maintained that African American youth and
adolescent’s problem-solving skills, self-confidence, and resilient attitudes that
develop during their pre-adolescence years will assist them in persevering although
their range of opportunities in society may be limited. However, if African
American adolescents and young adults have not sufficiently internalized the African
American culture and the philosophies provided by members of that culture, they
may have a more difficult time in overcoming feelings of oppression and self-
worthlessness (White, 1984). White (1984, p. 95) argued that African Americans
can become “vulnerable to feelings of futility, despair, and doubt about their own
worth as human beings, feelings that can prevent the healthy resolution of issues
associated with establishing a solid identity.”

African Americans can establish or become aware of their identity through
knowledge of certain racial identity theories (Helms, 1995; Ivey, 1995; Leong et. al,
1995). These racial identity theories can help African Americans in the
identification and acceptance of their race and ethnicity by explaining certain levels
of developmental stages that people of color often transition through in order to gain
an awareness of their racial identity (Dolby, 2000; Helms, 1995; Ivey, 1995).
Therefore, one can speculate that the more advanced these individuals are in
transitioning through these developmental stages, the more advanced they will

become in identifying with their racial identity. Once people of color identify with
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their racial identity, they will most likely be prepared to overcome societal barriers
that can adversely impact their graduate student experiences (White, 1984).

One racial identity theory that is primarily used to explain certain identity
developmental stages African Americans encounter is Cross’ (1971, 1991) “Negro-to
Black Conversion Model,” also known as “Nigrescence Racial Identity Model.” In
his Model, Cross (1971, 1991) maintained that there are five different stages of racial
identity development that African Americans can move through as they interact with
individuals from other racial groups. These stages are the pre-encounter stage, the
encounter stage, the immersion-emersion stage, the internalization stage, and the
internalization commitment stage (Cross, 1971, 1991; Marks, 2000). These stages
are described as follows:

o The pre-encounter stage exists when African Americans do not
acknowledge the importance of race in their lives and concentrate on
another group affiliation such as religion (i.e., Baptist, Catholic,
Jewish), socio-economic status (i.e., working class), or gender
affiliation (i.e., woman or man).

o The encounter stage is Blacks’ first encounter with identity that often
shhp&s their early development with immediate family, exten;ied
family, neighborhood and community, and schools. This stage covers
persons’ years of childhood, adolescence, and early adulthood. Also,
in this stage, Blacks often experience an incident or event that may
cause them to move from the pre-encounter stage to the encounter

stage. For example, when Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was
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assassinated, many Blacks felt a need to explore or gain a deeper
understanding of the Black Power Movement. Furthermore, in this
stage, college students often become student activists—trying to
foster better student experiences and outcomes for themselves and
other African American students who will attend their institutions in
the future.

The immersion-emersion stage is a two-part phase. In the immersion
phase of this stage, African Americans immerse themselves in the
Black or African culture. These persons often attend political or
cultural meetings that focus on Black issues, drop memberships from
groups attended while in the pre-encounter stage, or attend Black
“rap” sessions, seminars, and art shows that focus on “Blackness” or
Afro-centricity. The second phase of this stage is when African
Americans think about liberating themselves of the “old-self” or the
immersion phase. Although they have yet changed, they have made a
decision to commit themselves to change—viewing their Blackness
less emotionally than in the immersion phase. The emersion phase
allows individuals to gain a better sense of their Blackness through
certain encounters or experiences that are significant. For example,
African Americans who meet a well-known Black role-model who
brings a sense of quality to their Blackness, or read about the life of
one, may rid themselves of the immersion phase that caused them to

become totally immersed in the Black culture. Blacks in the
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- immersion-emersion stage have not made a change because they are

' unfamiliar with the “new-self” and are awaiting clear-cut indicators
that confirm that they are moving in the right direction.

The internalization stage exists when African Americans have
identified themselves as Black or African American and have
psychologically agreed to balance their cultural needs with the
cultural demands of mainstream society in order to adapt.

The internalization-commitment stage exists when Blacks have made
a commitment to develop a plan of action and begin living their lives
according to their plans. These plans may include obtaining higher
educational opportunities, economic gains, or positions within the
political arena. Furthermore, these individuals have determined that
they will let nothing or no one interfere with these plans. Blacks in
this stage also have come to the realization that in order to prosper,

they must integrate into the majority culture.

Although Cross’ racial identity model was a traditional model that only considered

African Americans, it provided information concerning how African Americans

established their racial identity.

Helms’ (1995) Racial Identity Model, which was drawn from Cross’ (1971,

1991) “Nigrescence Racial Identity Model,” maintained that historically, racial

identity theory focused on racial contexts as opposed to cultural contexts. First

authors of racial identity theory only considered race when assisting African

Americans in the identification and acceptance of their race or ethnicity and did not
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take into consideration their cultural environments (Helms, 1995). Also, early racial
identity theorists referred to race in terms of the skin color of African Americans or
Whites (i.e., “Black” or “White™) and did not take into consideration other persons of
color (Pell&, 1995; Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 1997). In other words, racial identity
theory evolved from a historical conclusive view, particularly during the Civil Rights
Era, that “race” would be used solely to describe the physical feature of individuals
(the color of their skin) (Peller, 1995).

As a result of traditional racial identity theory not considering all persons of
color (i.e., bi-racial, Latino/Latina) and societal racial stereotypes associated with
oppression, non-traditional racial identity theorists have developed theories to
accommodate all people of color (Helms, 1995). Helms (1995, p. 189) reported that
the new way of viewing racial identity theory is for “all people of color to recognize
and overcome the psychological manifestations of internalized racism™—*“societal
racial stereotypes and negative self-and own-group conceptions.”

Helm’s (1995) racial identity model points to five phases that people of color
often go through to achieve racial identity:

e The conformity status pre-encounter phase defines self via external
influences that devalue individuals’ own group and up-hold White
standards of merit.

o The dissonance status encounter phase suggests that individuals are
unsure or confused about their own socio-racial group commitment

and unsure or confused about how to define “self.”
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e The immersion/emersion status phase suggests that individuals’ have
recognized their own socio-racial group and have an understanding of
the belittlement expression: “acting White.”

e The internalization status phase maintains that individuals have a
positive commitment to their own socio-racial group, internal
definition of own racial attributes, and respond objectively to the
dominate group.

o The integrative awareness status phase maintains that individuals are
able or capable of valuing their own collective identities and able or
capable of empathizing or collaborating with members of other
oppressed groups.

As can be seen from the discussion of racial identity theory, it is highly likely that
how one sees himself or herself racially will influence how one views life
experiences and is able to deal with those experiences accordingly. In this section, I
have discussed how some racial identity theorists have provided theories about how
race and identity awareness can be used by African Americans to assist them in their
racial and ethnic identity development.

Although the graduate education literature has provided information |
concerning how race plays a significant role in the graduate school experiences of
African Americans, it has also provided much information about other factors that
could play a significant role in the experiences of graduate students regardless of

their race or ethnicity. In the next section, I closely examine these factors.
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Key Concerns and Findings of Graduate Education and Graduate Education
Research

Recently, there has been significant dialogue and debate calling for reform
and improvement of graduate education. Some graduate education researchers have
expressed concern that there are few studies and institutional research concerning
best practices for ensuring graduate student success. As a result, more research on
graduate education is requested (LaPidus, 1998; Nyquist, 2001). Studying issues
associated with graduate education and graduate education research is important
because these data may enable leaders of graduate programs to gain a better
understanding of whether they are meeting students’ academic needs and providing
them with the necessary skills to become gainfully employed after they have
completed their programs of study (LaPidus, 1998; Nyquist, 2001).

Recent studies show that some graduate programs are not providing doctoral
students with a sufficient variety of skills to meet their academic training needs to
address expectations they will face in faculty positions. Chris Golde and Timothy
Dore (2001) studied over 4000 doctoral students (via national survey) in eleven arts
and sciences disciplines at twenty-seven selected universities. They concluded: “In
today’s doctoral programs, there is a three-way mismatch between student gbals,
training and actual careers (p. 5).” The authors maintain that “doctoral students
persist in pursuing careers as faculty members, and graduate programs persist in
preparing them for careers at research universities” (p. 5) despite other career options
(i.e., non-academic settings) that are available for doctoral recipients. Therefore,

according to some education researchers and graduate students, the preparation that
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some graduate programs provide to students does not adequately train graduate
students for available faculty positions at non-research-based universities, nor do
some of the graduate programs effectively train students to perform work outside of
research settings (Nyquist, 2001).

Another concern from both researchers and students is that many graduate
programs are not effectively communicating to students the amount of work and the
level of persistence that are required to successfully complete the programs. For
example, according to Golde and Dore (2001, p. 29), many doctoral students
maintain that their graduate programs did not provide them with sufficient
information pertaining to “time, money, clarity of purpose, and perseverance that
doctoral education entails.” Jerry G. Gaff, Vice President of the Association of
American Colleges and Universities, urged, in his speech at the 11" Annual
Teaching Renewal Conference held at the University of Missouri in February 2001,
that the above-mentioned concerns of graduate students can be resolved, and many
doctoral programs are working to resolve these concerns (Nyquist, 2001).

Austin (2002) cited four concerns that have emerged from a longitudinal
qualitative study of doctoral students’ experiences. These concerns include: 1) lack
of systematic training and professional development for future careers in noﬁ-
academic institutions, 2) lack of mentoring and advising from faculty, 3) lack of
career exploration and knowledge about the realities of faculty work, and, 4) lack of
opportunities for guided reflection (assisting students through various stages of
doctoral study). These concerns are important to the study of graduate education and

education research among doctoral students, regardless of race and ethnicity. Most
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of the studies conducted, however, did not specifically address the concerns of
ethnically diverse doctoral students.

Studies on Doctoral Student Attrition and Graduation Rates

Since improving graduate education and graduate research has been a
concern of some doctoral student educators for several years now (Nyquist, 2001),
educational researchers have conducted studies on doctoral student attrition to
identify the causes of high attrition rates among doctoral students. Some of these
causes are directly related to the type of academic discipline (field of study) in which
students are enrolled, and the lack of academic and/or social integration of the
students within their departments or institutions (Bair & Haworth, 1999; Lovitt’s,
2001; Tinto, 1991).

According to some researchers, doctoral student attrition rates vary by
students’ field of study (Bair & Haworth, 1999). For example, the lowest attrition
rates (approximately 38%) were found in the laboratory sciences, whereas the
highest attrition rates (approximately 54%) occurred in the social sciences and
humanities’ fields between 1970 and 1998 (Bair & Haworth, 1999; Bowen &
Rudenstine, 1992; Nerad & Cerny, 1991). |

The low attrition rates found in the laboratory sciences are attributed to
students being active participants with faculty and peers on research projects where
students work in a closely monitored environment with continuous advisement (Bair
& Haworth, 1999; Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Nerad & Cerny, 1991). Also,

doctoral students who are in laboratory science fields generally receive funding
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through faculty members’ research grants to further their studies. On the other hand,
doctoral students in the social science and humanities fields most often do not
receive such funding opportunities (Bair & Haworth, 1999; Bowen & Rudenstine,
1992; Nerad & Cerny, 1991). As a result of these study findings, students enrolled
in the sciences comprise more than fifty percent of the degree completers (Bair &
Haworth, 1999; Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Nerad & Cerny, 1991). These types of
close working relationships allow doctoral students to become academically and
socially integrated into the departmental culture (Tinto, 1993). Therefore, without
effectively maneuvering through these systems of integration into the academy,
students may tend to “fall through the cracks,” and, consequently, leave their
programs without providing reasons for their departure.

To successfully maneuver through academic and social integration systems,
students must understand the dynamics of both systems. Academic integration, for
example, is positional—in that there is a clear division of labor within the
department or research group (Golde, 2000). This type of integration system
suggests that those who hold authoritative positions within the academic
environment (i.e., faculty) generally supervise students’ work and determine whether
students are effectively progressing in their programs of study. If the work is not
meeting the expectations of the faculty member supervising the students’ work,
requests to make changes to the work may be required (Delamont et.al, 1997;
O’Banion, 1997). This type of supervision most often allows students to become
academically integrated into the academic community within the department
(Delamont et.al, 1997).
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Other ways in which students can become academically integrated into the
academic community are to develop knowledge concerning fundamental theory in
their disciplines, to participate in colloquia, and to write papers for presentation and
publication (Anderson & Swazey, 1998; Golde, 2000). Faculty members can help
guide students through these activities (Delamont et.al, 1997; Lovitts, 2001), which
can assist them in gaining experiences that develop skills useful for future faculty
positions within and outside of the academy.

Social integration, on the other hand, refers to the process of students making
friends and being disciplined enough to becoming part of the department and the
university community through activities such as attending social events, “hanging
out” in the student or faculty lounge, or meeting socially or informally with faculty
or peers (Golde, 2000; Lovitts, 2001). Social integration with peers and faculty
enhances students’ intellectual development and also the development of important
skills required for program completion because students are able to learn from others
who have completed different stages of the doctoral process that they may now be
experiencing (Tinto, 1993). For example, students who hold research or teaching
assistantships in their departments frequently have access to faculty and other
graduate students with whom they work because of close proximity (i.e., shared
office space) to these individuals. Working with and near faculty and other doctoral
students provides opportunities to network and learn the culture of their departments
" and the demands associated with it. However, students who do not have access to

such systems may find it difficult to become integrated into the departmental culture.
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Although these studies provided useful information about some of the causes
of doctoral student attrition and persistence, the studies did not report on subgroup
analyses such as the racial or ethnic makeup of the study participants. Some factors
may impact doctoral student persistence and attrition regardless of race, while other
factors may impact the persistence and attrition of ethnic minority doctoral students
differently because of their race or ethnicity (i.e., lack of ethnic diversity among
faculty to serve as role models or racism) (Faison, 1996; Hamilton, 1998; Willie et
al, 1991). As aresult of these possible differences, it is important to identify and
“give voice” to African American students’ experiences. These studies did not
enable African American doctoral students or recipients to tell of their graduate
student experiences. This study will contribute to this area of research because it
addresses the experiences of African American doctoral students who graduated
from predominately White institutions by allowing the study participants to report
their experiences.

Tinto’s (1991) theory of doctoral persistence and attrition provided
~ information about how the lack of academic and social integration within doctoral
students’ departments or institutions strongly impacts the persistence, attrition, and
graduation rates among doctoral students. His theory, however, did not specifically
report on what role race may play in the academic and social integration of African
American doctoral students (Tierney, 1999). By asking specific questions related to
students’ awareness of their race and ethnic identity through one-on-one interviews, I
was able to obtain the perspectives or the voices of some African Americans on

whether race or ethnicity affected their levels of integration in their doctoral student
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experiences. Thus, given my research questions, I was able to obtain information
about factors that specifically impact the persistence and graduation of African

American doctoral students.

Studies on Factors That Impact Doctoral Student Success

Educational researchers have conducted studies that show that the type of
relationship that students have with faculty members, particularly with their advisors
and/or dissertation supervisors or chairs, strongly impacts students’ persistence in
completing their degrees (Tinto, 1991; Willie et al., 1991). Therefore, it is important
that students maintain quality faculty-student relationships so that they will have the
necessary support and assistance that allow them to successfully maneuver through
the doctoral process.

Quality faculty-student relationships strongly impact doctoral student success
because these kinds of relationships allow students to meet formally or informally
with faculty to talk about problems or concerns they may have during various stages
in their programs. Moreover, meeting with faculty can also provide students with
necessary information and knowledge concerning the expectations or demands of
doctoral education and information about time management skills to meet
assignments and deadlines effectively (National Academy of Sciences, National
Academy of Engineering, Institute of Medicine, 1997; National Research Council,
1996; Willie et al., 1991).

Faculty members, particularly faculty advisors/mentors, play a critical role in

students’ doctoral education and professional careers (Golde & Dore, 2001;
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Hamilton, 1998; National Academy of Sciences National Academy of Engineering
Institute of Medicine, 1997). For example, faculty advisors can advise students
about experiences to engage in during their graduate study to gain valuable
experiences prior to graduation. Some of these experiences would be to join
professional organizations that allow them to present their research at professional
conferences, to attend workshops related to their research interests, to publish
articles, and to become teaching and research assistants (Willie et al., 1991). All of
these experiences are crucial for the development of scholars as they become
teachers and researchers in various careers in higher education or in business and
industry (Bair & Haworth, 1999; Berg & Ferber, 1983; Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992;
Conan-Hillix et al., 1986; Smith & Davidson, 1992). If students, however, do not
have quality relationships with caring and supportive faculty advisors, they will often
become discouraged and, as a result, leave their programs (Golde, 2000; Tinto,
1993).

A good advisor is one who is easy to approach, accessible, personally
supportive of students, encouraging of students, concerned about teaching, and able
to provide academic coaching (Bair & Haworth, 1999; Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992;
Willie et al., 1991). These characteristics exemplified in faculty advisors facilitate
the integration of student participation in the culture of their departments. Students,
however, also have a responsibility in the development of good advisor-student
relationships by requesting visits pertaining to their work or research. When students
feel comfortable meeting with their faculty advisors, they will often interact with or

engage in conversations with other faculty members and graduate students, which
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allow them to become socially integrated into the culture of the departments (Astin,
1984, 198S; Blackwell, 1991, Hall & Allen, 1983; Willie et al., 1991). These
interactions can also lead to greater chances of networking and forming other
student-faculty (mentor) relationships that will often enhance doctoral students’
experiences (National Academy of Sciences National Academy of Engineering
Institﬁte of Medicine, 1997; Willie et al., 1991).

Another factor that often impacts doctoral student success is quality student-
peer relationships. Quality student-peer relationships allow doctoral students to
inte@ with other students who may enable them to gain different perspectives on
suitable and supportive faculty as their primary and/or dissertation advisors. For
_example, by making friends with other students through activities such as attending
social events, visiting with peers, collaborating with peers on research and class
projects, and sharing office space, students can have opportunities to talk with one
another about their problems or concerns as they relate to doctoral study. Many
experienced students may advise new students to select an advisor who shares an
academic specialization and has a compatible working style with theirs (Golde &
Dorn, 2001). Moreover, student-peer interaction can enable students who come from
various ethnic groups to learn from each other about the different race or ethnicity
problems or concerns they face while in graduate school.

Another factor that can strongly impact doctoral student success is students’
enthusiasm for their work or research. If students are enthusiastic about their work
or research, they will most likely become motivated to persist in completing required

tasks that lead to their degree completion (Cryer, 1996; Phillips & Pugh, 2000).
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Phillips & Pugh (2000) reported in their study that those doctoral students who
remained enthusiastic about their work (course-work and research) often met
deadlines faster and were able to focus on their work for longer periods of time.
Meeting deadlines and focusing on their work enable students to feel less stress and
help them to develop self-confidence in the quality of work they perform.
Furthermore, students who are enthusiastic about their work and research generally
look for ways to enhance their time management skills, which produces better
research and progression toward the doctoral degree (Cryer, 1996; Phillips & Pugh,
2000).

Students who are able to enhance their time management skills generally
have been able to do so by planning ahead and keeping records of their work
progress (Cryer, 1996). Students can revisit their records or notes to determine if
they have spent too much time on certain activities they enjoy best or on activities
they enjoy least. This type of monitoring can assist students in managing their time
more effectively. Furthermore, keeping records on data that may be relevant to their
research allows students to preserve the information for later processing (Cryer,
1996).

Last, keeping sufficient records or notes can provide information for setting
targets, setting provisional dates, and planning schedules more effectively. This type
of record keeping can provide students with the proper documentation that they need
to keep their supervisors or advisors informed of their work progress. As a result,
_the advisors will be able to better advise them on their work efforts. This activity

can also communicate to supervisors or advisors that students are capable of working
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responsibly and independently. Also, students are often encouraged to work
independently or to be self-directed in completing tasks. LaPidus (1998) and Phillips
& Pugh (2000) suggest that students who are able to work independently or who do
not require much assistance from their supervisors often become motivated or
persistent in moving forward with their work. Phillips & Pugh (2000) further
maintained that this type of motivation and persistence enables students to acquire
“the ability to evaluate and re-evaluate their own work and that of others in the light
of current development” (p. 22). The authors contended that this sense of
independence allows students to rely on their own judgment of the quality of work
they perform, while at the same time, gain the needed respect and support from their
supervisors or dissertation chairs. As a result of the respect and support provided by
their supervisors or dissertation chairs, quality relationships between both faculty and
students can be maintained (McFarland & Caplow, 1995; Phillips & Pugh, 2000).
According to the above-mentioned research, doctoral students who have the
experiences discussed will have better chances of completing degree requirements
(McFarland & Caplow, 1995; Tinto, 1993). In summary, key variables or factors
related to student persistence and success include: 1) forming quality student-faculty
relationships, 2) forming quality student-peer relationships, 3) maintaining
enthusiasm for work or research, 4) planning ahead, 5) keeping sufficient records for
time management and data collection purposes, and, 6) maintaining a sense of
independence and ability to rely on one’s own judgment of the quality of work
performed. Attention to these variables or factors enables students to maneuver

through the doctoral process.
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The information in this subsection discusses how doctoral students who
experience some key variables or factors related to student motivation and
persistence will have better chances of completing degree requirements, regardless of
their race or ethnicity. The information does not, however, specifically address how
race and ethnicity can impact students’ experiences as they encounter these variables
or factors. Following are studies that address some particular factors that ethnic

minority students face when persisting to complete their degrees.

Comparisons Between Ethnic Minority and Other Doctoral Students’ Experiences
Although some factors impact doctoral students similarly, there are other
factors that impact ethnic minority doctoral students differently. To identify these
factors, comparisons between ethnic minority and White doctoral student
experiences have been made. Some of the factors or variables that impact ethnic
minority doctoral students differently than White doctoral students are the location
(region) of the institution, type of institution, mentoring opportunities, teaching and
research assistantship opportunities, and student-peer relationships (Blackwell, 1981,
1983; Hamilton, 1998; Hood & Freeman, 1995, Neilson, 1997; Willie et al, 1991).
According to Hood and Freeman’s (1995) study, which investigated the
number of doctorates awarded to minorities by schools of Education at 185 U.S.
institutions of higher education during years 1984 through 1992, the graduation rates
for minorities were significantly higher within institutions located in the Eastern and
Midwestern regions compared to those institutions in the Western region. The

authors concluded that the geographical locations of Western region institutions

38



might have been undesirable to some minority students—resulting in lower
persistence and lower graduation rates in the west. Unfortunately, the literature does
not indicate why Western region institutions might be undesirable to some minority
students. The authors, however, concluded that the type of institution the students
attended impacted minority doctoral student persistence and graduation rates.

Hood and Freeman (1995) also found that the graduation rate of minority
doctoral students at major research institutions was lower than the graduation rate of
non-minority students at these same types of institutions. One reason why the
graduation rate for minority doctoral students was lower than the graduation rate for
non-minority students at research universities was because of the lack of mentoring
relationships provided to minority students. Hood and Freeman argued that because
many research institutions are not proactive in their retention efforts of minority
faculty, and because of a lack of faculty of color available to offer mentoring at these
institutions, a relatively small number of ethnic minorities attend these institutions.
To support Hood and Freeman’s assertion, I noted that the literature often revealed a
relationship between African American doctoral student attrition from graduate
programs in higher education and the lack of African American faculty in positions
of mentors and role models (Blackwell, 1983; Clewell, 1987; Sloan, 1994; Willie et
al, 1991).

The literature reported that when there is placement of faculty of color at
colleges and universities, particularly research universities, these faculty members
can promote student persistence because faculty of color frequently serve as mentors

and role models for minority students in research universities, more often than do
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White faculty at these institutions (Harvey, 1994; Nicholas & Oliver, 1994; Sloan,
1994; Turner & Myers, 2000). In Sloan’s (1994) study, which consisted of
interviews with six mentored African American doctoral students (3 male and 3
female), and six mentored White doctoral students (3 men and 3 female) at a mid-
western public research university, mostly enrolled in the Education field, African
American doctoral students showed a stronger desire to be mentored by African
American faculty than White doctoral students. Sloan reported that African
American doctoral students were more responsive to African American faculty as
mentors than White faculty as mentors because of the tendency of African American
faculty members to have more sensitivity to racial issues. On the other hand, White
doctoral students in Sloan’s study were not as concerned about racial issues
determining their selection of mentors. Further, Sloan (1994) and Turner & Myers
(2000) maintained that African American doctoral students and African American
faculty often had similar research interests and cultural experiences.

Turner & Myers (2000) reported that because of the difficulty that African
American doctoral students have finding faculty mentors with similar research and
cultural interests, African American doctoral students often lack faculty mentors to
assist them in maneuvering through the doctoral process. Promoting faculty of color
at academic institutions, however, can yield positive mentoring outcomes for
colleges and universities and the diverse student populations they serve (Council of
Graduate Schools, 1992; Zamboanga & Bingman, 2001).

Other studies also have shown that doctoral students with different ethnic

backgrounds often have different experiences with mentoring opportunities and
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forming student-peer relationships. For example, Hamilton (1998) explored factors
that influenced the persistence of minority doctoral students at a public research
institution located in the Northwest. In her analysis, when comparing faculty
mentoring and faculty and peer relationships of African American and White
doctoral students, African American students generally reported “experiences of
isolation, deficient faculty mentoring and lack of peer camaraderie” (peer
relationships) (p. 37). However, a larger number of White doctoral students
experienced positive faculty mentoring and positive peer relationships. Because of
the lack of mentoring within their departments, many African American doctoral
students seek mentors and other role models outside of their departments (Gold &
Dore, 2001; Neilson, 1997; Phillips & Pugh, 2000). African Americans were more
likely to gain advice from minority faculty who may have experienced some of the
same types of concerns or experiences as they have encountered while in graduate
school (Turner & Myers, 2000).

Neilson’s (1997) study, which surveyed 78 African American doctoral
students and 90 White doctoral students, reported that one in seven or 13.6% African
American doctoral students named a second mentor who was a professor in another
department; an equal number (13.6%) named someone outside the university; over
eleven percent (11.4%) identified an administrator at the university; and 6.8% said
their mentor was a professional in the field. Therefore, African American doctoral
students who sought mentors outside of their departments totaled 45.4%. Fifty-four
and one-half percent (54.5%), however, of African American doctoral students

reported that their primary mentors were professors in their major departments. In
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contrast, lower proportions of White doctoral students named a second mentor
outside of their departments. For example, few White students, 3.3%, had mentors
in another department, 3.3% of them had mentors who were at another university,
6.7% had mentors who were university administrators, and 13.3% had mentors who
were professionals in the field. The total number of White doctoral students who had
mentors outside of their departments totaled 26.6%. The remaining 73% of White
doctoral students reported that their primary mentors were professors in their major
departments.

Neilson (1997) reported that students who had faculty mentors in their
departments showed higher rates of productivity in their research and publication
because they were more likely to have been involved in research projects than
students who had mentors outside of their departments. Further, Neilson maintained
that graduate students who had faculty mentors in their departments had greater
access to teaching and research assistantship opportunities.

Teaching and research opportunities are provided by faculty members (Willie
et.al, 1991), and in many cases, the absence of teaching and research opportunities
and other types of funding may relate to many African American students’ decisions
to either decline to enroll in graduate programs or to leave their programs prior to
completing their degrees because of the inability to meet financial demands
associated with doctoral study (Cheatham & Phelps, 1995; Nerad & Miller, 1996;
Smith, 1990). Lovitts (2001) concluded in her study that students who completed
their degrees were three times as likely to have held research assistantships and two

times as likely to have held teaching assistantships compared to those who did not
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have such funding available to them. This problem of obtaining research and
teaching assistantships occurred more often among African American doctoral
students than White doctoral students (Willie et al., 1991). For example, Neilson’s
(1997) study revealed that White students were more likely to hold teaching or
research assistantships than African Americans (60.3% vs. 48.7%, respectively).

Neilson’s (1997) study also indicated that African American students were
more likely to report using student loans than White students (25.0% and 10.3%,
respectively), while White students used their personal savings when teaching and
research funding and other financial support were unavailable. Neilson suggested
that students who used their personal savings were able to persist in pursuing their
degrees more often than those who had to rely on school loans. Students who

depend on school loans to attend graduate school are not as encouraged to pursue
graduate studies compared with students who use personal savings or obtain
assistantships. By using personal savings, students do not incur long-term debt
associated with school loans (i.e., finance charges assessed by lending institution).
This loan dependence concern was more apparent among African American doctoral
students than among White doctoral students.

Syverson (1995) found that African American doctoral students incur
indebtedness three times as much as their White counterparts when pursuing doctoral
degrees. He also suggested that this level of indebtedness would most likely
contribute to lower persistence levels of African American students completing their
degrees because many of these students become discouraged about accumulating

such debt. As a result of this excessive debt obligation, African American students’

43



attendance and graduation rates can be adversely impacted. Consequently, the
absence of teaching and research assistantships or other funding that is unrelated to
school loans, coupled with increasing tuition costs, fees, and housing associated with
graduate school, may make it difficult for many doctoral students to complete their
degrees at institutions of higher learning.

Comparison of the experiences of ethnic minority doctoral students with
other doctoral students indicated some variables or factors that impact ethnic
minority students differently than White doctoral students. These factors included:
1) location (region) of the institution, 2) type of institution, 3) mentoring
opportunities, and 4) teaching and research assistantship opportunities. Based on
studies found in the literature, these critical factors or variables often affect African

American doctoral students more adversely than White doctoral students.

Recommendations for Impacting Doctoral Student Persistence and Graduation
Rates

The literature provided some recommendations for institutional leaders to
follow that can positively impact the persistence and graduation rates of all doctoral
students, specifically, African American doctoral students. The literature suggested
that faculty and/or administrative personnel should make great efforts to conduct exit
interviews as soon as there are indications that the students are leaving their program
studies. However, students must feel safe about divulging this information. Girves
& Wemmerus (1988), Smith & Davidson (1992), and Tinto (1993) identified some

early signs of exit:



e Lack of academic and social integration into the departmental culture

e Loss of motivation or persistence in completing their degrees

e Lack of academic and emotional support or interaction among
departmental faculty/advisors and peers

Exit interviews revealed the range of reasons that motivate attrition. As a
result of the interviews, the department is able to determine whether students are
leaving because of lack of institutional support or whether the departure was beyond
the department’s control (Golde, 2000). Once information from the exit interviews
has been obtained, faculty advisors of colleges and universities can assist in lowering
attrition rates by implementing practices that may help students to become
academically or socially integrated into the departmental culture. These practices
may include facilitating opportunities for students to participate in group research
projects and meeting regularly with students collectively and individually to monitor
students’ work, and advising them accordingly (Golde, 2000). For example, Willie
et al. (1999) provided some ways in which to assist students in building “student-
faculty” and “student-peer relationships.”

Willie et al. (1991, p. 79) contended that the university could promote student
relationships by “providing funds for small-scale research projects that students may
undertake with the supervision of faculty members.” These authors suggested that
groups of students “matched with a professor with similar research interests could
work to develop additional research projects, and identify potential funding sources,
while concurrently providing each other with intellectual and interpersonal support

during the pressure points of the graduate school experience (p. 79).” In addition to
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facilitating the group research and faculty advising, institutions can also improve the
doctoral persistence and graduation rates of students by promoting faculty and
student mentoring and doctoral student cohorts (Dorn & Papalewis, 1997).

According to Dorn & Papalewis’ (1997) case study, eight universities across
the country utilized faculty and peer mentoring and doctoral student cohorts to
improve doctoral student persistence and graduation rates. This study indicated that
organizing students around cohorts improves their study and their task completion.
Furthermore, the study maintained that encouraging faculty to be mentors to doctoral
students enhances student learning and provides full-time working students with
needed support while they earn their doctorates.

Dorn & Papalewis (1997) also suggested that encouraging the interaction
between students and their cohort mentors improves the students’ work productivity
and the university’s attention to facilitating the students’ needs. Therefore, these
types of student-faculty mentoring and student-peer relationships may enable
doctoral students to meet their mentoring and relationship needs. Moreover, these
mentoring relationships enable university faculty members to handle time constraints
and to attend to other work-related activities (Dorn & Papalewis, 1997).

Other recommendations presented in the literature concerning the
improvement of doctoral persistence consisted of faculty positively responding to
recommendations presented by policymakers. Two of the recommendations
included faculty taking the initiative in scheduling regular and periodic meetings
with students to improve faculty-student communication, and faculty clearly stating

their expectations of students during doctoral study (McFarland & Caplow, 1995).
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Isaac (1986) suggested other effective activities to support ethnically diverse
students such as hosting receptions or meetings at the residences of faculty,
providing guest lecturers who visit campus for a couple of days to present their
research and visit with students, and providing other social and academic activities
that are appropriate and relevant to students’ doctoral study. Recommendations for
improving Aﬁ1¢an American doctoral student persistence included university
programs that attempt to make African American students feel welcome and
important. For example, there are several programs and resources at Michigan State
University that are provided to students that assist in recruiting and retaining them
until graduation.

One particular resource that is provided to students of color and sponsored by
MSU’s Graduate School is the ALANA (African- American, Latino(a)/Chicano(a),
Asian/Pacific American, and Native American) student organization. ALANA
students have access to such resources as Project 1000 (a national program
developed to assist underrepresented students in making application to graduate
school) and the Multicultural Women’s Association (designed to promote
opportunities for professional growth and development, to recognize outstanding
achievements, to provide academic and professional mentoring, and to create a
network for women from diverse backgrounds) (Michigan State University, 2002).
These kinds of activities and recommendations previously mentioned will most

likely enable institutions to have more success in retaining students to the point of

degree completion.
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To further encourage student persistence and retention, Isaac (1998, p. 9)

suggested that displaying program sensitivity to “minority issues should be part of

the curriculum and training of all students” and departments should also welcome

research topics on such issues. Willie et al. (1991) made several recommendations

for institutions that can positively impact African American doctoral student

persistence and graduation rates. Some of these recommendations include:

Providing full financial assistance through the first four or five years
of graduate study might decrease the period of study and increase the
degree-completion rate of African American doctoral students.
Providing African American doctoral students with foundation
sponsorship is crucial since African-American doctoral students, as a
group, often do not receive campus-based sources of funding such as
research and teaching assistantships compared to White doctoral
students.

Providing faculty with development and training programs to assist
White faculty members in mentoring ethnic minority students will
most likely increase the number of mentors for African American
students.

Providing African American and other ethnic minority students with
faculty of color will most likely increase their opportunities to serve
as research and teaching assistants with faculty.

Promoting student-faculty relationships will most likely strengthen

research collaboration and network opportunities for students.

48



These recommendations provided useful information concerning how to
increase the persistence and graduation rates of doctoral students. Although the
literature has included some educators’ thoughts and experiences on the role that
race plays in the academy, there is still a lack of studies performed addressing the
role that race plays in African American doctoral student experiences. As a result,
there is a void in the literature concerning the voices of African Americans
expressing the role that race plays in their doctoral student experiences. West (1991,
p. 137) recommended that “only with the publication of the intimate memoirs of
these Black intellectuals and their students will we have the gripping stories of how
this defensiveness cut at much of the heart of their intellectual activity and creativity
with White academic contexts.” This study will contribute to graduate education
research because it will fill a void in the literature by providing personal stories of
African American doctoral students concerning the role that race plays in their

student experiences.

Summary

This section discussed the role race played in the experiences of African
Americans, as well as studies and factors that pertained to graduate education
regardless of race or ethnicity. Some of these studies and factors focused on
graduate student experiences in general, while others focused on graduate student
experiences of ethnic minority groups, particularly African Americans. In addition
to learning about studies and factors that affected African American student

experiences and other student experiences, recommendations were made by various
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mhem that could assist institutions of higher learning in implementing practices
that would positively impact African American doctoral student experiences.
Furthermore, the identification of institutional factors that impact doctoral
persistence, attrition, and graduation rates can help colleges and universities to assist
doctoral students in developing positive student-faculty and student-peer
relationships.

The prior research conducted on ethnic minorities informed my study in
several ways. First, it provided reasons why there is a small number and percentage
of African American doctorates in the U.S. Second, it provided information from
various researchers who have studied race issues and who have pointed out that race
does play a significant role in the experiences of African Americans, which may also
impact doctoral students’ experiences. Third, it provided information about how
some mentoring experiences may impact the graduation or completion rates of
African American doctoral students. Fourth, since there is such a small number and
percentage of doctoral degrees earned by African Americans, the prior research from
the literature provided recommendations for academic institutions to follow
concerning how these institutions can assist ethnic minority doctoral students to
persist in completing their degrees.

The information that is missing from prior research, however, includes
studies that provide more descriptive and detailed reporting on the experiences of
African American doctoral students who have graduated from major research
universities. As a result, African American students’ voices are missing from these

studies. The research also has not explored differences in African American doctoral
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student experiences based on discipline, or addressed how the role of race impacted
their student experiences. This study would contribute to the prior research by
including the voices of African American doctoral students (personal stories) and by
explaining how race impacts their doctoral student experiences prior to attending a
predominantly White major research university (i.e., Michigan State University)
and/or while attending such institution. The study participants have provided this
information through one-on-one interviews.

After conducting the interviews and analyzing the data, I reported whether
the participants were affected by race and if so, whether the factors rose herein or
other factors were relevant to the experiences of African American doctoral students.
Thus, this research study will contribute a more descriptive analysis of the nature of
the experiences of African American doctoral students.

Finally, the literature on racial and ethnic identity theories informs my study
by providing theories that point to particular stages of racial identity awareness that
may assist African Americans in their identity development. This information
enabled me to pose questions to the study participants concerning their awareness of
their racial and ethnic identity, and whether family, peers, and/or members from their
communities impacted their student experiences before and during their graduate

student years.

Conceptual Framework of the Study

Given that this study has focused primarily on the role race played in the

graduate school experiences of African American doctoral recipients and their
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perception of being African American, I have been informed conceptually by three
salient theories of racial identity—provided by White (1984), Cross (1991), and
Helms (1995). White suggested that African Americans must come to grips with
their racial and ethnic identity in order to overcome or suppress feelings of
oppression and personal worthlessness perpetrated by occurrences in mainstream
society. These individuals can come to grips with their racial and ethnic identity
through support systems such as family, peers, community members, and knowledge
about racial/ethnic identity theory.

Cross (1991) maintained that there are five different stages of racial identity
development that African Americans can move through as they interact with
individuals from the dominant racial group. These stages are the pre-encounter
stage, the encounter stage, the immersion-emersion stage, the internalization stage,
and the internalization commitment stage. Also, Cross’ concept of race is viewed
strictly in terms of “Black and White” and does not take into consideration the
ethnicity of other people of color or their cultures. Helms’ racial identity theory,
however, does take into consideration all people of color.

Helms’ (1995) racial identity theory takes a postmodern approach to assisting
African Americans in the identification of their race and ethnicity. Helms’ theory of
racial identity maintains that the new way of viewing racial identity theory is for “all
people of color to identify and accept their racial identity and overcome the
psychological manifestations of internalized racism”—*“societal racial stereotypes
and negative self-and own-group conceptions (p. 189).” Therefore, based on the role

race plays in the experiences of African Americans, and the previously-mentioned
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theories of racial and ethnic identity, I have constructed a model that I believe

appropriately addresses the development of African American doctoral students in

relation to their experiences.
A diagram of this interactive model can be found on page 54. The elements
of this theory follow:

1. African Americans’ personal life experiences (including, for example,
experiences of family, peers, and community members) may impact their
understanding, or awareness of their racial and ethnic identity.

2. African Americans’ sense and level of racial and ethnic identity will relate to their
experiences and perceptions of graduate education. For example, if students have
been accustomed to address their undergraduate professors as “professor (last
name),” and when they arrive at graduate school, the graduate school professors
encourage them to address them by their first name to establish a collegial
relationship, students might first feel intimidated or insecure about addressing
such professors in this manner. As a result, students may not develop a close
relationship with their professors, which could also impact their doctoral work.

3. African Americans’ understanding or awareness of their racial and ethnic identity
may impact how they view the context of a certain academic discipline. For
example, students may perceive a particular academic discipline as exciting or
their institution’s role as student-centered if family members, peers, or community
leaders have expressed their positive experiences in this discipline to those

students. This type of input can positively impact students’ experiences.
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Bingman’s Newly Constructed Model of African American

Doctoral Student Development

Context

e Overall institution

e Specific
discipline/department
r
Experiences
in Graduate
- School
African i (Related
American’s > and/or not
personal life related to
experiences prior race)
to graduate school
¢ Persistence
Understanding or awareness of
racial/ethnic identity
y
Graduation

This model leads me to questions (located in Appendix A on pages 196-

200) pertaining to each of these areas and their relation to each other, and

specifically, how they relate to the graduate school experience.
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Research Design and Sample and Methodology
Research Design and Sample

The purpose of this study is to examine the nature of graduate experiences of
African American doctoral students, factors that contribute to their persistence in
completing their degrees, what role race plays in their experiences during their
doctoral programs of study, and the level of awareness or understanding of their race
and ethnic identity and culture. By examining these doctoral student experiences,
the role that race plays, and the level of awareness or understanding of their race and
ethnic identity or culture, I am able to shed light on what factors contribute to their
successes in completing their degrees. Narrative interviews were conducted as a
means of data collection and analysis for this study.

Anderson & Swazey (1998, p. 3) maintained, when “studying the doctoral
experience, there is no substitute for on-site, interview, or observation-based
collection.” However, Dunbar et al. (2000, p. 280) argued that interviewers should
become procedurally conscious “with regard to race.” The authors stated, “the
interview process and the interpretation of interview material must take into account
how social and historical factors—especially those associated with race—mediate
both the meanings of questions that are asked and how those questions are answered
(2000, p. 280).” Furthermore, interviewers should not rely on using standardized
interview procedures and methods because, according to Dunbar et al. (2000, p.
281), this process “has always been problematic with respect to nonmainstream
subjects, especially in the area of race.” Hence, the authors provided

recommendations that should assist interviewers in obtaining needed data. First,
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interviewers should treat their participants with the human dignity they deserve, and
not take these individuals for granted. Secondly, interviewers should control any
biases they may have about the participants and/or their personal or historical
backgrounds. They should learn or have knowledge about their ethnicity and/or
cultural backgrounds. Also, interviewers should obtain prior knowledge about
race—as a subject, particularly, if they do not have any, and learn how race could
potentially impact the lives of these participants.

Since I have knowledge about race, both through the literature and through
lived experiences, when I conducted interviews with the participants, I think they
were comfortable telling about their experiences—pre-doctoral study and during
their doctoral study. Furthermore, to maintain objectivity before, during, and after
the interviewing process, I took into consideration one recommendation that was
provided by Dunbar et al. (2000). This recommendation was to control potential
biases about the participants or their personal or historical backgrounds. I did not
make assumptions that their graduate student experiences may be similar to mine and
received as much information as possible without directing the conversation as it
relates to their doctoral student experiences.

I interviewed ten African American 1999, 2000, 2001, and 2002 doctoral
graduates who were enrolled in math and science and in the field of education at
Michigan State University (MSU). I interviewed three men in the math and science
disciplines, one man in education, and six women in education. The reason for the
disparity of men and women in the listed disciplines was due to the responsiveness

of the study’s sample. Further, I chose these fields of study or disciplines of study
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because according to the National Research Council (1998, 1999), African
Americans represent smaller numbers of biological science graduates than most
other fields of study, and, these individuals also represent larger numbers of
education graduates than other fields of study. Therefore, interviewing participants
who graduated in these academic disciplines is important because according to the
literature, larger numbers of African American scientists will be needed to meet the
expected academic and non-academic community by 2010 (Green, 1989). Thus,
larger numbers of African Americans pursuing biological science degrees is
necessary to meet future workplace demands. It is also important to interview
African Americans who graduated with their doctoral degrees in education because
in 1999, approximately 50% of these group members earned terminal degrees in the
field of education (National Research Council, 1999). I randomly selected the
sample participants from a list of names provided by the Graduate School of MSU,

following UCRIHS approval to study human subjects.

Research Methods

This study is a qualitative research study. Although there are limitations to
this method of research such as potential biases toward the data by the researcher, I
believe that a qualitative research method, such as interviewing, was the most
appropriate approach for this study. Qualitative research is an appropriate approach
because it provides the participants opportunities to tell their story (“give voice”) as
they describe their experiences verbally (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). On the other

hand, quantitative research methods, such as surveys, do not allow participants to
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elaborate or provide detailed information about their experiences (Bogdan & Biklen,
1998). One limitation of a survey is that it does not allow participants opportunities
to provide information beyond what the questions ask.

I conducted one-on-one interview sessions with each participant—
approximately one and one-half to two and one-half hours in length, taking specific
notes, audio taping the participants’ responses, and transcribing the interviews for
data analysis purposes. An additional ten minute telephone interview with one of the
participants was necessary to obtain information that was not previously received
from the first interview. After the interview sessions, I kept a journal to reflect on
my observations, impressions, feelings, and reactions throughout the research
process. Many experienced researchers have found that writing thoughts in a journal
is a valuable way to record insights, ideas, questions, and concerns about the
interviews or the interview process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To ensure
confidentiality, I maintained a list of each participant’s name and pseudonym only
for my own records. The interview protocol of this study is located in Appendix A

of this document.

Data Analysis

To analyze data obtained from the interviews on the experiences of African
American doctoral students in graduate school, I asked the participants to respond to
the following broad questions and followed up with probing questions located in
Appendix A (Interview Protocol):

o Tell me about your graduate student experiences.
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e What prior experiences before graduate school may have affected your

graduate experience?

e What experiences in the discipline/department or more broadly in the

institution were critical in framing your graduate experience?

¢ Explain your understanding or awareness of your racial and ethnic identity.

e How does race and/or awareness of racial/ethnic identity impact or play a

role in your experiences prior to graduate school and as doctoral students?

e What kept you motivated to persist in completing your doctoral degree?
After each interview session, I reviewed my field notes and wrote a one or two page
summary of what I think I learned from the session and identified key themes that I
believe emerged.

I analyzed my data by reviewing my typed field notes, interview transcripts,
and journal notes to identify patterns and possible topics for thematic coding
categories. I then listed possible coding categories to be used to code the units of
data (sentences or paragraphs of the field notes or interview transcripts), and
modified the codes as needed. These coding categories became my major coding
categories—broad range of activities, behaviors, etc. I coded the data into broad
categories, and then, coded the data into sub-codes. According to Bogdan & Biklen
(1998), sub-codes break down major codes into smaller categories (Bogdan &
Biklen, 1998).

The entire coding process included going through the data frequently. Once I
coded the data, ] combined information on certain themes, patterns, or issues with

regard to the participants’ prior and graduate experiences, academic discipline, and
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experiences connected with race. This process enabled me to organize and manage

my data for analysis purposes, and to report my findings.

Summary and Rationale for Study

For the past three decades, African Americans have made up only a small
number and percentage of the doctorates earned in this country. For example, of
the 31,239 and 41,140 doctorates earned in 1979 and 1999, respectively, U.S.
universities conferred 1058 (3.3%) and 1596 (3.8%) African Americans for the
respective years (National Opinion Research Center, 1999). Thus, the number of
African American doctorates conferred in the U.S. has increased only by 538
within the past 20 years (National Opinion Research Center, 1999). This small
number and percentage of African American doctoral graduates has caused some
researchers to study factors that may impact the experiences of doctoral students
Mhe, 1984; Helms, 1995). I have developed an African American doctoral
student development model as a framework for my study. To assist in developing
my model, I have used information taken from the literature concerning the role
race plays in African Americans’ experiences, as well as three theories of racial
and ethnic identity.

Based on the findings obtained from this study, African American
perspectives about their student experience—pre-doctoral study and during doctoral
study—will inform the graduate education literature about some factors that can
impact the experiences of African American doctoral student experiences while

completing their degrees. Through narrative inquiry (interviews), I obtained
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information about how African American doctoral recipients perceive their graduate
experiences, the role that race played in their experiences, their understanding about
their racial and ethnic identity, and factors that contributed to their motivation to

persist.
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Exhibit 1
Participants’ Biographical Sketches
This section introduces the participants of the study by presenting brief
biographical narratives. The biographical sketches focus on the background and
experiential factors that influenced the participants’ successes in graduate school.

Table 1 summarizes the biographical information.

Wilma

Wilma received her doctorate in the field of education and is currently a
college administrator. After receiving her bachelor’s degree in history from a
Historically Black College or University (HBCU), in the 1970s, she attended a
predominately White university where she obtained her master’s degree in
counseling psychology.

Wilma described growing up in a strong family environment where she was
taught high morals and standards. Her parents were high school graduates, but they
did not attend college. She was raised in the South and attended primary and
secondary schools there. Later, she attended an out-of-state college. She was the
first in her family to attend college, and she attributed her persistence in
accomplishing her goals and her higher education pursuits to her nurturing mother
and supportive husband.

Wilma had several role models and mentors, African Americans and Whites,
throughout her childhood and college years. She got along well with many people
from diverse backgrounds, which made it easy for her to establish mentor

relationships. She often asked people, even at an early age, how they had reached

62



the current point in their careers. Through her willingness to receive advice and
guidance from diverse people who possessed an array of knowledge and experience,
she gained an understanding of school politics. This knowledge enhanced her
academic achievements. The relationships built on Wilma’s desire to obtain
knowledge from these persons have connected her to many networks that have been

helpful in her career pursuits. Wilma is married and has a child.

Lucy

Lucy received her doctorate in the field of education and is currently a
college administrator. During the late 1970s and early 1980s, she received her
bachelor’s and master’s degrees from a predominantly White university located in
the southern state where she grew up and attended elementary and high schools. Her
master’s degree is in education. Her family members were civil rights advocates,
and they participated in several marches and sit-ins. During her elementary school
years, she helped integrate the school she attended. When she reached her late
elementary and junior high school years, she encountered her first real experiences
with blatant acts of racism. During her doctoral years, however, racism played little
or no part in her experiences.

Lucy was often the first African American in her school to participate and
become a leader in school activities. For example, she was the first African
American cheerleader and the first African American head cheerleader. Lucy is
married and has a child. Her immediate and extended family members are very

proud of her accomplishments and have supported all of her educational endeavors.
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She describes herself as a “strong Black women” who takes on challenges in order to

meet her needs and goals.

Odessa

Odessa received her doctorate in the field of education and is currently employed
in a professional position at a university. After receiving her bachelor’s degree in
Social Work from a university in Michigan, she worked in the criminal justice
system. She decided, however, that the bachelor’s degree would not qualify her for a
higher-level position within that system. As a result, she pursued a master’s degree
in counseling from another university in Michigan. While working toward her
master’s degree, she developed a passion for counseling. Upon receiving her degree,
Odessa performed one-on-one counseling with students and their family members
for several years.

Despite having counseled people of all ages and ethnic and cultural
backgrounds, Odessa thought that she would gain more respect from her colleagues
and clients if she had a doctorate in her field. Therefore, her work experience was
instrumental in her decision to pursue a doctoral degree in counseling; She chose to
attend MSU because it was highly ranked and recognized for training professionals
who are well known worldwide in their respective fields.

Two of Odessa’s main role models were her mother and her aunt. Her
mother always stressed to her the importance of a higher education. Her aunt, who
teaches at a southern university, served as a professional role model and mentor

because of her 20-plus years of experience as a college professor in the field of



edwacation. Her aunt often discussed with Odessa the benefits and challenges of
pursuing a Ph.D. She also recommended taking particular classes that she believed
wouuld best prepare Odessa for her chosen career. Her aunt, however, neglected to
mentally prepare Odessa for the politics that are often involved in pursuing a Ph.D.

Odessa is single and does not have children.

Sally

Sally received her doctorate in education and is currently a faculty member
of a major university in Michigan. As a non-traditional Ph.D. student, Sally
attended MSU several years after receiving her bachelor’s and master’s degrees in
education. Since she had been employed in the education field full-time for the ten
years prior to entering her doctoral program, she was able to focus on her studies
and knew the type of education she needed to meet her career goal. She pursued
her doctorate in order to meet her faculty responsibility of securing tenure.

Sally’s family was very supportive of her educational pursuits. For
example, when she was a high school student, her older sister invited Sally to her
college campus on weekends so Sally could get a “feel” for college life and
academic responsibilities. She also attributed her success in doctoral study to the

support she received from her husband. Sally is married and has one child.

Delores
Delores received her doctorate in education and is currently a faculty member
of a major research university located in the South. She received both her bachelor’s

degree in psychology and master’s degree in education from an Illinois university.
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Delores always knew she wanted to work in a profession that directly helped people.
Initially, she considered becoming a medical doctor; however, after her third
Mﬂgﬁ@e biology course, and on the advice of her undergraduate advisor, she
decided to pursue a doctorate in rehabilitative counseling.

Prior to her graduate studies, Delores counseled persons with disabilities.
Although she really enjoyed this work, she decided to pursue a master’s degree
because the profession did not pay much. Her master’s degree enabled her to meet
her financial needs, but it did not allow her to be recognized as a scholar and a
researcher. She attended MSU’s doctoral program to meet these scholarship needs.
Delores attributed her success in doctoral study to the support provided by her
undergraduate advisor and her family members. She is not married and does not

have children.

Kimberly

Kimberly received her doctorate in the field of education and is currently an
administrator at a predominately White university in the Midwest. She received both
her bachelor’s and master’s degrees in health sciences from a predominately White
university in the Midwest. Kimberly decided to pursue a career in the health
sciences because of the increasing problems of obesity, unhealthy eating habits, and
lack of exercise in the U.S. population. Thus, she wanted to learn how she could
help people get and stay healthy by assisting them with their diets and exercise
programs. Kimberly’s higher educational experiences were a bit different than most
of the other participants in that she enrolled in her master’s degree program straight

out of undergraduate college, completed her master’s degree, and immediately



enxolled in her doctoral program. Moreover, while pursuing her master’s and
doctoral degrees, she held a full-time job.

Kimberly’s determination to obtain her Ph.D. without interruption was
thwarted, however, when she became pregnant and ill from the pregnancy. She and
her husband decided that she needed to prolong her doctoral pursuits. Kimberly was
at the dissertation stage. She had collected her data and only the final write-up
remained unfinished. Although completing her degree as soon as possible was
important, she decided to put off writing the dissertation and spend more time with
her children, who were far more important to her. Kimberly stated that she was
unwilling to take on the additional stress that would have resulted from
simultaneously working on her degree and attending to her newborn child. Kimberly

is married and has children.

David

David received his doctorate in education and is currently working at a major
university in Michigan (position title omitted for confidentiality purposes). He
received both his bachelor’s and master’s degrees, in psychology and clinical
psychology respectively, from another major university in Michigan. David
described himself as a person who really tries to help others. His choice of
psychology derived from his desire to help others attend to their mental and
emotional needs.

David comes from a large, close-knit family. Although he is the middle
child, he was the primary caregiver for his family, not only emotionally, but also

physically because he performed many household tasks. He stated that his doctoral
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studies could have been interrupted by illnesses and family deaths, but, because of
his strong faith in God and unconditional love for his family, he was determined to

complete his degree. David is single and does not have any children.

James

James received his doctorate in education and is currently a faculty member
and the chairperson of his department at a Historically Black College or University
(HBCU). Prior to attending MSU for his doctorate, he attended HBCUs for his
bachelor’s and master’s degrees in chemistry. He pursued the Ph.D. in order to
become a tenured faculty member and administrator of a college or university.

James suggested that all of his educational experiences had been positive,
in part, because he had influential family members who were educators. James’
father, who also had majored in chemistry, was his high school chemistry teacher.
James had several other relatives (mother, aunts, and uncles) who were college
educated. He maintained that attending college was not just a dream, it was also a
family expectation. He attributed his success to having a strong relationship with
God. He said that without the help of the Lord, it would not have been possible for
him to have such consistently positive educational experiences. James is married

and does not have children.

Patrick
Patrick received his doctorate in computer science and is currently a faculty
member of a major, predominately White research university located in the South.

He received his bachelor’s degree from a HBCU, also located in the South, and his
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master’s degree from a major research university in the Midwest. Patrick went
directly into graduate studies from his undergraduate college and received his
postsecondary degrees without interruption. He believes that the level of funding
provided to him by his department enabled him to continue his educational pursuits
without having to work a full-time job. He said that, while many other college
students have had to discontinue their educational pursuits in order get a job, he did
not have to worry about having to do so.

Patrick attributed his educational success, in part, to attending a HBCU
during his undergraduate years. His professors there, all African American, provided
him with advice, guidance, and research opportunities that positioned him for
graduate study. His parents stressed the importance of a higher education during his
childhood years. Moreover, his father’s career as an engineer motivated him to
pursue math and science disciplines. Furthermore, his father provided the resources
needed to learn about careers in math and science and challenged him to take more
difficult math courses than his schools required. Patrick is married and has one
child.

Brandon

Brandon received his doctorate in the biological sciences and is currently a
postdoctoral student at a major research university located in the Midwest. He
received his bachelor’s degree in biology from a HBCU. Since his undergraduate
college grades were good, he was not required to have a master’s degree to be
admitted to MSU’s Department of Microbiology. He was able to “go straight

through” and work on his doctorate. His desire to achieve academically derived
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from his parents and grandparents, all of whom were college educated. He attributed
his choice of discipline, however, to exposure to and encouragement from his junior
high and high school math and science teachers. Brandon stated that his love for
muath and science did not come from his family members, who, though they were
educators, taught in other areas or disciplines. Brandon’s involvement in Black
organizations on the MSU campus benefited him socially and academically. He
stated that the interactions within these organizations provided the means to
communicate his frustrations and other experiences to other African Americans who
might have confronted similar challenges. He asserted that this type of
communication eased the demanding schedule and research involved with his
discipline. He further asserted that his close relationships were solely with African
Americans because he felt more comfortable with others from similar backgrounds

and with similar experiences. Brandon is married and does not have any children.
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Table 1

Summary of Participants’ Biographical Sketches

Names of Family ‘Academic Experiences
Participants Influence Experiences Connected with Race
Wilma *Father’s lack | *Positive experiences | *First Black to
of support for | at all educational receive H.S.
graduate levels Honors award
studies *Mentor support— *White community
*Mother & helped plan graduate located near
hysband were studies & career H.S. protested her
supportive of | *Decided undergrad. becoming a drum
education and master’s major
*Parents not degrees not sufficient | *Attended HBCU
college to meet career goals
educated--only
husband
Delores *Mother and *Decided that *Experienced
uncle undergrad. & master’s | negative comments
supported degrees alone were from White high
educational not sufficient to meet school teacher—
goals career goals stating that she
*Uncle was would not be
college successful in
educated college
*Positive experience
with [talian
undergraduate
& Black master’s
advisors
*African American
student-peers
provided social and
academic support
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Kimberly *Family *Did not report *K-12 experiences as
members were | any academic only Black
not reported as | experiences that swimmer competitor
being impacted doctoral Spectators and other
influential in study or success Swimmers not
doctoral *Decided that accustomed to
pursuit—only undergrad. & master’s | seeing a Black
coworkers & degrees alone were female competitor in
friends were not sufficient to meet the sport
influential in career goals *Often was not
doctoral invited to receptions
pursuit or victory parties
*Husband was after team won
college because of her race
educated
David *Father’s death | *Decided that *Reported that
motivated undergrad. & master’s | many Blacks &
degree degrees alone were other ethnic
completion not sufficient to meet minorities tend
*Brother’s career goals—helping | to polarize race
illness people resolve *Believes that race is
motivated emotional not as important as
degree problems social class status
completion
*Family
members
depended
on him as
primary
caregiver
*Brothers went
to college
James *Family *Overall positive *Reported one
supportive of experiences in negative
success K-12 grade and in experience with
*Father was undergraduate and race—Black
high school master’s degree years | master’s degree
chemistry at HBCUs advisor treated
teacher *Decided that White students
*Father’s field undergrad. & master’s | better than Black
of study degrees alone were students
(chemistry) not sufficient to meet
impacted his career goals
choice of
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discipline

*Mother and
father were
college
educated
Patrick *Family *Positive experiences | *Did not allow race
supportive of at all educational concerns or issues to
educational levels hinder his
goals * Junior high & high educational goals or
*Father’s field school math teachers worldview
of study impacted interest in *Maintained that he
(engineering) math has never
impacted *Non-stop experienced racism
choice of education from or unequal treatment
discipline kindergarten to in his schooling
*Parents & wife | Ph.D.
were college *College math &
educated science summer
programs prepared
him for college-level
coursework
*Practiced taking
standardized tests in
high school to prepare
for testing
requirement for
college admission
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Chapter 4
Prior Experiences That Influenced Success in Graduate School
Introduction
Based on the data taken from the interviews, prior experiences of the
participants had an influence on their success in graduate school. Some of these
experiences involved family members, junior high and high school, undergraduate
college, co-workers, and spirituality. In this chapter, I discuss how the prior

experiences of the participants had an influence on their success in graduate school.

Family Influence

Family members such as parents, siblings, aunts, uncles, cousins,
grandparents, and spouses strongly influenced the participants’ success in graduate
school. For example, James and Patrick’s fathers influenced their choice of
academic discipline and careers by being role models and through their teaching
experiences. Seven (7) of the participants, Wilma, Sally, Odessa, Delores, David,
Lucy, and Brandon’s parents and/or siblings influenced their sense of the importance
of academics by attending college themselves, discussing with them their own
beliefs in the importance of an education, or providing them with support and
motivation. Four (4) of the participants, Odessa, Delores, James, and Lucy, had
aunts, uncles, cousins or grandparents who motivated or encouraged them to persist
in completing their graduate degrees; and three (3) of the participants, Lucy, Sally,
and Wilma, had husbands who provided them with guidance, advice, emotional

support, or took on extra household responsibilities that assisted them in completing
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their degrees. In this chapter, I discuss how parents, siblings, other family members,

and spouses had an influence on some of the participants’ success in graduate school.

Parent’s influence on choice of discipline and career.

Educational researchers maintain that family is the “major educational
influence in the life of the child (Levine & Havighurst, 1992, p. 89).” This theory
supports how James and Patrick’s family members, particularly their parents, had an
influence on their choice of discipline and careers. For example, James’ father
strongly influenced his choice of discipline and career by being his primary role
model and high school chemistry teacher, which impacted his success in math and
science. James said that his father has been the “strongest influence” in his life as far
as education was concerned because he enjoyed how his father taught chemistry
while he was a student in his father’s chemistry class. He maintained that his father
taught chemistry in an interesting way that kept his interest and enabled him to see
how the discipline could be applied in real-life situations. He suggested that this
kind of teaching and real-life math applications motivated him to choose chemistry
as his discipline and career. James is currently the chair of the Department of
Chemistry and a professor of chemistry at a HBCU.

Patrick’s father also had an influence on his choice of discipline and career
because of his previous occupation as an engineer and secondary math teacher.
Patrick reported that his father often shared with him how “math problems [were]
connected to the physical world” and challenged him to solve difficult math

problems in junior high and high school, which prepared him to solve difficult math
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problems in college. Patrick had great respect for his father and his occupation as an
engineer. He said that since his father was an engineer, educator, and his role model,
he decided to also become an engineer and educator. Patrick is now a computer-

engineering professor at a major research university in the south.

Parents and siblings: providing a sense of the importance of academics.

Parents and siblings have provided the participants with a sense of the
importance of academics by encouraging them to participate in school activities and
events, urging them to attend college, modeling their own sense of the importance of
academics by attending college themselves, discussing with them their own beliefs in
the importance of an education, or providing them with support and motivation.
According to the interviews of Wilma, Sally, Delores, Odessa, David, Brandon, and
Lucy, their parents and/or siblings influenced their success in graduate school by
providing them with a sense of the importance of academics through the above-
mentioned efforts.

For example, Wilma suggested that her parents provided her with a sense of
the importance of academics by stressing the importance of attending college and
participating in activities and events that were related to academics. She said that
attending college was particularly important to her father because he wanted Wilma
to reach her career goal as an administrator of a college. She also reported that her
father wanted her to attend college, mostly because he was forced to forfeit his

dream of attending college when he was called to perform military duty in World
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War II. Wilma said that her father’s strong urging that she attend college influenced
her success in graduate school.

Wilma’s mother, on the other hand, influenced her success in graduate school
in a different way. She ensured that Wilma was involved in activities and events that
were related to academics during her pre-college years and often insisted on doing
Wilma’s chores in order to ensure that nothing came between her academic and her
educational experiences. She said that her mother “spoiled” her. While Wilma’s
mother influenced her success in graduate school by doing Wilma’s chores to enable
her to freely participate in academic-related activities and events, Wilma’s father
influenced her success in graduate school by stressing the importance of attending
college so that she could accomplish her goals as a college administrator.

On the other hand, Sally’s sister influenced her sense of the importance of
academics by allowing her to visit the college she attended. Sally stated that when
she visited the college that her sister attended, she often spoke with her about how to
succeed in college, and her sister was able to “provide...some understanding of what
college was about.” She said that being able to visit her sister on campus also
enabled her to visualize herself as a college student as her sister discussed some of
the opportunities and challenges associated with being a college student. Sally also
stated that although her mother, sister, and father were extremely supportive of
whatever she wanted to do, whether it was pursuing her master’s degree or focusing
on her career goals, it was her sister who educated her about the responsibility of
being a college student, which helped her prepare for college life. Furthermore,

through the experiences of visiting her sister at the college she attended, Sally was
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able to gain a sense of the importance of academics, which led to her success in
graduate school.

Odessa stated that her mother influenced her college experience by
conveying to her that a college education would enable her to become “self-
sufficient.” She said that “she [mother] was really instrumental in pushing me to go
on to further my education.” Therefore, because of her mother’s strong commitment
to instilling in Odessa the importance of being college educated, she was motivated
to pursue and become successful in graduate school.

Delores, on the other hand, gained a sense of the importance of academics not
only from her mother, but also from her father and sister. Delores’ parents and sister
influenced her sense of the importance of academics through their support and
motivational efforts. She said, “My immediate family was always there and
supportive...my mom, sister, and a little by my dad, were just always there
throughout... so they were very integral... and motivated me to do well in school.”
She further stated that because of their support and inspiration in obtaining a college
education, she was motivated to pursue graduate studies. She said that she
performed well in school not only because it was required of her, but also because
she “wanted to make them [parents and sister] feel good that they played a large
role” in her completing her degrees. This effort to please her parents and sister also
influenced her success in graduate school.

Brandon’s parents influenced his sense of<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>