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ABSTRACT 

Alarming national statistics reveal the scope and trajectory of inequality that exists for 

African American men completing bachelor’s degrees. Public institutions confer bachelor’s 

degrees to Black males at a rate of just under 35% within the six-year benchmark, the lowest 

completion rate among all racial groups and for male and female students. Of interest to this 

work is whether social capital – in the form of informal faculty mentoring and peer network 

support – has a significant impact on college persistence for African American men who 

successfully attain bachelor’s degrees. The study investigates the influence of social class, pre-

college attributes, such as educational attainment aspirations, and propensity to seek social 

support, as contributors to college completion. The theoretical framework informing this study 

draws from social capital theory, Tinto’s retention theory, Harper’s anti-deficit achievement 

framework, intersectionality theory, and the academic resilience perspective. This study takes a 

mixed-methods approach using nationally representative data from the 2004/09 Beginning 

Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). It also uses qualitative data from 

interviews with African American men who attempted bachelor’s degrees at colleges and 

universities in the state of Georgia – 20 who successfully completed the degree programs they 

started, and 5 who did not finish the programs they started (although 1 of these 5 went on to 

complete his degree at a different, out-of-state university). Findings contribute to the limited 

sociology of education literature on African American male students’ college experiences, and 

inform higher education administrators’ efforts to implement or improve policies that promote 

increasing Black men’s retention and completion rates. Further, what is learned from this 

research will help administrators to address strengthening the graduate school pipeline for Black 

men. These objectives are important for bridging postsecondary education attainment disparities. 
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1   INTRODUCTION 

In an increasingly knowledge-based, global economy, postsecondary education is highly 

critical for countries to be competitive. The United States has fallen behind relative to other 

countries in postsecondary education and degree attainment (Palmer, Davis, Moore III, and 

Hilton 2010). According to an international assessment by the Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD), in 1995, the U.S. was ranked second behind only New 

Zealand in the number of students beginning and completing postsecondary education (OECD 

2012). The most recent OECD assessment shows the U.S. ranked 14th in this metric. The ranking 

of the U.S. is also low compared to other nations in the number of students graduating in 

Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) – critical fields that drive 

economic growth and development – and thus, has regressed in producing scientists and 

engineers (Palmer et al. 2010). The most recent available results from a Programme for 

International Student Assessment (PISA) report show that in 2015, the U.S. ranked a lackluster 

38th out of 71 countries in math and ranked 24th in science (OECD 2019). Adding to this 

dilemma are widening gaps in degree attainment among racial groups and income levels (Palmer 

et al. 2010).  

Policy makers realize that it is now more urgent than ever before to address inequality in 

degree completion rates to ensure there are enough qualified, college-educated individuals who 

can help sustain the nation’s ability to compete in the global marketplace (Palmer et al. 2010). A 

college-educated population is important to a healthy economy and prosperous future at the state 

and local level, as well. The U.S. can no longer afford to leave certain demographic groups 

behind, not only in the interest of social equity, but also because increasing degree completion 

rates has major implications for the nation’s ability to harness and develop its full population’s 
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talent and to position itself as an effective global competitor (Palmer et al. 2010). Blacks make 

up 12% of the U.S. population over age 21, but represent only 5% of the nation’s scientists and 

engineers (National Science Board 2016). Hispanic Americans make up 15% of the population 

over 21, but only 6% of scientists and engineers (National Science Board 2016). Further, with 

U.S. racial minority population percentages projected to rise dramatically by the year 2050 while 

its percentage of Whites decreases, higher education must adjust to these significant 

demographic shifts and educate an increasingly diverse student population (Palmer et al. 2010). 

To that end, ensuring that historically underrepresented minorities (URMs) have the 

opportunities and support to succeed in postsecondary education represents a necessary 

investment in human capital that is vital to the nation’s success. Increasing the number of 

Americans with college degrees and quality postsecondary credentials, along with closing 

educational attainment gaps for traditionally underrepresented populations, are now national 

priorities (Complete College America 2014b). 

 Relative to all other demographic groups, the U.S. does the poorest job of ensuring 

positive educational outcomes for African American1 males (Palmer et al. 2010; Shapiro 2017). 

Alarming national statistics reveal the scope and trajectory of inequality that exists for African 

American men pursuing postsecondary education and completing degrees (Strayhorn 2010). 

While most racial/ethnic subgroups have experienced substantial progress in postsecondary 

enrollment, participation rates for Black men have seen little to no increase in recent decades 

(Strayhorn 2008b). Notably, gender disparities are most glaring among African Americans 

 
1 The terms “African American” and “Black” are used interchangeably. I acknowledge that individuals 
attach different and varying degrees of social and cultural distinctions to these terms in the context of 
racial and ethnic identity; however, I do not address that discourse within the scope of this work. I 
personally choose to self-identify using both terms interchangeably; however, I understand and support 
others’ right to disagree with or to reject this choice. 
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(Cuyjet 2006; Jackson, Moore III, and Leon 2010; Palmer et al. 2010; Strayhorn 2008b), with 

Black women enrolled at a proportion of 2 to 1 and persisting to bachelor’s degree completion at 

nearly the same proportion compared to Black men (Cuyjet 2006; Jackson et al. 2010; Strayhorn 

2016; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics 2016, 2013). 

During the fall of 2015, Black males were enrolled at a rate of 59% of Black females’ 

enrollment, whereas White males were enrolled at a rate of nearly 80% of White females’ 

enrollment (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics 2016a). Also 

during that timeframe, persistence to bachelor’s degree completion rates by gender were 

markedly disparate for Black male and female graduation percentages when compared to White 

male and female graduation percentages (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 

Education Statistics 2016b). The growing gap between enrollment and graduation rates among 

Black men and Black women subsequently contributes to a profound imbalance in college-

educated Black men compared to Black women, to the detriment of the social dynamics of the 

Black community (Roach 2001). In the U.S., most people date and marry within their own racial 

group and social class, so the diminishing presence of Black men on college campuses has a 

deleterious effect on the pool from which other Black college students might choose potential 

partners (Cuyjet 2006; Strayhorn 2015). Black males’ attrition and falling short of graduation 

also seriously threatens their capacity for upward social mobility and job security, which 

jeopardizes their positioning to support families, and consequently their chances of being seen as 

desirable partners (Strayhorn 2015). 

Black men who do enroll in college, particularly those who are from low-income 

families, are generally congregated at historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs), 

community colleges, and less-selective four-year degree-granting colleges (Baum and Payea 
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2004; Strayhorn 2010; Walpole 2003). Systemic inequity across the education pipeline 

contributes to the overrepresentation of Black men at institutions with open admission standards, 

including community colleges and for-profit colleges, but underrepresentation at colleges and 

universities with selective admission standards, including many HBCUs (Toldson 2014). African 

American males comprise nearly 40% of all students enrolled at HBCUs (Toldson 2014). Of the 

more than 1.2 million Black males enrolled in college, nearly half are at community colleges, 

while 11% attend HBCUs, and another 11% attend for-profit universities such as the University 

of Phoenix (Toldson 2014). According to an education longitudinal study, two postsecondary 

institution choice factors – easy admission standards and racial/ethnic makeup – were reported as 

very important by 23% and 14% of respondents, respectively (Ross, Kena, Rathbun, Kewal 

Ramani, Zhang, Kristapovich, and Manning 2012). Although no statistically significant 

differences emerged between males and female overall or between males and females within 

each racial/ethnic group, significant differences did materialize across race/ethnicity (Ross et al. 

2012). Compared to 17% of Whites, easy or open admission was reported as a very important 

factor for 41% of Black students, 31% of Hispanics, 27% for students of two or more races, and 

21% for Asians (Ross et al. 2012). The percentage of African American students who preferred 

to choose less selective institutions was substantially higher than that of other racial groups. 

Although an array of possible definitions of institutional quality or excellence exists, 

perhaps the most used and widely accepted measure is the institution’s selectivity (Astin and 

Oseguera 2004). Students from URM groups, who are more likely to be low-income (Corrigan 

2003), generally have greater access to postsecondary education now than 50 years ago; 

however, policymakers have paid little attention to the hierarchical arrangement of higher 

education institutions and the distribution of students within that system (Astin and Oseguera 
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2004). Regardless of how well a singular institution may educate its students, it is well known 

that the most coveted employers, along with most graduate and professional schools, favor and 

recruit graduates of prestigious colleges and universities (Astin and Oseguera 2004; Henson 

1980). Persistent racial and social class inequity at the most selective institutions of higher 

education continues a pattern of excluding URM groups from post-baccalaureate preparation and 

the recruiting pools of employers for the most sought-after and high-demand jobs. 

HBCUs face marked inequities in terms of resources, infrastructure, and operating 

budgets relative to predominantly White institutions (PWIs). Despite the lack of resources and 

lower positionality on the spectrum of the hierarchical higher education landscape, many 

maintain that the significance of HBCUs for African Americans cannot be overstated (Palmer 

and Gasman 2008). Comparative research on HBCUs and PWIs revealed that Black colleges 

foster more nurturing, familial environments in which faculty and staff members are more 

supportive of African American students (Harper and Gasman 2008). Researchers have argued 

that African American students at HBCUs are more satisfied, engaged with the community, and 

more confident and well-adjusted than those attending PWIs (Palmer and Gasman 2008). 

Research also shows that African American students at HBCUs perform well academically, 

despite coming from low-income backgrounds or possessing less academic preparation (Palmer 

and Gasman 2008).  

Some sociological researchers concerned with inequality and the persistence of racism 

and discrimination in higher education have posited that Black students feel isolated and 

alienated at PWIs due to the lack of a critical mass of Black faculty and students from which to 

select potential role models (Strayhorn 2008b). Extant literature suggests that any observable 

prejudiced behaviors towards underrepresented groups, e.g., racial minorities, will not begin to 
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diminish until enough individuals from those groups constitute a critical mass and are present on 

campus (Astin 1993). Research indicates that Black men at PWIs face significant challenges 

when trying to establish meaningful and supportive relationships with others on campus, though 

further research is warranted to illuminate the nature and dynamics of those challenges 

(Strayhorn 2008b). Of interest to this project is whether there is a significant difference in 

African American male college graduates having received or sought informal faculty mentoring 

and peer network support at PWIs versus at HBCUs. 

The persistent underrepresentation of Black males, as well as the declining enrollment of 

low-income students in general at highly selective, nationally elite institutions, work to exclude 

Black men from the kinds of educational credentials and corresponding opportunities for careers 

that are in increasing demand in the competitive global market. Furthermore, once enrolled at 

any institution, African American males are met with several daunting and arguably unique 

challenges that have the capacity to impede their successful college experience and degree 

completion (Strayhorn 2008a). The attrition rate for African American male students who enroll 

in bachelor’s degree programs also represents a vital concern. Two-thirds of Black men who 

begin college drop out (approximately 65%); this is the highest dropout rate among all racial 

groups and both sexes (Strayhorn 2010). In comparison, the dropout rate for Black women is 

56% (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics 2018). Dropout 

rates for White men and White women are 42% and 36%, respectively; for Hispanic men and 

women 52% and 44%, respectively; for Asian men and women 33% and 26%, respectively; and 

for Native American or Alaskan Native men and women 64% and 58%, respectively. In 

combination with coming from a low socioeconomic background, belonging to a racial minority 

group creates notable threats to college persistence (Corrigan 2003; Strayhorn 2008a). 
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 Strayhorn (2008a) described low-income African American males as an “invisible” 

college student population that resides on the margins of two invisible worlds and is rarely 

examined in empirical research. Aside from financial challenges, low-income students are more 

likely to enter higher education with additional persistence risk factors related to their academic 

preparation, such as not having taken rigorous high school courses, having delayed their college 

enrollment, or being first-generation college students (Adelman 1999; Corrigan 2003; hooks 

1990; Strayhorn 2008a). Consequently, low-income students often face the additional challenges 

resulting from less college preparatory experience and fewer information resources to ready them 

for the social and academic demands of postsecondary education (Corrigan 2003).  

Institutional agents and peers, however, can provide a means to social capital that 

empowers underprepared students for success (Stanton-Salazar 2011). Socializing agents, such 

as faculty and their peers, can transmit or facilitate the transmission of highly valued resources 

that are differentially allocated on college campuses, such institutional support, opportunities, 

privileges, and services (Stanton-Salazar 2011; Strayhorn 2008a). Strayhorn (2008a), however, 

noted an important finding following a study of low-income Black male students: those who 

aspired to earn a graduate degree were five times more likely to persist in college than those who 

aspired to attain less education. This project will explore the relationship between bachelor’s 

degree attainment aspirations and the likelihood of seeking supportive relationships with faculty 

and peers. 

The dominant discourse about Black males in the education literature portrays them as 

maligned, deficient, and otherwise undesirable students (Harper 2009; Strayhorn 2008a, 2008b). 

Researchers have focused disproportionate attention on Black males’ problems, failures, 

inadequacies, disadvantaged social status, and underperformance across the education pipeline 



COLLEGE PERSISTENCE FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES          8 
 

(Strayhorn 2016). In comparison, the body of empirical research on successful African American 

males is small and underdeveloped (Strayhorn 2016). Illuminating and further examining the 

factors that contribute to Black men’s successful college completion is necessary and 

strategically indispensable to ensuring they graduate with bachelor’s degrees in greater numbers. 

Given their unique challenges in the context of their social positionality within higher education, 

it is imperative to gain a better understanding of the types of positive socialization that African 

American men receive, along with the constructive behaviors in which they engage, which most 

contribute to their success in college. 

 Fundamental to the positive college experience and likelihood of degree attainment for 

undergraduate students are their interactions with student peers and institutional agents, 

particularly faculty (Strayhorn 2008a). Students benefit from positive and frequent interactions 

with faculty both inside and outside the classroom (Strayhorn 2008a, 2010). It is also important 

to examine how the pre-entry characteristics of those who successfully attained degrees, 

including parents’ level of education, related to their patterns of seeking supportive relationships 

in college. Existing literature affirms the need to explore the pre-college characteristics and 

conditions that contribute to historically underrepresented racial groups’ unique patterns of 

student-faculty interaction, including students’ pre-college attributes that may explain variations 

in rates of interaction (Kim 2010). The present study sought to advance this recommendation by 

exploring the pre-college characteristics that may impact student-faculty interaction and peer 

interaction, while considering variations by social class/family income. 

Students who report positive, meaningful, and frequent supportive interactions with 

faculty, staff persons, and peers are more likely to successfully complete college (Strayhorn 

2008a, 2008b). These supportive interactions and relationships are forms of social capital. Social 
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capital refers to the productive, supportive relationships or networks that provide access to 

opportunity and lead to advantageous outcomes (Coleman 1988; Stanton-Salazar 1997; 

Strayhorn 2010). Building on the assertion that social capital in the form of informal faculty 

mentoring and peer network support can have a compensatory effect on racially, ethnically, and 

culturally diverse and marginalized students, my expectation was that these key forms of social 

capital would significantly impact college completion for African American male students who 

successfully attained bachelor’s degrees. I also expected the absence of strong support to 

increase the likelihood of dropout for African American male students. Among African 

American males who successfully completed college, I explored whether lower-income students 

benefitted most from this social capital. I expected that more economically disadvantaged 

students would be more likely to seek or receive informal faculty mentoring and peer network 

support. I also expected that the effect of social capital on persistence to degree attainment for 

African American men, in general, would more impactful at PWIs, especially for low-income 

African American men. 

1.1   Research Questions 

 Sociological scholars who are principally interested in issues of race, gender, and class 

tend to focus on college access rather than college retention (Strayhorn 2008a). College access 

must not be the sole criteria for evaluating educational equality; rather, persistence and retention 

must be assessed, as well (Donovan 1984; Strayhorn 2016). In addition, most college retention 

studies do not devote attention to low-income minority groups, such as low-income Black men 

(Strayhorn 2008a). Improving college completion rates for African American males, including 

those from low-income families who are rarely represented in empirical research, is also a form 

of social justice (Kahlenberg 2004; Strayhorn 2008a). This work contributed to the sociology of 
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education literature by exploring the major influences on persistence behaviors for Black men at 

varying income levels, which had implications for educators, policymakers, and other 

stakeholders working towards the elimination of inequality in postsecondary education. 

The following research questions guided this study: 

1. A qualitative exploration of Black men’s supportive relationships:  
a.) What are the predominant contexts of informal faculty mentoring relationships for 

African American male undergraduates? 
b.) What are the predominant contexts of peer network supportive relationships for 

African American male undergraduates? 
 

2. The impact of social capital on persistence for Black men: To what extent is social 
capital (informal faculty mentoring, and peer network support operationalized as 
extracurricular activities and participation in study groups) associated with bachelor’s 
degree attainment in a sample of African American male U.S. citizen undergraduates 
within six years of matriculation, controlling for student pre-entry attributes and other 
covariates? 

 
3. The impact of pre-entry social factors on social capital: To what extent are social class 

(as measured by family income), educational aspirations, institution type (as measured 
by PWI or HBCU enrollment), and parents’ educational attainment associated with 
social capital (informal faculty mentoring, and peer network support operationalized as 
extracurricular activities, and participation in study groups) in a sample of African 
American male U.S. citizen undergraduate college graduates, controlling for student pre-
entry attribute covariates? 
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2   LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1   Social Capital 

2.1.1   Theoretical Foundations of Social Capital 

 Social capital can be defined as the productive, supportive relationships or networks that 

provide access to opportunity and lead to advantageous outcomes such as successful academic 

achievement and degree attainment (Coleman 1988; Stanton-Salazar 1997; Strayhorn 2010). The 

concept of social capital arose from the work of French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu (1977, 1986, 

1987), and American sociologist, James Coleman (1988). Bourdieu (1986) defined social capital 

as the aggregate of actual or potential resources connected to one’s possession of a durable 

network of institutionalized relationships, or their belonging to a group. Bourdieu’s definition of 

social capital referred to the modes by which some individuals are privileged based on 

membership in social networks (Palmer and Gasman 2008). 

 Bourdieu (1986) emphasized the ways some individuals experience advantage through 

group membership (Perna and Titus 2005; Portes 1998). Bourdieu argued the amount of social 

capital accessible to an individual through social networks and relationships was a function of 

the size of the networks and the amount of economic, cultural, and social capital possessed by 

members of those networks (Bourdieu 1986; Perna and Titus 2005). Social capital is determined 

by the size of one’s networks and by the capital possessed by those to whom one is connected 

(Lin 2001a). Still, it represents “… a collective asset shared by members of a defined group, with 

clear boundaries, obligations of exchange, and mutual recognition” (Lin 2001b:22). Bourdieu 

conceptualized social capital as a mechanism by which dominant class groups maintained their 

positions of power (Lin 2001a; Perna and Titus 2005). 
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 Coleman presented a somewhat different conceptualization of social capital (Dika and 

Singh 2002; Perna and Titus 2005). Whereas Bourdieu was more concerned with the way social 

capital functioned to reproduce hierarchies that privileged dominant groups while excluding and 

perpetuating disadvantage for others, Coleman focused on the positive aspects of social capital, 

viewing its accompanying norms and sanctions as a beneficial form of social control (Sallee and 

Tierney 2007). Coleman focused on the benefits enjoyed by members of groups (Sallee and 

Tierney 2007). Coleman’s approach to social capital is the one most frequently used in 

educational research (Dika and Singh 2002; Perna and Titus 2005).  

Social capital theory has the capacity to explain the close association between educational 

attainment and access to supportive relationships and networks (Stanton-Salazar 2004). The 

following three elements comprise the basic components of social capital: a network, which is 

defined as a set of social actors along with a set of relational ties that connects those actors 

(Borgatti and Ofem 2010); a set of norms, values, and expectations shared by a group; and 

sanctions, which are rewards and punishments that help reinforce the norms and maintain the 

network (Halpern 2005). Social capital represents the resources, whether actual or potential, that 

an individual gains from social connections (Lin 2001b). Social capital can be converted into 

tangible resources and opportunities that are socially valued, such as emotional support, 

recognition via formal institutional roles, and access to privileged information (Harper 2008; 

Stanton-Salazar 1997). Further, the quality and quantity of relationships that an individual has 

with members who hold power and the ability to provide those resources can determine the 

convertibility of the individual’s capital (Dika and Singh 2002; Harper 2008; Portes 1998). 

In Coleman’s view, social capital could be represented as both a structural social element 

and a behavioral element (Coleman 1990; Lin 2001b). A structural element of social capital 



COLLEGE PERSISTENCE FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES          13 
 

might be manifested as a relational connection, such as a dyadic bond between a student and a 

faculty member (Coleman 1990; Lin 2001b). As a behavioral element, social capital might be 

symbolized as a standard of behavior or set of customary practices that govern and give meaning 

to individuals’ actions within a social sphere (Coleman 1990; Lin 2001b); an example might 

include the mutual expectations that frame the nature of conversations and interactions that take 

place when faculty members provide academic or career development advice to students. 

According to Coleman’s illustrations, social actors exert control over resources that align with 

their interests, and are concerned with events or outcomes that are at least partially controlled by 

other social actors (Coleman 1990; Lin 2001b). Faculty members make time outside of class to 

share their knowledge and guidance with students in whom they are interested in investing their 

resources. These faculty members are also concerned with effecting successful degree attainment 

and professional outcomes for students, although it is understood students are responsible for 

much of the effort and action required to bring about those outcomes. 

The relationships between social actors are important to facilitating the behavior of 

individual actors, and form the basis of social capital (Coleman 1990; Lin 2001b). Coleman 

argued that social capital is not found in individuals, but in the links between individuals, or “the 

potential for information that inheres in social relations” (Coleman 1990:310; Sallee and Tierney 

2007:8). Coleman surmised that certain obligations, or social debts, along with expectations and 

trustworthiness could be inherent in relationships. These aspects of the relationships enable the 

process by which resources and valuable forms of support possessed by some in given social 

network are made available to others in that network (Stanton-Salazar 1997). Through this 

process, social ties and networks are cumulative and convertible into resources and support 

(Stanton-Salazar 1997). Therefore, individuals in need of the resources receive them within an 
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ongoing exchange relationship, either upon their request or because someone in the network 

perceives their need (Stanton-Salazar 1997). Involvement in certain social networks helps 

members obtain information needed to accomplish goals (Sallee and Tierney 2007). For 

example, students may connect with a study group of class peers to establish a sense of 

accountability, remain on task with assignments, or receive assistance with challenging material. 

Participating in the study group would align with the goal of successfully mastering the material 

and passing the course. 

Coleman emphasized the role of social capital in socialization (Perna and Titus 2005). 

Socialization encompasses the processes whereby socializing agents model norms, trust, 

authority, and social controls that one must understand and adopt to be successful (Coleman 

1988; Perna and Titus 2005). From Coleman’s lens, the norms and sanctions of a college campus 

function to facilitate desired behavior, including learning, engagement, and progression toward 

degree completion. Students are expected to be academically and socially integrated, attentive 

and respectful to faculty, involved with student organizations and other peer groups on campus, 

and to persist to degree completion. These norms constitute the academic and behavioral 

standards by which students are asked to conform, whether implicitly or explicitly. The sanctions 

may be conceived of as both the rewards and punishments resultant from students’ behaviors. 

Positive sanctions include the assignment of good grades, selection to participate in exclusive 

events or groups, and receipt of recognition, awards, encouragement, or praise. Negative 

sanctions would include being punitively removed from course participation or enrollment 

altogether, at varying degrees of severity. If a student does not show up for a class in accordance 

with the attendance requirements, they could be dropped from the course. If a student fails to 

maintain satisfactory or adequate academic progress, they are in jeopardy of academic dismissal 
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from the institution. Any student who behaves in a disrespectful or threatening manner toward 

others would be subject to disciplinary action that could also include dismissal from the 

institution. Collectively, these norms and sanctions are constructive and necessary to steer 

students towards healthy and productive behaviors that ultimately result in a positive college 

experience and degree attainment. 

The faculty and peers with whom a student interacts on a college campus work to 

socialize them toward the pro-academic and prosocial expectations and behaviors that align with 

degree attainment goals. Those modeled behaviors, such as challenging students to perform to 

their full potential on assignments and promoting good study habits, encourage students to put 

forth effort to accomplish academic tasks (Stanton-Salazar 2004). The primary sanction is not 

living up to what faculty members and peers expect, e.g., academic progress and degree 

attainment. The array of a student’s personal, proacademic interactions with faculty members 

and peers constitute their social capital. The current project examined the extent to which social 

capital has a compensatory effect for Black men in their pursuit of bachelor’s degrees, and 

particularly for those who are from low-income backgrounds. In broad terms, this study 

examined whether this social capital was more important overall to Black men’s persistence than 

it was to the persistence of other racial and gender groups. The study also examined whether this 

social capital was more important to persistence for Black men at PWIs than at HBCUs, given 

the greater critical mass of African American faculty and students at HBCUs than at PWIs.  

Using Coleman’s (1988) conceptualization of and approach to social capital, this study 

revealed more about the development and nature of the relationships and networks between 

Black men who successfully attain degrees and their informal faculty mentors and peers. Some 

critics of Coleman’s theory argued it did not devote adequate attention to historic social and 
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economic inequality, including the social dynamics and conditions that allow privileged 

individuals and communities to accumulate multiple forms of capital while leaving others to 

contend with inferior services, residential segregation, failing schools, and severely limited 

employment opportunities (Stanton-Salazar 2011). The network-analytic approach to social 

inequality rested on the concept of the uneven distribution of opportunities for those entering 

various social and institutional contexts, and for forming relationships with agents who exert 

varying degrees of control over institutional resources, such as administrative authority, career-

related tools and leads, and opportunities for specialized training and development (Stanton-

Salazar 1997). The significance of such institutional agents and advocates is apparent and 

underscored in the observable ways in which members of dominant groups consistently depend 

on their social ties with these agents to secure their privileged participation and mobility within 

mainstream institutional domains (Stanton-Salazar 1997). Earlier work of Stanton-Salazar 

promoted application of the network-analytic conceptual framework and approach to highlight 

the institutional and ideological forces that make access to social capital problematic for minority 

youth in educational settings (Stanton-Salazar 1997). Stanton-Salazar asserted the importance of 

addressing structural and ideological constraints on minority youth’s access to critical 

institutional resources, highlighting the important role of individual and cultural agency, which 

he defined as the ways young people learn to overcome exclusionary forces and to accumulate 

valuable and productive social capital (Stanton-Salazar 1997). While my work addressed the 

constraints to Black men’s formation of supportive relationships and their differential access to 

and accumulation of social capital, I used a network-analytic approach to qualitatively 

investigate how successful students overcame these constraints and highlighted the importance 

of social capital to their persistence behavior en route to college completion. This work took a 
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central interest in whether Black men’s supportive relationships with faculty and peers were 

more critical to their successful college completion, in the context of lower social status, limited 

resources, and poor exposure to information and resources. 

Access to many of the valued resources and opportunities that are obtained via social 

networks comes through “… the messy business of commanding, negotiating, and managing 

many diverse … social relationships and personalities, and which usually entails skillfully 

negotiating the rules and constraints underlying the social acts of help-seeking and help-giving” 

(Stanton-Salazar 1997:4). Network construction, network negotiation, and help-seeking behavior 

is very different across social classes and other status groups, including across various racial, 

ethnic, and gender groups (Stanton-Salazar 1997). For members of lower status groups, attempts 

toward help-seeking and relationship and network building within mainstream spheres usually 

occur within the context of differential power relations and social contexts that are culturally 

different from, and potentially alienating to, cultural outsiders (Eisenstadt and Roniger 1984; 

Stanton-Salazar 1997), e.g., African American students negotiating help-seeking and 

relationship-building at PWIs. This project accounted for social and economic inequality as they 

related to African American male undergraduates’ formation of relationships and networks and 

the connection to their degree attainment outcomes. My keen interest was in illuminating the 

ways successful Black men formed relationships and networks in the face of inequality and 

barriers, as well as how those relationships supported persistence to graduation. The project 

focused on differing class groups of Black men and how their acquisition of key forms of social 

capital compensated for the negative effects of inequalities on their likelihood of college 

persistence and predicted greater odds of college completion. 



COLLEGE PERSISTENCE FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES          18 
 

The premise of this study aligned with Coleman’s (1988) by principally highlighting and 

valuing the constructive and beneficial aspects of social capital. Individuals who hold more 

social capital have greater odds of success in educational institutions than those who hold less 

social capital (Harper 2008). Although it is noted that many social networks promote exclusion, 

such that only certain individuals manage to gain membership (Stanton-Salazar 1997), social 

capital appears to be important and instrumental to the success of African American men – who 

generally hold low social status – particularly at PWIs (Harper 2008). For African American 

male undergraduates, social capital in the form of positive, supportive relationships with faculty 

members and peers are essential to helping them feel more connected to the campus community 

and committed to successfully finishing college. 

2.1.2   Significant Other Effects, Educational Attainment, and Social Capital 

Early scholarship on “significant others” and educational attainment may have provided 

the foundation for current interpretations of social capital, such as Coleman’s (1988), which 

emphasized socialization, social integration, and student involvement (Simmons 2013; Stanton-

Salazar 1997). Close relationships or connections with teachers, administrators, and proacademic 

peers in the K-12 school setting all have the potential to play important roles by way of 

socialization processes that help elementary and secondary school students form proacademic 

identities and long-term educational aspirations (Dreeben 1968; Parsons 1959; Sewell and 

Hauser 1980; Stanton-Salazar 2011). These connections also facilitate adherence to the 

educational system’s values and ideological foundations, beginning with early childhood 

(Dreeben 1968; Parsons 1959; Sewell and Hauser 1980; Stanton-Salazar 2011). In the same way, 

relationships with faculty members, administrators, and proacademic peers at the college level 

are important to students as they facilitate the socialization processes that strengthen and enhance 
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proacademic identities and postsecondary education aspirations. Coleman’s approach and other 

similar conventional theorizations of social capital emphasized the inculcation of proacademic 

values and the enforcement of proacademic norms (Stanton-Salazar 2011). Coleman’s 

conceptualization of social capital can be linked to the dynamics of “significant other effects,” 

whereby students adhere to the norms and sanctions maintained by their significant others in 

educational settings, thereby obtaining benefits that help them accomplish the educational goals 

expected of them by significant others. 

Significant others are people who are important and influential to an individual, such as 

parents, teachers, peers, and professors (Stanton-Salazar 1997), and whose assessment of that 

individual is important to them. The reflected appraisal process, also known in social psychology 

as “the looking glass self,” is the dynamic by which significant others communicate their 

appraisals of a person, thereby influencing the way that person views themselves (Felson 1993; 

Cooley 1956). Cooley (1956) asserted that beginning as a toddler, a child begins to acquire a 

self-concept through development of the looking glass self in order to exert control over their 

environments and the people around them. According to Cooley, as the child continues to grow 

and develop, they become concerned with not only basic survival and physical necessities, but 

also with the satisfaction obtained when an important person, such as a parent, exhibits positive 

responses or behavior toward them. This forms the origin of the child’s concern for others’ 

evaluations of them. Along these lines, this concern for significant others’ evaluations, or 

reflected appraisals, develops into socially desirable behavior. 

Others who are important to an individual become instruments used in the creation of 

their looking glass self. The individual’s perception of significant others’ reflected appraisals of 

them generates information used to create self-feelings such as happiness or pride. Although 
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social structures create certain relationships and dynamics in which some have power and 

influence over others, individuals also independently render certain people in power to be 

significant others who are agents in the creation of their looking glass self. The extent to which 

those important to an individual want, encourage, and expect them to do well in school has a 

powerful impact on their success. 

This project made a principal assertion that college students are concerned with the 

evaluations they perceive from their professors and peers, who are their significant others, 

because they desire to receive positive, affirmative assessments and responses from individuals 

who are important and influential in their lives. This concern then contributes to the students’ 

socialization towards academic achievement and degree attainment. My project expanded this 

concept to assert that a student’s concern with positive evaluations from professors and peers 

fosters relational interactions with, and encouragement and guidance from, significant others. 

These relational elements, such as the positive reinforcement of proacademic and prosocial 

behavior in college, whether expressed to the student explicitly or implicitly, strengthen the 

meaning and importance of the social bonds students have with their faculty and peer significant 

others. Consequently, the foundation is laid for the student to sustain supportive relationships 

and networks that provide access to opportunity and lead to successful educational outcomes in 

college. A student’s positive, supportive interactions with faculty members and peers constitute 

encouragement and expectations on the part of the significant others for the student to perform 

well academically and to persist to degree completion. The encouragement and expectations 

have a powerful impact on the student’s determination to be successful and to persist to 

graduation. 
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At the high school level, there is evidence that positive relationships and positive teacher-

student interactions raise teachers’ expectations and students’ motivation towards academic 

achievement (Irvine 1990; Russell and Atwater 2005). Research indicates the quality of student-

teacher interaction is particularly important to the success of African American high school and 

college students (Ford and Harris 1995). An important premise in literature is that the academic 

retention and success of Black students are determined by person-environment interactions and 

related sociocultural dynamics at the institution, rather than by factors traditionally associated 

with academic achievement, such as test scores and high school preparation (Prillerman, Myers, 

and Smedley 1989). According to Russell and Atwater (2005), African American students who 

attend large PWIs as freshmen encounter large classes and unaccommodating teaching styles that 

are typically lecture-based, fast-paced, and impersonal, particularly in STEM classes. Russell 

and Atwater (2005) conducted a phenomenological investigation in which they interviewed 11 

African American undergraduate seniors – 8 male and 3 female – in a biology degree program at 

a PWI in the Southeastern United States. The researchers sought to illuminate the factors that 

successful African American students described as primary reasons for their persistence and 

perseverance in the P-16 science pipeline. Most participants said they had received a significant 

amount of encouragement and motivation to succeed from their high school teachers. The 

students also expressed cognizance of their racial minority status and described racist 

experiences with high school teachers, college professors, and academic advisors. The 

researchers asked the students follow-up questions about how to persevere in the face of 

adversity or others’ negative perceptions of African Americans. One student responded in depth 

about how support and friendship with other students in the same major were key, noting that 

sticking together and studying for tests in groups were also important. The students’ successful 
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management of their stigmatized racial minority identity, along with their constructive 

navigation through the negative experiences related to racial discrimination, was determined to 

be partially attributable to reflected appraisals from significant others. To the extent that the 

reflected appraisals of students’ faculty member and peer significant other conveyed positive and 

encouraging responses to their college success, the students’ navigation of adverse experiences 

and college perseverance were positively reinforced. An alternate conclusion was that reflected 

appraisals from significant others might be characterized as long-standing background factors 

that helped establish or contributed to students’ intrinsic motivation to constructively overcome 

stigmatized identities and discriminatory experiences. For African American students, supportive 

relationships with faculty and peer significant others were the more important, especially on PWI 

campuses, in light of the unique challenges and stressors involved in managing racial minority 

status. In parallel, the social capital that African American students gained from those 

relationships with significant others, particularly at PWIs, was critically important to their 

academic and social adjustment and degree completion. 

2.1.3   Mentoring in Postsecondary Education 

 Mentoring research and practice have emerged from a multidisciplinary community of 

scholars, each focusing their work on a specific population (Eby and Allen 2008). As there are 

differing views and perspectives concerning exactly what constitutes a mentoring relationship, 

both across and within disciplines, mentoring scholarship features several defining concepts (Eby 

and Allen 2008). Mentoring is generally conceptualized as a strong social tie and dyadic 

relationship between a more experienced and usually older mentor and a less experienced 

protégé or mentee (Eby and Allen 2008). The mentoring relationship is reciprocal, but 

asymmetrical (Eby and Allen 2008). Although both parties may benefit, the primary goal of 
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mentorship is the positive growth and development of the mentee (Eby and Allen 2008). 

Mentoring is also dynamic, as its associated goals and relationships may change over time (Eby 

and Allen 2008). Most researchers agree that support, guidance, and encouragement are central 

and fundamental elements of mentoring relationships (Hurd and Zimmerman 2010; Levinson, 

Darrow, Klein, Levinson, and McKee 1978; Rhodes, Ebert, and Fischer 1992; Zimmerman, 

Bingenheimer, and Notaro 2002). 

 Student attrition is a persistent issue in higher education in general (Nora and Crisp 2007; 

Swail, Redd, and Perna 2003), and is especially troubling in terms of outcomes for marginalized 

groups. Bachelor’s degree attainment for URMs and low-income students continues to lag 

behind that of White and middle-class students (Nora and Crisp 2007). As noted in the preceding 

chapter, the attrition rate for African American male students in particular is a vital concern, as 

they experience the poorest educational outcomes relative to all other U.S. demographic groups. 

In response to the problem of attrition, colleges and universities across the U.S. have established 

mentoring programs (Nora and Crisp 2007). While the components and scope of these mentoring 

programs vary by institution, student persistence is largely the underlying goal of most programs 

(Nora and Crisp 2007). Many mentoring programs target particularly underrepresented student 

populations and/or those with specific needs, such as women, URMs, or students needing 

remedial assistance (Johnson 1989; Nora and Crisp 2007), and many of these programs have 

experienced success in both the recruitment and retention of URM students (Strayhorn and 

Terrell 2007). 

 Although the aim of mentoring programs to increase student persistence is clear and 

commendable, the underlying conceptualization of how mentoring should guide program 

development and the determination of activities and interventions is lacking (Nora and Crisp 
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2007). A significant amount of time and money have been devoted to supporting these 

initiatives, with expectations of great benefits and high reward (Nora and Crisp 2007). Yet, 

however well-intentioned, mentoring programs that lack a substantive framework guiding 

program activities might amount to nothing more than hit-or-miss financial investment, “… or 

hoping that something might stick from an array of actions” (Nora and Crisp 2007:338). The 

common shortcomings of mentoring programs guided Nora and Crisp’s (2007) efforts to 

establish a theoretical framework for mentoring. The scholars endeavored to establish the 

parameters of successful mentoring experiences in the higher education context for 

undergraduate students, including the defining characteristics and underlying domains that 

comprised their mentoring experiences. 

 Several theoretical models of student persistence have been developed in recent decades 

to identify factors that influence students’ decision to remain enrolled in college (Nora and Crisp 

2007). Overall, research findings consistently support the importance of student-faculty 

interactions, which contribute to students’ social integration and promote persistence (Nora and 

Crisp 2007). It is highly likely that students’ informal socializing interactions with faculty bear 

similar aspects to formal mentoring program experiences (Nora and Crisp 2007). While some 

researchers draw strict boundaries around the definition of mentoring, others define mentoring as 

any relationship that teaches and guides an individual and allows for that individual’s growth 

(Nora and Crisp 2007). The current project assumed the latter, broader approach by 

characterizing the mentoring relationship for undergraduate students as inclusive of any informal 

student-faculty interactions, particularly outside of class. For the purposes of this project, I did 

not include academic/research mentoring in the form of guidance that a faculty member provided 



COLLEGE PERSISTENCE FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES          25 
 

to a student in an undergraduate research program, which is similar to the faculty member-

graduate student advising relationship that exists at the doctoral level. 

 Nora and Crisp (2007) presented a theoretical conceptualization of mentoring for 

undergraduate students that arose from several frameworks and perspectives, and consisted of 

four major domains or latent constructs identified in the interdisciplinary mentoring literature. 

The four latent constructs are: 1.) emotional support; 2.) support for goal-setting and for 

choosing a career path; 3.) academic subject knowledge, including bridging that knowledge to 

the student’s chosen career field; and 4.) provision of a role model (Nora and Crisp 2007). The 

first construct, emotional support, encompasses the mentor engaging in active listening, 

identifying problems and coaching students in problem-solving, and providing moral support and 

encouragement (Nora and Crisp 2007). The second construct, goal setting and career paths, 

represents the concept that mentoring involves the assessment of students’ strengths, 

weaknesses, and abilities, as well as assistance with decision-making around setting academic 

and career goals (Nora and Crisp 2007). The third construct, academic subject knowledge 

support, captures the teaching and learning process focused on the student’s acquisition of 

necessary knowledge and skills, and on evaluating and challenging the student, academically 

(Nora and Crisp 2007). The fourth construct, the role model, focuses on the student’s ability to 

learn from the mentor’s present and past actions, accomplishments, and failures, and is the 

avenue whereby the mentor shares life experiences and perspectives that enrich their relationship 

with the student (Nora and Crisp 2007). 

2.1.4   Mentoring as Social Capital 

To reiterate, the components of social capital include: a network, which is a set of social 

actors along with a set of relational ties that connects those actors (Borgatti and Ofem 2010); a 
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set of norms, values, and expectations shared by a group; and sanctions, which are rewards and 

punishments that help to reinforce the norms and maintain the social network (Halpern 2005). 

Using Nora’s and Crisp’s (2007) theoretical conceptualization of mentoring, including the 

aforementioned domains, I argue that mentoring equates to social capital in the educational 

context. The network consists of the social actors – the professors/faculty members and students 

– who are connected by way of relational ties via the mentoring relationship. The faculty mentors 

and the students share norms of behavior, both implicit and explicit. Due to significant other 

effects, students adhere to the norms displayed and maintained by their professors. They also 

share common values and expectations that center on the importance of the students mastering 

certain knowledge and skills, performing well academically, and successfully completing their 

degree courses and programs.  

From the student’s perspective, rewards include the targeted assistance, guidance, 

encouragement, and moral support received from the faculty mentor. The reflected appraisal 

process is also in play, as the student desires the reward of satisfaction obtained when their 

significant other – the professor – exhibits positive responses and behaviors towards them. The 

student’s desire for positive interactions with the faculty mentor forms the basis of the student’s 

concern for the faculty member’s positive evaluations of them. The student is also concerned 

with avoiding the punishment of falling out of favor with the faculty mentor. If the student fails 

to listen and accept the guidance of the mentor and/or fails to perform in accordance with the 

mentor’s expectations, they might experience negative sanctions of expressed disappointment or 

the discontinuation of the mentoring relationship. In turn, the student may lose the benefits of 

positive engagement and privileged information or opportunities the mentor elects to no longer 

share with the student. 



COLLEGE PERSISTENCE FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES          27 
 

The interactions that occur between professors and students outside of class time can be 

conceptualized as mentoring relationships, as mentoring constitutes a valuable extension of 

social capital. Out-of-class interactions and relationships with faculty are characterized as 

informal mentoring because they generally do not emerge by way of formally established 

mentoring programs that facilitate the faculty-student connection. The literature on African 

American men who are successful in college indicates that nonacademic or noncognitive factors 

(Sedlacek 2004; Strayhorn 2008b), including having a relationship with a strong support person 

at the institution, are especially instrumental to their success. Thus, informal faculty mentoring 

may be of particular importance to Black men who ultimately attain bachelor’s degrees. 

It is possible that the support Black men receive from faculty mentoring could be more 

significant to their adjustment and success because it offsets some of the unique challenges they 

face. Some challenges reported by Black male students include difficulty establishing a sense of 

belonging on campus, and the perception of predominantly White institutions as having a 

“chilly” and unwelcoming campus climate (Strayhorn 2008c). Mentoring may be a dynamic way 

to help Black men adjust to the college environment and culture, particularly those who report 

feelings of loneliness, isolation, and insufficient levels of support (Cuyjet and Associates 2006; 

Hurtado and Carter 1997; Lee 1999; Pope 2002; Santos and Reigadas 2004; Strayhorn and 

Terrell 2007). In addition, informal mentoring may be more critical to those with lower 

socioeconomic status.  

It is reasonable to infer that the benefits of informal mentoring help build the case for 

supporting the addition and enhancement of formal mentoring programs, provided there is 

continued improvement in terms of establishing a stronger conceptualization and theoretical 

framing of mentoring to guide program development as noted by Nora and Crisp (2007). LaVant, 
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Anderson, and Tiggs (1997) found that African American men were more successful 

academically at universities that implemented formal mentoring programs. As the results of this 

project provided evidence that informal mentoring significantly impacted college completion for 

Black men, findings support the broader implementation of formal mentoring programs that 

incorporate the elements and practices of informal mentoring shown to be most beneficial to 

student persistence. 

2.1.5   Peer Network Support as Social Capital 

 Just as mentoring equates to social capital in the educational context, so does peer 

network support. The peer network consists of the social actors – fellow students – who are 

connected by way of relational ties that often overlap with friendship bonds. The students also 

share norms of behavior, both implicit and explicit. Due to significant other effects, students 

adhere to the norms displayed and maintained by their peers. They also share common values 

and expectations that center on the importance of performing well academically, and 

successfully completing both current courses, and ultimately, the degree program. Astin (1993) 

contended that peer relationships were the most influential in terms of the undergraduate student 

experience. 

 Similar to the rewards of the faculty-student mentoring relationship, rewards of peer 

network support include the targeted assistance, guidance, encouragement, and moral support 

received from fellow students. The reflected appraisal process also exists in peer networks, as the 

student desires the reward of satisfaction obtained when their significant other – the peer – 

exhibits positive responses and behavior towards them. The student’s desire for positive 

interactions with peers forms the basis of their concern for peers’ positive evaluations of them. 

The student is also concerned with avoiding the punishment of falling out of favor with the peer 
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group. If the student fails to behave in accordance with the norms of the peer group, then they 

might experience the negative sanction of peer disapproval or ostracization. In turn, the student 

would likely lose the benefits of positive engagement and privileged information or special 

events or opportunities. 

2.2   Tinto’s Retention Theory 

Tinto (1993) developed retention theory, an interactionalist theory of college student 

departure that posits student integration into the academic and social domains of college is key to 

understanding persistence decisions (Strayhorn 2013). According to this theory, a student’s 

decision to remain enrolled is represented by a longitudinal progression of interactions between a 

student with a certain set of attributes, skills, financial assets, educational background, and 

commitments, and other actors who represent the academic and social systems of the institution. 

Tinto surmised that students enter college with pre-college experiences and background 

characteristics that influence their educational expectations and institutional goal commitments 

(Strayhorn 2013; Tinto 1993). These commitments are either reinforced or weakened as a result 

of a student’s integration, or how well they “fit” into and become involved with the academic 

(intellectual) and social culture and life of the institution (Strayhorn 2013:13; Tinto 1993). Tinto 

proposed that students who do not become socially integrated – e.g., forming friendships, 

becoming involved in student organizations – and academically integrated – e.g., studying 

effectively – are more likely to drop out of college (Crisp 2009). Students who do become 

socially and academically integrated have stronger institutional and goal commitments, which 

positively influence their decisions to persist (Crisp 2009). 
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2.2.1   Tinto's Interactionalist Model 

 Tinto’s longitudinal conceptual model of voluntary student departure arises from his 

interactionalist theory of college student departure (Lundy-Wagner 2012), and also the basis for 

the causal model used in the present study (see Figure 2.1). Tinto (1993) noted that the model 

was primarily sociological in nature, focusing on the multiple interactions that occur among 

institutional members. The model characterizes the social and intellectual context of the 

institution, including its formal and informal interactional environment, as being central to the 

longitudinal process of individual student departure behavior (Tinto 1993). Although individual 

agency undoubtedly affects individuals’ decisions to leave school, Tinto purported the impact of 

individual attributes could only be understood in reference to the social and institutional contexts 

in which they act (Tinto 1993). In terms of policy, the model can guide institutional officials and 

help them retain more students through degree completion (Tinto 1993). Tinto’s model is 

structured to allow institutions to identify academic and social elements of the institutional 

environment that may impede degree completion (Tinto 1993). 

Tinto’s (1993) model illustrates that college student departure arises from a longitudinal 

process consisting of both formal and informal interactions between the student and the 

academic and social environment or system of their institution (Crisp 2011). The student’s 

experience in those systems, as determined by his or her academic and social integration or 

involvement, continually impacts their intentions and commitments (Tinto 1993). Positive 

experiences, which are integrative, reinforce persistence by strengthening commitments to both 

the institution itself and to the goal of college completion (Tinto 1993). Negative experiences, 

termed malintegrative, weaken a student’s commitments to the institution and to the goal of 

completion, increasing dropout risks (Tinto 1993). 
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Figure 2.1 Tinto's Interactionalist Model of Voluntary College Student Departure 
 

Tinto (1993) included six broad categories of variables in his model: pre-entry attributes; 

goals/commitments (that individuals bring with them into the college environment); institutional 

experiences; integration; goals/commitments (reformulated, strengthened, or altered as a result of 

integrative experiences); and outcomes (persistence/degree completion, or dropout). The second 

through fifth categories of his model are broadly classified into either the academic system or 

social system. The causal model in the current study employed most elements of Tinto’s model, 

was modified in two key places: the first broad category column, Pre-Entry Attributes, and the 

third broad category column, Institutional Experiences. The reason for this modification was to 

add in specific demographic and educational background variables, and to add in specific social 

capital variables to capture informal mentoring and peer network support interactions. Tinto’s 

model did not allow for delving into these specifics, as the variable items existed on a much 

broader, surface level. Tinto categorized pre-entry attribute variables into three groups: family 

background; skills and abilities; and prior schooling. My model arranged the pre-entry attribute 
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variables into two groups: demographic characteristics (including race, gender, social class, and 

age when enrolling) and educational background/college preparation, including parents’ level of 

education; whether college enrollment was delayed after high school; whether the student 

transferred from another institution; SAT/ACT scores; and high school GPA. 

 Tinto’s (1993) model divided the institutional experiences category into academic system 

and social system variables. The scholar’s formal academic system variable was academic 

performance; his informal academic system variable was faculty/staff interactions. His formal 

social system variable was extracurricular activities; his informal social system variable was peer 

group interactions. My model defined all interactions comprising the institutional experiences 

category as social capital for the student. In particular, my emphasis was on the informal 

academic system variable, faculty/staff interactions, and my definition of those interactions as 

informal faculty mentoring. I combined Tinto’s formal social system variable, extracurricular 

activities, with the informal social system variable, peer group interactions. My combination of 

these peer variables was represented by my variable, peer network support, which included 

extracurricular involvement and participation in study groups. 

 Much of the empirical research on student departure from college supports Tinto’s (1993) 

theoretical explanation (Strayhorn 2013). Overall findings suggest academic integration, social 

integration, and goal commitments influence the persistence decisions of traditional college 

students (Crisp 2011). However, Tinto’s theory has been critiqued by some scholars who feel the 

theory is based on assimilationist assumptions that ignore the perspectives of students of color 

(Strayhorn 2008a). For example, existing data supports that the SAT and ACT, routinely used 

standardized college entrance exams, are consistently racially and culturally biased against 

African American and Latinx students, who generally have lower scores than White students 
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(Rendón, Novack, and Dowell 2005). Tinto’s theory does not account for such bias, which could 

impact students at the pre-entry attribute level in his model. Although some argue that Tinto’s 

model does not adequately capture the cultural differences of racial minority students, others 

suggest the constructs fail to capture these students’ unique experiences, such as the ways 

African American and Latinx students might socially integrate themselves once on campus 

(Crisp 2011). Still, evidence indicates Tinto’s model is the most widely used perspective for 

studying college student departure (Strayhorn 2008a, 2013,). Tinto’s model provides a reliable 

theoretical and sociological lens through which to better understand how social capital affects 

students’ persistence decisions (Strayhorn 2013). 

2.3   Intersectionality 

A key premise of Tinto’s (1993) retention model rests on the assumption that students’ 

individual college persistence decisions are only understood as they relate to the individual’s 

social and institutional context. That context is comprised of a complex set of elements and 

dynamics, particularly for African American men, that can be examined through the lens of 

intersectionality. Intersectionality is defined as a way of analyzing and understanding the 

complexity of social phenomena and human experiences (Collins and Bilge 2016). The 

conditions of social life, including social inequality, are rarely shaped by a single factor (Collins 

and Bilge 2016). Structural intersectionality alludes to the ways social domains intersect to 

influence individuals’ experiences, which can include sustained oppression (Crenshaw 1991). 

Feminist scholarship increasingly asserts that race, gender, and class are closely intertwined, and 

that these forms of social stratification should be studied in relation to one another (Choo and 

Ferree 2010). Scholars refer to this nonadditive way of analyzing social inequality using a 

variety of terms, including the intersectional approach (Crenshaw 1991). Lundy-Wagner (2012) 
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highlighted the continuing gaps in degree completion rates by race, gender, and social class (as 

measured by income). The scholar noted that disparate bodies of work indicate race/ethnicity, 

gender, and social class contribute to differential degree attainment outcomes, yet few 

researchers have recognized these factors, together (Lundy-Wagner 2012). Intersectionality 

provides a means to explore the ways race, gender, and class interact and impact degree 

attainment outcomes for African American male students. 

Museus and Neville (2011) argued that higher education researchers were limited in their 

comparisons of the experiences of marginalized and majority groups, as most students, faculty, 

and college administrators identify in multiple ways. Thus, an individual’s self-concept may be 

based on their identification with many groups. People may also define themselves 

simultaneously by their race, gender, class, and other elements of their identities (Jones 2009). In 

recent decades, feminist scholarship shifted toward conceptualizing race, gender, and class as 

intertwined (Choo and Ferree 2010). Building on the work of Collins (1990), who critically 

labeled these intertwined social constructs as a matrix of domination, Choo and Ferree (2010) 

approached intersectionality as an analytical tool, creating a nonadditive process of recognizing 

demographic variables and the interactivity of their effects on social outcomes. The scholars 

asserted that this approach effectively moved beyond merely the listing and addition of race, 

gender, and class as separate factors that were connected to disparate outcomes (Choo and Ferree 

2010). They provided three dimensions of theorizing that they believed encompassed what 

intersectionality signified: attending to the importance of including the perspectives of multiply-

marginalized individuals; shifting from the addition of multiple independent elements of 

inequality toward a multiplication and thus transformation of their effects into interactions; and 

seeing multiple social institutions as overlapping in their rendering of inequalities that produce 
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complex unequal structures at the foundational level, rather than simply producing “additional” 

inequalities that are immediately observable in the here and now (Choo and Ferree 2010). 

Collins and Bilge (2016) ascribed two organizational focal points to intersectionality: 

critical inquiry and critical praxis. Critical inquiry alludes to the criticism of existing bodies of 

knowledge, including established theory and methodology in relation to social inequality 

(Collins and Bilge 2016). Critical praxis includes critical inquiry, but explicitly seeks to 

challenge the status quo and transform power relations (Collins and Bilge 2016). The scope and 

purpose of my study allowed for use of the critical inquiry focal point of intersectional analysis 

as part of its qualitative inquiry. A key theme that encapsulated the way scholars in 

race/class/gender studies have established intersectionality as a form of critical inquiry was 

treating it as an approach to understanding human behavior that was undergirded by the lived 

experiences and challenges of disenfranchised people (Collins and Bilge 2016).  

For African American men, their racial minority status, gender, and social class standing 

all intersect to contribute to inequalities in the educational context. Racism is an integral feature 

of the fabric of American life, culture, and institutions (Howard 2008). The nation’s socio-

historical legacy of racism is reflected in racial oppression and subjugation in all social domains, 

including education (Howard 2008). The resultant power differences and conflicts are manifested 

and reproduced in educational settings (Reynolds 2010). Ample evidence exists of inequalities in 

access to higher education, as well as success stratified by race and class (Strayhorn 2008a).  

An increasing number of scholars, particularly critical race theorists and women’s studies 

theorists, have promoted examination of the intersectionality of race, gender, and class, and 

subordination on the basis of these social positionalities as represented in the education system 

and in its curriculum (Museus and Griffin 2011). It is particularly important to focus on the 
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constructs of race, gender, and class for African American males (Museus and Griffin 2011). 

Using exclusively race in the analysis of Black men’s experiences of inequality does not 

adequately set their social realities apart from the experiences of Black females or other racial 

minority groups (Museus and Griffin 2011). By the same logic, using exclusively gender or 

exclusively class does not allow the effects of race to be understood in their experiences (Museus 

and Griffin 2011). Although extensive research exists on the social, emotional, and academic 

challenges that male students of all racial and ethnic groups face in school settings, a clear racial 

hierarchy emerges among these groups and warrants particular attention (Museus and Griffin 

2011).  

The examination of Black males’ pursuit of U.S. education through an intersectional lens 

is also critical, given the distorted social perceptions of this population (Museus and Griffin 

2011). African American males are often trapped in a snare of stereotypical notions that place 

them at considerable disadvantage in school and society (Museus and Griffin 2011). Exploring 

the social construction of the image of Black males in the U.S., formed over a period of 

centuries, uncovers a highly problematic portrayal that ranges from the docile slave to the hyper-

sexual brute, to being valued solely as a super athlete or entertainer (Museus and Griffin 2011), 

to being criminal-minded and pathological in nature (Howard 2008). African American male 

students are often described with disparaging terms, such as uneducable, at-risk, lazy, and 

threatening (Strayhorn 2008a). These negative perceptions and imagery influence the racial, 

gendered, and classed politics that play out across the education pipeline (Museus and Griffin 

2011) and reinforce negative stereotypes, prejudices, and disparate treatment of Black male 

students, on the part of some educators (Strayhorn 2008a). In the K-12 system, African 

American male students are much more likely to be classified as needing special education, more 
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likely to be assigned to in-school and out-of-school suspension, and more likely to be expelled 

from school (Strayhorn 2008a). Black males are also more likely to be raised in lower-income 

communities and attend schools in which they often do not have access to or are discouraged by 

teachers and counselors from participating in, college preparatory courses and activities 

(Strayhorn 2008a).  

For Black males who overcome the odds and make it to college, enrollment and degree 

attainment rates are still relatively low and reveal no progress over the last several decades 

(Strayhorn 2008a). Increased attention to research on inequality in higher education at the 

intersection of race, gender, and class may change the discourse around disparities in degree 

attainment for Black men (Museus and Griffin 2011). Intersectional analyses can enable policy 

makers to make wiser decisions about where to invest their funding and efforts towards 

improving attainment outcomes (Museus and Griffin 2011). The current qualitative exploration 

sought to better understand the persistence behaviors and the lived experiences of African 

American men in college, as influenced by key forms of social capital, recognizing that African 

Americans are historically disenfranchised and marginalized in multiple ways in the broad 

social domain of education (Choo and Ferree 2010). 

2.4   Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework 

Although Black men’s low enrollment, disengagement, underachievement, and poor 

college completion rates are among the most crucial and complex issues in higher education, few 

solutions have emerged from amplifying the problems of Black male students across the 

education pipeline (Harper 2012). Rather, educational outcomes have remained stagnant or have 

declined for this population in recent years (Harper 2012). Harper (2012) contended that this was 

partially attributable to the overemphasized deficit orientation that is relentlessly reinforced in 
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media, academic journals, and education discourse and practice. There is much to be learned 

about Black male student success from Black men who have been successful (Harper 2012). Not 

enough research focuses on the African American men who persist to baccalaureate degree 

attainment, and especially those who maximize their college experiences on the campuses of 

PWIs, which at one time were racially exclusive (Harper 2012). Few studies have focused on 

high-achieving African American college students in general, and on male high achievers, in 

particular (Harper 2008). 

 To improve educational attainment outcomes for African American men, it is critical to 

counterbalance the popular one-sided emphasis on Black male undergraduates’ failures and 

underperformance with insights from those who managed to successfully navigate their college 

experiences and persist to completion, despite their unique issues and difficult odds (Harper 

2012). Harper’s (2010) anti-deficit achievement conceptual framework, informed by theories 

from multiple disciplines, emerged from his approach to and recommendations for understanding 

how successful undergraduate students of color managed to succeed, including in STEM, and to 

overcome obstacles that typically disadvantage their peers. Such obstacles included: low teacher 

expectations and insufficient academic preparation in their K-12 schooling; racist and culturally 

insensitive campus environments; the consequences of acute underrepresentation; the burden of 

identity conflicts; and exposure to negative stereotypes about their racial group (Gayles 2006; 

Harper 2012, 2010). Though most researchers have justifiably chosen to focus on illuminating 

the conditions that continually inhibit college access and positive outcomes, the current study 

employed an anti-deficit achievement framework approach to explore and highlight the ways key 

forms of social capital – informal faculty mentoring and peer network support – were integral to 

the success of Black men who overcame the odds and attained bachelor’s degrees. 
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 The framework (illustrated in Figure 2.2) inverted questions commonly presented about 

educational disadvantage, underrepresentation, inadequate academic preparation, academic 

underperformance, disengagement, and African American male student attrition (Harper 2012). 

It offered recommendations for some questions that researchers might explore to better 

understand how Black male students successfully access and navigate their way through higher 

education, as well as beyond to successful post-college pathways (Harper 2012). It was not 

intended to be an exhaustive or rigidly prescriptive list of research questions and topics; rather, it 

was meant to provide examples of the anti-deficit questions employed in Harper’s (2012) 

National Black Male College Achievement Study. 

The insights from which these questions were developed illuminate three points in the 

educational pipeline: pre-college socialization and preparedness; college achievement; and post-

college success (Harper 2012). It also included eight dimensions of achievement that represented 

fertile ground for future research: familial factors; K-12 school forces; out-of-school college 

preparation resources; classroom experiences; out-of-class engagement; enriching educational 

experiences; graduate school enrollment; and career readiness (Harper 2012). Several sample 

questions were provided with each of these dimensions. Given what was noted in extant 

literature about the significant impact of faculty and peer influence on college student 

development and success, Harper (2012) asserted that efforts to understanding their role in the 

undergraduate experiences of Black male students deserved targeted attention. 

Figure 2.2 shows a sample of commonly used research questions that Harper reframed to 

“amplify the upside of achievement” (2010:66). These sample questions are flexible, 

exchangeable, and designed to be “‘instead of’ queries,” such that researchers should actively 

and deliberately uncover how students of color have managed to succeed, academically (Harper 
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2010:68). The anti-deficit achievement framework holds that each of the theories by which it 

was informed, which arise from the disciplines of sociology, psychology, and education, may be 

explored with an instead-of framing (Harper 2010).  

 

Figure 2.2 Harper’s (2012:5) Anti-Deficit Achievement Framework 
 
 For those using social capital theories, rather than exploring how students who attended 

low-resource schools in the K-12 system lacked high-level college preparation, Harper (2010) 

suggested an anti-deficit inquiry can be used to explore how achievers from those backgrounds, 

especially those from low-income families, overcame barriers and made the necessary 

connections to enter and succeed in college. While stereotype threat theory focuses on how racist 

stereotypes negatively affect minority students’ academic performance, an anti-deficit inquiry 

searches for insights into the strategies those students used to resist internalizing discouraging 

misconceptions about their racial group and respond positively when negative stereotypes are 

encountered on campus (Harper 2010). Researchers using critical race theory would recognize 

students of color as experts on their lived realities and empower them to share counternarratives 
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about their academic success, rather than accept the dominant deficit-laden perspectives of 

minority student underachievement that is reinforced in the social science and education 

literature (Harper 2010). 

At the core of the postsecondary pipeline phase in the anti-deficit achievement 

framework (see the column labeled “College Achievement” in Figure 2.3) is a variable for 

persistence toward degree attainment (Harper 2010). Higher education researchers have 

consistently found that student-faculty interaction and student-peer interaction are extraordinarily 

powerful influences on college achievement and persistence (Harper 2010).  

 

 
Figure 2.3 Sample Reframed (Anti-Deficit Framed) Research Questions from Harper’s 
(2010:68) National Black Male College Achievement Study 
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Of special note, a nexus exists between student-faculty interaction and academic success 

in STEM, particularly among students of color (Harper 2010). Because relationships with faculty 

and peers are vital to persistence, those social connections are represented at the center of the 

framework (Harper 2010). An overarching assumption that is fundamental to the anti-deficit 

achievement framework, and to the premise of the current project, is that scholars, faculty, and 

policymakers intent on improving college student achievement and attainment outcomes would 

be well-served by investing in the study of those who have been successful (Harper 2010). 

2.5   Academic Resilience 

The premises of the anti-deficit achievement framework run parallel to the concept of 

academic resilience. Gayles (2005) offered the following definition of academic resilience as 

part of a qualitative study on high-achieving African American male students who had attended a 

violent, non-affluent, and low-performing high school, yet earned substantial college 

scholarships. According to the scholar, academic resilience is indicated by academic 

achievement that occurs when such achievement is atypical for those who are experiencing 

comparable circumstances or sociocultural contexts (2005). Other qualitative research by Gayles 

(2006) on high-achieving Black male students provided rich data which suggested conventional 

conceptions of academic achievement should not assume that achievement holds some inherent 

meaning or value that is consistent across social, cultural, and economic contexts. Gayles 

suggested that failure was an inaccurate term in the context of examining academic resilience 

and achievement for Black men, as “… it implies the absence of ability” (2005:251). In addition, 

the role of negative stereotypes about Black males’ academic abilities emerged as a salient 

reference point for all case study participants (Gayles 2006). The students in that study who were 

situated on the lower end of the socioeconomic spectrum tended to have more racial 
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interpretations of their environments and educational experiences than did more 

socioeconomically privileged students. 

Gayles (2006) concluded it was likely that the degree to which the students experienced 

their worlds as racialized held relevance to the fact that negative stereotypes were a motivating 

factor for one group to prioritize positive academic achievement, while negative stereotypes did 

not contain that salience for the others. I expect that my qualitative analysis may also uncover 

that part of successful African American men’s motivation to take full advantage of social capital 

and achieve academically is based on their efforts to defy negative social stereotypes about them, 

especially at PWIs. Those efforts and their resultant success can also be interpreted as a form of 

academic resilience, particularly for those who came from lower-income backgrounds. It is 

through the lenses of the anti-deficit achievement framework and academic resilience 

perspectives that the present study investigated the relationship between two key elements of 

social capital – informal faculty mentoring and peer network support – and college completion 

for successful African American male undergraduate students, and the relative importance of 

this social capital to degree attainment for this population. 

2.6   Empirical Literature on Social Capital and Postsecondary Educational Attainment for 
African American Males 
 
 A relatively small number of studies have examined the effects of nonacademic factors 

on facilitating the success of African American men in college (Strayhorn 2008b). A few have 

studied the impact of noncognitive variables on student success, but they have combined Black 

women and men, collectively compared students of color to White students, or have yielded 

inconsistent results (Fleming 1985; Strayhorn 2008b). Most of the studies involving Black 

student populations tended to treat African Americans as a monolithic entity, with the same 

characteristics loosely attributed to all within the group (Fleming 1985; Strayhorn 2008b). 
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Several qualitative studies have explored the influence of nonacademic factors including social 

capital on the persistence of African American men. Hamilton (2005) studied the experiences of 

12 African American men who graduated from two 4-year universities in Southern California, 

which were part of the California State University System. The researcher uncovered several 

noncognitive variables that the graduates perceived to be key to their successful persistence to 

degree completion, one of which was the availability of a strong support person at their 

university. Another key to success cited by the graduates was participation in ethnic and minority 

programs and campus organizations, including holding leadership positions in those campus 

organizations. 

Other qualitative studies yielded similar findings. Palmer and Gasman’s (2008) work 

illustrated forms of social capital at an urban public doctoral research intensive HBCU that 

positively influenced the persistence and baccalaureate degree completion of 11 African 

American men who had been academically underprepared when they entered college. The 

participants indicated that their relationships with supportive faculty and administrators, who 

served as mentors and role models for many of the students, encouraged their persistence 

because they knew those mentors cared about their success. The mentors also directed and 

encouraged the students’ participation in student support services, student organizations on 

campus, internships, and scholarship program opportunities. The participants shared that they 

relied on student peers to sustain motivation, provide emotional support and outlets to vent 

frustration and provide opportunities for academic and social networking. Harper’s (2008) study 

of 32 high-achieving Black male undergraduates and social capital at six large public research 

universities made a direct connection between serving as leaders in campus organizations, being 

actively engaged outside of class, and acquiring social capital for goal actualization and success. 
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Museus and Neville (2012) conducted semi-structured interviews with 60 Asian American, 

Black, and Latinx undergraduates to explore the ways key institutional agents provided those 

students with social capital and positively influenced their success at four PWIs with varying 

institutional characteristics. The participants highlighted the importance of developing trust with 

the institutional agents, receiving holistic support from the agents, and the agents personally 

investing in their success. 

Previous empirical work that employed only qualitative methods of data collection and 

analysis used appropriate methodology given the study design and aims, but the findings have 

not been generalizable (Strayhorn 2010). Subsequent studies have contributed to existing 

knowledge using quantitative methods and nationally representative data to measure the effects 

of social capital on academic achievement, with grades frequently used as a proxy for 

achievement. Using nationally representative data, Strayhorn (2008b) investigated the 

association between the following variables: supportive relationships with major socializing 

agents on campus, including peers, faculty, and staff; academic achievement as measured by 

college grades; and satisfaction with college. The scholar found a significant relationship 

between supportive relationships with others and higher levels of satisfaction with college, with 

satisfaction being an important precursor to persistence decisions. In another study, Strayhorn 

(2010) sought to understand the influence of social capital on college grade point average (GPA) 

for African American and Latinx males. The researcher found that African American men 

appeared to benefit significantly from their involvement in extracurricular activities, such as 

student government and volunteer work, with this involvement positively affecting engagement 

and academic achievement. Those who participated in fraternities, however, earned lower grades 

on average than their same-race counterparts who did not participate in fraternities. 
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Wells (2008) studied the effects of the amount of social capital that students possessed 

coming into college on levels of first-to-second year college persistence, and how previously 

acquired levels of social capital differed for racial and ethnic groups. This study was also 

concerned with establishing a better understanding of the mechanisms by which social class 

affected retention, as it was the first college student retention study to examine social class 

variables as specific constructs of social capital. Wells found that, on average, Hispanics entered 

college with the least amount of traditionally valued social capital. African Americans, though 

lower than Asians and Whites for some measures of social capital, had higher levels of test 

preparatory tool usage, on average. Given that the African American students in this study were 

already enrolled in college, a possible interpretation of that outcome was that strategies such as 

test preparation may serve as means by which Black students are able to overcome other 

disadvantages and obstacles to successful college entry. Wells suggested that future research 

should explicitly analyze how various elements of social capital may affect persistence 

differently by racial and ethnic groups. 

Museus and Neville (2012) conducted a qualitative study consisting of semi-structured 

interviews with 60 Asian American, Black, and Latinx undergraduate students to investigate the 

characteristics of the key institutional agents who provided them with access to social capital and 

positively influenced their success in college. The researchers based their conceptual framework 

on Bourdieu’s conceptualization of social capital as well as Coleman’s perspective of how social 

capital was created and maintained through trusting relationships (Museus and Neville 2012). 

Findings indicated that the institutional representatives who provided the students with access to 

social capital all had four common characteristics: a) shared common ground with the students, 

such as shared cultural backgrounds and similar undergraduate challenges; b) provision of 
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holistic support for the students, such as transcending their professional roles to speak with them 

about concerns that went beyond curricular topics; c) efforts to humanize the educational 

experience, described as showing authenticity and genuine caring about the students’ success; 

and d) provision of proactive support for the students, such as taking the initiative to check on 

the students and offer information and support, including an affective component in terms of the 

agents demonstrating a personal investment in the students’ well-being and success (Museus and 

Neville 2012). 

 Taken together, the findings from these studies suggest social capital can have a 

compensatory effect on low-SES African American males, and that involvement in campus 

organizations may help Black male students overcome academic and socioeconomic 

disadvantages. Strayhorn (2010) emphasized that more comparative research on the collegiate 

experiences of Black men was warranted. He highlighted that generally, not enough attention has 

focused on the effects of race on undergraduate students, and that future researchers should also 

attend to the challenges that Black men face in establishing the kinds of supportive relationships 

on campus that have been shown to contribute to their success (Strayhorn 2008b). The present 

study addressed these gaps by employing qualitative and quantitative methods to investigate the 

comparative effects of social capital acquired in college by way of informal faculty mentoring 

and peer network support on Black men who successfully completed college, and by exploring 

their means and challenges to forming those supportive relationships. 

2.6.1   Empirical Literature on Informal Mentoring for URMs/African 

American Students 

Although sociological research has long recognized the contributions of parents, teachers, 

and peers in the educational process, little attention has been devoted to non-parental adults in 
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the social networks of youth who serve as mentors, including informal mentors in postsecondary 

education (Erickson, McDonald, and Elder, Jr. 2009). Perhaps the most influential sociological 

piece on mentoring in education emerged from the work of Williams and Kornblum in the pre-

college context (Stanton-Salazar and Spina 2003; Williams and Kornblum 1985). The scholars 

conducted an ethnographic study of 900 African American youths living in seven economically 

distressed communities across the United States. The researchers identified informal mentors as 

instrumental to predicting positive educational outcomes, as they insulated groups of mentored 

youth from the violence and despair that plagued these urban areas. The personal intervention 

and involvement of informal mentors emerged as the strongest predictor of overcoming poverty 

and other adverse circumstances and making it to college (Stanton-Salazar 2003; Williams and 

Kornblum 1985). 

Few studies have investigated informal mentoring, though most young people report a 

relationship with an informal mentor (Erickson et al. 2009). In addition, most research has 

neglected to examine the interdependence of informal mentors and other social relationships, 

including in postsecondary education (Erickson et al. 2009). Sociologists Erickson, McDonald, 

and Elder, Jr. (2009) also took an interest in informal mentoring in the K-12 context, defining 

mentors as non-parental adults who take a special interest in the lives of youths. According to 

part of their description, a mentor steps outside their normal social role as a teacher, relative, 

minister, or employer by helping to guide a young person in the transition to adulthood with 

advice and emotional support, and by serving as a role model. In their quantitative study on 

informal mentors and education outcomes, Erickson et al. (2009) sought to expand on the extent 

to which mentoring relationships reduced inequality by either enabling disadvantaged youths to 

compensate for the lack of social resources, or promoting inequality by serving as a 
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complementary resource for advantaged youth. Their findings uncovered what they described as 

an interesting paradox – that informal mentors may simultaneously represent compensatory 

resources for disadvantaged youth and complementary resources for youth who already possess a 

wealth of social resources. Of interest to my study was a possible key parallel to what I expected 

to find, Erickson et al. (2009) concluded that informal mentors had a powerful net influence on 

the educational success of youth; they also concluded that informal mentoring was an important 

and understudied resource for youth in their educational careers. 

 Nearly all mentoring studies in postsecondary education have been conducted at four-

year institutions and have involved formal mentoring programs (Crisp and Cruz 2009). The 

influence of mentoring on numerous dependent variables, from retention rates to adjustment to 

the educational environment, have been studied more widely in recent years (Crisp and Cruz 

2009). Study findings have largely shown positive relationships between mentoring and 

undergraduate student persistence and/or GPA (Crisp and Cruz 2009). One study involving 

faculty mentoring, which was conducted by Strayhorn and Terrell, did not yield an entirely 

positive impact on students (Crisp and Cruz 2009). In that study, Strayhorn and Terrell (2007) 

examined the impact of both research-focused and informal faculty mentoring relationships on 

African American students’ satisfaction with college. They found that while research-focused 

mentoring relationships had a positive significant effect on students’ satisfaction with college, 

informal mentoring relationships had no significant effect on students’ satisfaction with college. 

A few studies have focused on uncovering more about Black men who have been 

successful in college, although not specifically isolating degree attainment as an outcome 

variable. Strayhorn (2008b) examined the relationship between academic achievement 

(operationalized as college grades), satisfaction with college, and students’ supportive 
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relationships with major socializing agents on campus (including peers, faculty, and staff). 

Strayhorn employed an ex post facto survey design using a large, nationally representative, 

random sample of students (n = 231) who participated in the 2004 administration of the College 

Student Experiences Questionnaire (CSEQ) (Pace 1984). Strayhorn’s main independent variable, 

students’ interaction with a strong support person in various situations and circumstances, was 

operationalized using 14 items from the survey. Survey items included the following: “Talked 

with a faculty member or staff member about personal concerns,” with response options ranging 

from “never” to “very often.” The findings show empirical evidence that having a relationship 

with a strong support person who provided guidance and encouragement throughout the 

student’s college career was positively related to satisfaction in college for Black men. These 

kinds of supportive relationships closely paralleled informal mentoring relationships with 

faculty. A noted limitation of the study was that the data did not provide insight into the 

challenges that might have existed with respect to Black men forming supportive relationships 

with mentors. 

 Hamilton (2005) agreed that extant research had failed to adequately inquire of successful 

African American male students who persisted and graduated. The scholar conducted a 

qualitative study using a descriptive research design. Data were collected via interviews with 12 

African American men who graduated from two universities that are part of the California State 

University system. Purposive sampling was used to identify interview participants who had 

persisted to baccalaureate degree completion at those institutions. Several nonacademic or 

noncognitive (Sedlacek 2004) factors were determined to be instrumental to the graduates’ 

success, including having a strong support person. Nonacademic factors were dimensions of 

students’ experiences, such as racial identity, that are not quantified in the way that strictly 
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academic factors have traditionally been measured, such as GPA. All noncognitive variable 

categories that Hamilton (2005) used (availability of a strong support person, academic 

adjustment, attachment to college, personal emotional adjustment, and social adjustment) had an 

impact on the participants’ college experience. All participants surmised that interaction with 

strong support persons would help other Black men successfully complete college. 

 Warde (2008) conducted a similar qualitative examination to investigate the factors that 

contributed most significantly to African American men’s successful completion of  

baccalaureate degrees. Purposive sampling was used to obtain a sample of graduate students. 

Data were collected via focus groups. Four major themes were identified as significant 

contributors to participants’ successful degree completion. One of those themes was having a 

mentor who played a part in helping students navigate college and helped during critical points 

in their journeys. Brooms and Davis (2017) conducted a qualitative study to examine how 59 

African American male undergraduate students at three different PWIs constructed meaning 

from their collegiate experiences and their efforts toward success in college. The researchers 

found the students articulated two critical components of their college experience that positively 

impacted their persistence: informal mentoring from Black faculty members, and peer bonding 

and associations with other Black male students. 

 Addressing the dearth of knowledge about African American males’ experiences at 

HBCUs, Palmer and Gasman (2008) conducted a qualitative study in which they interviewed 

Black men described as academically underprepared for college, who were attending a public, 

urban HBCU. The researchers endeavored to better understand how the students were able to 

graduate with their bachelor’s degree despite their disadvantaged academic status upon 

enrollment. The purpose of the study was to illuminate the forms of social capital at HBCUs that 
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positively influenced persistence for African American men in college, and which they asserted 

had not been replicated at PWIs. Findings indicated the students cited professors’ accessibility 

and palpable willingness to form supportive relationships with them as key to their persistence, 

because the students perceived professors to care about them and their success. Both faculty and 

administrators served as role models for the students and also directed and encouraged their 

participation in student support services, campus organizations, internships, and scholarship 

competitions and programs. The students also reported relying on peers to help sustain their 

motivation and for both academic and social networking. The authors mentioned the low 

response rate of 11 participants, relative to the 73 eligible graduates who were contacted and how 

that compromised generalizability of the findings. They speculated that potential participants 

may have been reluctant to share personally sensitive information about having been 

academically underprepared in an interview setting. 

 Crisp (2011) studied the effect of mentoring relationships on the persistence decisions of 

undergraduate Hispanic students as compared to White students at a large four-year Hispanic-

serving institution (HSI). Although the research did not involve African American male students, 

it has relevance as Hispanic male students are also URMs with respect to enrollment and college 

completion. Crisp’s study replicated a prior investigation that used a community college sample 

to test the degree to which mentoring was critical to shaping students’ persistence decisions by 

predicting social and academic integration and the influence of those factors on their 

commitment to both the institution and to academic goals. Findings indicated mentoring may 

provide students attending HSIs with a support system that helped them overcome obstacles that 

could inhibit their academic and social integration, as well as their persistence to college 

completion. The major limitations of this study were that the results did not explain the source of 
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the students’ mentoring experiences. It was also unclear how the sources of mentoring might 

have been different for Hispanic students versus White students, and generalizability was low 

because the research was limited to a single institution. 

2.6.2   Empirical Literature on Peer Network Support for African American 

Students in Postsecondary Education 

 Peer network support is a form of social integration, and Stanton-Salazar (2004) asserted 

that social integration was integral to students’ learning, development, and persistence. Beyond 

consideration of the value of study groups for social integration and college student retention, 

however, little research exists on the effect of peer study groups, which represent an element of 

academic integration, on success in college (Arum and Roksa 2011). The well-known 

Mathematics Workshop Program (MWP) began in 1974 after an informal study by Treisman 

(1992), which aimed to understand group performance differences among first-year calculus 

students at the University of California, Berkeley. The study specifically focused on the reasons 

Black and other URM students were disproportionately underperforming first-term calculus 

(Tsui 2007; Treisman 1992). Treisman found group performance was tied to differing 

approaches in test preparation and homework assignment completion. In preparing for 

homework and exams, Treisman found Black students were more inclined to study alone and 

keep their study activities separate from their social lives. The researcher also noted that Asian 

American students were more likely to combine their study activities with their social activities 

(Treisman 1992). African American students did not usually seek out assistance from fellow 

students, nor from the graduate teaching assistant. When they encountered difficulty, Black 

students tended to spend significant time searching for computational errors in their own work or 

by consulting the textbook example problems and the corresponding answers (Treisman 1992).  
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Treisman (1992) proceeded to find that informal study groups were effective for 

stimulating the broader exchange of academic and institutional information among students, as 

well as a faster grasp of course material (Treisman 1992; Tsui 2007). Program evaluation results 

demonstrated that MWP participants were not only two to three times more likely to earn higher 

grades in mathematics, but they were also more likely to persist and graduate (Fullilove and 

Treisman 1990; Tsui 2007). In addition, African American and Latinx participants not only 

outperformed their non-participant same-race peers, but also their White and Asian classmates 

who were not in the program (Tsui 2007).  

Existing literature also provides evaluations of other programs targeted toward offering 

peer network academic support to African American and other historically URM undergraduate 

students in STEM disciplines. The success of these programs, in terms of student learning and 

degree attainment, is well documented. However, there is a dearth of literature on the 

mechanisms behind the success of such programs designed for non-STEM majors. There is also 

little research specifically focused on peer study groups and college achievement outcomes, or 

study groups and academic success or degree completion for African American male 

undergraduates. This project examined the relationship between participation in peer study 

groups, a provision of peer network support, and degree attainment for Black men. 

Strayhorn (2008b) found that supportive relationships, including those with peers, were 

positively associated with positive educational outcomes for Black men, notably satisfaction with 

college. Results from his research “suggest that positive, supportive relationships can have a 

compensatory effect on ethnically and culturally diverse students whose background may be 

different from the dominant campus milieu” (Strayhorn 2008b:39). Harper (2006a) concluded 

that Black male undergraduates who were actively involved in student clubs and organizations 
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gained more from their college experiences. Such campus organizations connected students to 

exclusive social networks, such as executive university administrators, and helped students 

develop useful practical competencies (such as effective time management) that were critical to 

success during and after college (Kuh, Palmer, and Kish 2003; Strayhorn 2010). 

Supportive peer interactions are also consequential to a positive college experience and 

the likelihood of degree attainment. Student peer culture is theorized to dramatically affect 

persistence (Thomas 2000). Some scholars have asserted that peers have the most influence on 

undergraduates’ college experience (Astin 1993; Harper 2013; Pascarella and Terenzini 2005). 

Tinto postulated that higher levels of social integration led students to persist in college 

(Simmons 2013). Social integration is sustained through interactions with both faculty and peers, 

as well as involvement in intellectual and social activities (Simmons 2013; Stage and Hossler 

2000). However, very limited research exists on the impact of peer support on college 

achievement and persistence among African American students (Harper 2006b). 

Some research indicates social integration is more relevant to degree completion for men 

than it is for women (Astin and Oseguera 2005; Simmons 2013). Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) 

found that early engagement with campus culture was significant to persistence to degree 

attainment for African American men. Strayhorn’s (2008a) work affirmed that for African 

American students, campus involvement and social networks provided the social capital 

necessary to be successful at PWIs or HBCUs. Simmons (2013) also concluded that sustained 

involvement and networking could stimulate Black men to successfully navigate their college 

experiences and persist to degree attainment. 

Simmons (2013) took a qualitative case study approach to understand how a student 

support organization, “Project Empowerment,” impacted the persistence decisions of two 
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African American male students. The researcher employed semi-structured interviews to 

understand the factors students perceived as most critical to their persistence toward bachelor’s 

degree completion, and how the Project Empowerment program components helped foster 

persistence. One of the principal themes that emerged from the findings was that both students 

perceived that their peer relationships, which developed from their involvement in student clubs, 

organizations, and other campus activities (such as participation in leadership development 

programming and in a living-learning community), were critical to both their college persistence 

and to their future success. Another theme was that both young men viewed their participation in 

student organizations as being important to their academic experiences and persistence. 

Having supportive relationships and frequent positive communication with peers on 

campus was associated with higher levels of satisfaction with college for African American men 

(Strayhorn 2008b). Yet studies that examine the experiences of academically talented African 

American youth in K-12 school contexts abound with descriptions of negative peer interactions 

(Harper 2006b). High-achieving Black students sometimes struggle to negotiate and integrate 

their social, racial, and academic identities (Cooley, Cornell, and Lee 1991; Ford and Harris 

1997; Harper 2006b). Fries-Britt (1998) determined that many academically talented African 

American students entered college with few or no relationships with other high-achieving 

African American students. Fordham and Ogbu (1986) contended that academically successful 

African American students were burdened by peer accusations of “acting White,” in both 

predominantly White and in racially integrated educational settings. Others have framed this 

dynamic as the oppositional culture explanation (Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey 1998), 

presenting oppositional culture theory to account for the academic disengagement of African 

American students. Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey (1998) found that the main premises and 
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claims of the oppositional culture explanation did not hold, based on their conclusions following 

a study using nationally representative data. 

Oppositional culture theory posits that Black students have developed an oppositional 

culture as a result of the racial oppression and discrimination they have experienced in America 

(Palmer et al. 2010). According to this theory, African Americans are provoked to dissuade their 

same-race peers from valuing or pursuing academic success due to its negative association with 

“acting White” (Palmer et al. 2010). Internalized racism, or internalized oppression, is a related 

concept that refers to the dynamic that occurs when socially stigmatized groups, such as Black 

males, accept and rehearse negative messages about themselves regarding their aptitude and 

societal place, which results in both lower self-esteem and the invalidation of others within their 

social group (Essed 1991; Harper 2006b; Jones 2000; Lipsky 1987; Pheterson 1990; Pyke and 

Dang 2003).  

A qualitative study by Harper (2006b) of high-achieving African American men on six 

PWI campuses, however, found no evidence of internalized racism in the domains of academic 

achievement and leadership of student organizations. The purpose of the phenomenological 

study was to understand the experiences of high-achieving African American male college 

students at large, public research universities, including their relationships with and support 

provided by others. The 32 participants were selected with the assistance of administrators in key 

executive leadership positions at the six universities, who were asked to recommend high-

achieving Black male student leaders. The sample included sophomores, juniors, and seniors, 

from a wide variety of academic majors. The findings indicated the peers played a significant 

role in the students’ collegiate success, enhancing the quality of their experiences as high 

achievers in the learning environment.  
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Harper’s (2006b) results directly challenged oppositional culture theory and showed that, 

peer support for student achievement was exchanged within African American peer groups. 

Also, although they formed meaningful relationships with a diverse racial array of students, the 

Black male subjects from the study attributed much of their college success to support from their 

same-race peers. Other researchers have also rejected the oppositional culture theory and the 

internalized racism concept, presenting consistent findings that African American students 

valued education and school achievement to the same degree as their White peers from similar 

SES backgrounds, and that many high-achievers had high self-esteem, high goal orientations, 

and strong racial identities (Harper 2006b). 

2.7 Causal Model 

My causal model, derived from Tinto’s (1993) model, addressed my research questions 

by connecting Black men’s institutional experiences, in the form of informal faculty mentoring 

and both formal and informal peer interactions, to the likelihood of them persisting to degree 

completion (see Figure 4.4). The general premise was that the greater the positive, integrative 

interactions with faculty and with peers, the greater the likelihood that the student would persist 

in college. The model should bear out that the higher the social class and overall socioeconomic 

status standing of the student entering college, the greater the likelihood that the student 

experienced positive, integrative interaction with faculty and peers, and thus the greater 

significance of social capital to the student’s success. However, I expected to find a stronger 

correlation between low-income Black male students and my measures of social capital 

important to their success. My inquiries about age, race, and gender as considerations in 

examining the impact of institutional experiences on persistence decisions went beyond the 

scope of Tinto’s (1993) model, which aggregated these demographic measures loosely under its 
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pre-entry attributes variable. In contrast, my modified causal model and quantitative analysis 

incorporated those specific demographic variables. 

 

 
Figure 4.4 Causal Model – Modified Form of Tinto’s Interactionalist Model of Voluntary 
College Student Departure 
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3   DATA AND METHODS 

 This study employed a two-phase exploratory, sequential mixed methods design, similar 

to the design used by Strayhorn’s (2015) mixed-methods study that investigated factors 

influencing Black males’ preparation for college and success in STEM. This design employed a 

combination of quantitative and qualitative data gathering techniques. For the purposes of my 

study, the mixed method design was intended to help fill in the gaps left by the use of existing 

nationally representative survey data. 

3.1 Parameters and Specification of Terms 

The population of interest for the purposes of this study consisted of U.S.-born males 

who self-identified as African American or Black. This was not to devalue Black men who were 

not born in the U.S. or whose origins were different; rather, it was to acknowledge that their 

family backgrounds, perspectives, and experiences were unique and distinct from those of my 

target population. There were elements of the ethnicity of Black non-U.S. citizens that may 

render their views to be very different than those of Black U.S. citizens in terms of education, 

race, gender, and other social institutions and dynamics.  

This project referred to college completion as attainment of a bachelor’s degree within 

six years, which is a commonly-accepted national timeline benchmark for measuring college 

completion from four-year degree programs (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for 

Education Statistics 2014). Some studies operationalize persistence as continued enrollment to 

degree completion at any higher education institution, “… allowing for movement between and 

within institutions (i.e., transfer, major change)” (Strayhorn 2016:3; U.S. Department of 

Education, National Center for Education Statistics 2013). Persistence is distinct from retention, 

as retention is “… typically defined as continued enrollment at the same institution where one 
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began studies although we know that about one in nine students transfer institutions” (National 

Student Clearinghouse 2014). In addition, retention denotes the position or action on the part of 

the institution – the institution retains (or fails to retain) students. Persistence denotes the 

position and behavior on the part of the student. This work aligned with a core conceptualization 

of persistence as referenced in the above operational definition, in that my degree attainment 

outcome variable captured students who continued to completion whether or not they ever 

transferred. In general, however, this project defined and used persistence as a behavioral 

attribute to refer to perseverance towards degree attainment. The project generally referred to 

success as successful college completion as bachelor’s degree attainment within the six-year 

benchmark period. 

 Retention at the same institution for respective respondents was the focus for this work, 

as the major elements of my theoretical framework centered on student retention. The attention 

of the project centered on four-year/bachelor’s degree granting institutions, as they educate 

approximately 90% of the nation’s undergraduate students (Carey 2004). Part of my motivation 

for committing to this work stemmed from my being a part of the University System of Georgia 

(USG), both as a graduate student and as a staff administrator. Most of the USG units are four-

year degree granting institutions. The USG schools mirror the variety and structure of public 

bachelor’s degree granting institutions at a national level.  

The USG has also placed a high priority on increasing retention and graduation rates for 

Black males in recent years. In 2011, the State of Georgia launched the Complete College 

Georgia initiative with the goal that by 2020, 60 percent of young adults (25-34 years of age) in 

the state would hold a college degree or certificate (Complete College Georgia 2012). The 

Georgia’s Higher Education Completion Plan emerged from this initiative as a joint effort 
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between the USG and the Technical College System of Georgia (TCSG). A specific planning 

goal involved improvement in overall college completion rates, with special attention devoted to 

populations with historically low rates (Complete College Georgia 2012). African American men 

graduate college at low rates both nationally and within the state of Georgia, relative to their 

White, Asian, and female counterparts (Complete College Georgia 2012; Strayhorn 2008). 

Therefore, understanding the factors that most impact the academic achievement and persistence 

of African American men at four-year degree granting institutions was an important and timely 

research focus (Strayhorn 2008) that will hopefully make an important contribution not only to 

the sociology discipline in broader terms, but to higher education institutions in my state and 

local communities, as well. 

3.2 The University System of Georgia (USG) and Graduation Rates for African American 
Men 

 
 USG college completion rates provided perspective at the state level to help contextualize 

the nationally representative dataset that was used for the quantitative phase of this project. 

Current data on the six-year graduation rate of African American males pursuing bachelor’s 

degrees at USG institutions, reflected for the fall 2009 cohort which graduated by spring 2015, 

showed a rate of 34.8% (University System of Georgia 2018). As a point of reference, national 

data on the six-year graduation rate for Black males pursuing bachelor’s degrees at public 

institutions also reflected for the cohort beginning in fall 2009, happened to show the same rate 

of 34.8% (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics 2018). The 

national six-year graduation rate for the 2009 cohort was also slightly lower than that of the 2008 

cohort, which was 35.4% (U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics 2018). The most recently available data, which is for the cohort beginning enrollment 
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in fall 2009, showed that USG six-year graduation rates for African American men was very 

closely aligned with national six-year graduation rates at public institutions. 

 The USG’s current six-year graduation rate of 34.8% for African American men actually 

represented a 5.85% increase in its graduation rate for Black men since the 2002 inception of its 

African American Male Initiative (AAMI). As noted in the preceding section, the USG 

recognized the need for urgency and action in the interest of addressing racial and gender 

disparities with regard to college completion, which was part of the impetus for the 

implementation of AAMI. “AAMI is a nationally recognized statewide network of programs that 

has a documented track record of increasing the enrollment, retention, and graduation of African-

American males within Georgia’s public colleges and universities” (University System of 

Georgia 2018). AAMI was the first statewide effort specifically created with the goal of 

increasing postsecondary educational attainment for Black males, and operated programs on 26 

of the 29 USG campuses (University System of Georgia 2018). While much more remains to be 

done to increase retention and graduation rates for Black men in the USG and nationally, the 

USG credits AAMI for the increase in its annual number of bachelor’s degrees conferred upon 

Black men, which rose by 108.8% between fiscal year 2003 and fiscal year 2015 (University 

System of Georgia 2018). Enjoying the sustained commitment of AAMI program officials, civic 

partners, and funding sponsors, AAMI and the USG continue the labor of enhancing educational 

attainment outcomes for African American men (University System of Georgia 2018). 

3.3   Quantitative Data Analysis 

3.3.1   Overview of Data Set 

 Quantitative data for this project were taken from the 2004/09 Beginning Postsecondary 

Students Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). The BPS was a nationally representative study 
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conducted for the National Center for Education Statistics, which is an entity of the U.S. 

Department of Education’s Institute for Education Sciences, to collect information about 

students’ education and employment outcomes during the six-year period since initial enrollment 

in postsecondary education. Data were collected in three phases. The cohort included first-time 

beginners at postsecondary institutions surveyed at three separate time points: at the end of their 

first year (in 2004), and then at the three-year mark (in 2006) and six-year mark (in 2009) after 

they began. BPS tracked students’ postsecondary education experiences and helped to answer 

questions that were of interest to policymakers, such as the reasons that students left school, and 

degree completion percentages for various programs (Wine, Janson, and Wheeless 2011). 

 The BPS data were available in the form of both publicly accessible files and restricted-

use files. My study utilized the publicly available response data. The restricted-use files would 

have provided the benefit of transcript data; however, for the purposes of my study, the self-

reported academic performance measures allowed for exploration of the study’s main interests. 

The target population for BPS:04/09 consisted of students who began their postsecondary 

education for the first time during the 2003-04 academic year at any postsecondary institution in 

the U.S., including Puerto Rico (Wine et al. 2011). The data collection for BPS:04/09 took place 

in several stages. All students in the BPS:04 sample were eligible for the 2003-04 National 

Postsecondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:04), and whose first-time beginner status was 

confirmed during the first follow-up interview, BPS:04/06 (Wine et al. 2011). The process of 

locating sample members required supplemental activities, including updating address and 

telephone number information with verification from several sources (Wine et al. 2011). 

Potential sample members and their parents also received mailings so updated contact 

information could be collected (Wine et al. 2011). 



COLLEGE PERSISTENCE FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES          65 
 

 Following the initial round of recruitment, sample members received information inviting 

them to participate in the study, including informed consent information (Wine et al. 2011). Data 

collection commenced and took place in three phases. Sample members who participated in 

interviews during first and last phases, termed the early phase and the nonresponse conversion 

phases, respectively, were offered a $30 participation incentive (Wine et al. 2011). Sample 

members who participated in interviews during the middle phase, referred to as the production 

phase, were offered a $20 incentive (Wine et al. 2011). For the first follow-up, BPS:04/06, 

nonrespondents were offered an additional $20 during each phase of data collection (Wine et al. 

2011). 

 Of the total 18,610 sample members in the BPS:04/09 student interview data collection, 

16,920, or 91%, were successfully located (Wine et al. 2011). Of those successfully located, 

15,160 either fully or partially completed an interview (Wine et al. 2011). This yielded an 82% 

response rate among the eligible sample (Wine et al. 2011). The majority of completed 

interviews, 9,630, were obtained via the web, as respondents accessed and completed their 

interviews online (Wine et al. 2011). 

3.3.2    Final Sample 

 The sample for my study encompassed respondents who were pursuing bachelor’s 

degrees at four-year degree granting institutions starting in the 2003-04 academic year and who 

completed the initial survey in 2004, in addition to both survey follow-ups, which were 

conducted in 2006 and in 2009. The analysis utilized demographic and family income data 

reported by respondents, and focused on male students who self-identified as U.S. citizens and as 

Black or African American. 



COLLEGE PERSISTENCE FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES          66 
 

3.4   Variables and Quantitative Analytic Strategy 

 The present study explored the influence of two key forms of social capital – informal 

faculty mentoring relationships and supportive peer network relationships – on college 

completion for African American male undergraduate students. It examined potential differences 

in the influence of social capital on degree attainment across social class for Black men. It also 

compared the potential differences of social capital’s influence across social class. The 

dependent variable for the entire sample was college completion, as indicated by reported 

bachelor’s degree attainment. A comprehensive list of variables is found in Table 3.1. 

 Table 3.1 shows each independent and control variable to be used in my analysis, a brief 

description of each, and how each was operationalized in the BPS data set. The study used a 

variety of quantitative analytical techniques to test for significant outcomes. I used binary 

logistic regression to measure the influence of the social capital independent variables on the 

dichotomous dummy variable representing college completion. Also using logistic regression, I 

positioned social capital as the dependent variable and regressed social capital on pre-entry 

social factors. 

Table 3.1 Variable Table 
 

BPS Variable Name Description Labels 

Filters 

Gender & Race [Student’s characteristics, 
RACESEX] FILTER 

Gender and race group in which respondent 
self-identifies 

5=African American 
Males 

(Citizenship status) [Student’s 
characteristics, Citizenship status 2003-04, 
CITIZEN2] 

Indicates whether respondent was a U.S. 
citizen as of 2003-04. 

1=U.S. citizen 

Dependent Variables 

Degree attainment [Bachelor’s degree 
attainment at first institution through 2009, 
ATBAFI6Y] 

Did the subject complete his/her bachelor’s 
degree within 6 years? 

0=No degree attainment; 
1=Yes, degree attained 
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Table 3.1 Variable Table (cont.) 

BPS Variable Name Description Labels 
*Social Capital Variables 
(Informal faculty mentoring) [Education: 
Experiences; Frequency 2004 & 2006: 
Faculty informal meeting, FREQ04A & 
FREQ06A] 

Did the respondent have informal or 
social interactions with faculty outside of 
class? 
 

0=Never 
1=Sometimes, Often 
 

(Informal faculty mentoring) [Education: 
Experiences; Frequency 2004 & 2006: 
Faculty talk outside of class, FREQ04B & 
FREQ06B] 

Did the respondent have interactions with 
faculty about academic matters outside of 
class? 

0=Never 
1=Sometimes, Often 
 

(Peer network support: extracurricular 
activities) [Education: Experiences; 
Frequency 2004 & 2006: Fine arts 
activities, FREQ04D & FREQ06D] 

Did the respondent attend music, choir, 
drama or other fine arts activities? 

0=Never 
1=Sometimes, Often 
 

(Peer network support: extracurricular 
activities) [Education: Experiences; 
Frequency 2004 & 2006: School clubs, 
FREQ04E & FREQ06E] 

Did the respondent participate in school 
clubs? 

0=Never 
1=Sometimes, Often 
 

(Peer network support: extracurricular 
activities) [Education: Experiences; 
Frequency 2004 & 2006: School sports, 
FREQ04F & FREQ06E] 

Did the respondent participate in varsity, 
intramural, or club sports? 

0=Never 
1=Sometimes, Often 
 

(Peer network support: participating in 
study groups) [Education: Experiences; 
Frequency 2004 & 2006: Study groups, 
FREQ04G & FREQ06G] 

Did the respondent attend study groups 
outside of the classroom? 

0=Never 
1=Sometimes, Often 
 

Independent Variables/Covariates 

Pre-Entry Attributes – Educational Background/Preparation 
Age first year enrolled [Student’s 
characteristics, AGE] 

Indicates respondent’s age as of 
12/31/2003, first year enrolled. 

Continuous measure 
 

(Commuter status) Housing 2003-04 
[Student’s characteristics or Residence, 
LOCALRES] 

Indicates whether respondent lives in a 
residence hall on campus or lives off 
campus and commutes. 

0=On campus 
resident/Lives on campus 
1=Commuter/Lives off 
campus 

(Parents’ educational attainment) [Parent 
and family: Characteristics, PAREDUC] 

Indicates the highest level of education of 
either parent of the respondent during the 
2003-2004 academic year. 

0=Parent(s) attained less 
than a bachelor’s degree/ do 
not know parents’ highest 
level of education 
1=Parent(s) attained 
bachelor’s degree or higher 
(also professional degree) 

(Social class) [Finances: Income; 
Dependent student’s family income 2003-
04 FINAL, DEPINC] 

Social class as measured by the proxy of 
dependent student’s parents’ total income 
for 2002 

0=$100-$25K 
1=$25,001-$50K 
2=$50,001-$75K 
3=$75,001-$100K 
4=$100,001-$508,831 
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Table 3.1 Variable Table (cont.) 
 

BPS Variable Name Description Labels 
College entrance exam scores (SAT/ACT 
composite score)  
[Academic preparation or Academics; 
TESATDER] 

Respondent’s SAT I combined verbal and 
math score, derived from either the SAT I 
combined verbal and math score or the 
ACT composite score converted to an 
estimated SAT I combined verbal and math 
score using a concordance table. 

Interval measure 

Educational Aspirations 
Degree goal first year 
[Student’s goals, DGOALY1] 

Indicates respondent’s bachelor’s degree 
attainment goal in 2003-04: expectation to 
complete bachelor’s degree, versus intent to 
complete a limited amount of course work 
for a new/different goal, e.g., a certificate/ 
associate’s degree. 

0=No expectation to 
complete bachelor’s 
degree 
1=Expects to complete 
bachelor’s degree 

Institutional Characteristics   

(Institutional historical racial make-up) 
[Institutional characteristics, HBCU] 

Indicates whether the first institution the 
respondent attended during the 2003-2004 
academic year is designated as a 
Historically Black College or University. 

0=HBCU 
1=PWI 

Sample Weights   
Sample weight variable [WTB000] Analysis weight for respondents to 

BPS:04/09 (6 years after they first enrolled 
in postsecondary education), BPS:04/06 (3 
years after they first enrolled), and National 
Postsecondary Student Aid Study 
(NPSAS:04) (when they first enrolled). 
Includes 16,123 study members. 

 

Note: *Social capital acts as both a dependent and independent variable, depending upon the research question. 
 
3.5   Qualitative Methods and Analysis 

 The qualitative portion of my study was phenomenological in that it sought to understand 

and describe the lived experiences of African American men who were successful in college, 

exploring their persistence behavior as influenced by key forms of social capital. This study took 

interest in the predominant contexts and themes of the informal faculty mentoring relationships 

and peer network supportive relationships experienced by successful Black male undergraduate 

students, as well as characteristics of the faculty mentors and peers. The study inquired into 

constraints which may render it more challenging for Black men to form and sustain supportive 

relationships, and how students overcome these constraints. It probed the meaning and 



COLLEGE PERSISTENCE FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES          69 
 

importance that Black men assigned to social capital, in the form of these key supportive 

relationships, as being a factor in their persistence and success in college. 

3.5.1   Counter-Storytelling Approach 

 In parallel to the anti-deficit approach, this project utilized counter-storytelling, an 

expansion of critical race theory work which was introduced by Solórzano and Yosso (2002), 

which guided the presentation of the data collected from interviews, and which Harper (2009) 

also highlighted as a useful qualitative methodological approach to education research. This 

qualitative method entailed telling the stories of individuals who were often neglected in the 

literature, and provided a means by which to study, critique, and counter the dominant, or master, 

narratives produced about people of color (Harper 2009). Master narratives, or mainstream 

stories, are prevailing accounts that are often accepted as universal truths about certain social 

groups, and that usually cast those groups in a negative light, e.g., generalizations about Blacks 

being intellectually inferior (Harper 2009). Research and theoretical models devised for the 

purpose of explaining inequities in educational attainment outcomes often reinforce mainstream 

views by upholding and amplifying deficiency in reference to students of color (Harper 2009). 

Counternarrative stories challenge the deficit-informed research that silences and sometimes 

misrepresents the epistemologies of students of color (Harper 2009). Solórzano and Yosso 

(2002) outlined three types of counternarratives: personal stories, the stories of other people, and 

composite stories. This project employed the stories of others, successful African American men, 

to supply qualitative data. In addition to providing important contextual information about the 

subjects’ lived experiences, the qualitative data were centered to counter deficit-laden 

majoritarian narratives about Black men and educational attainment. 
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3.5.2   Sample and Sites 

 I used purposive sampling to recruit and arrange virtual interviews with participants. 

Initially, I planned to interview 25 Black men who had all completed college, as I intended for 

the study to focus on the factors and dynamics of persistence behavior and success, rather than 

failure. I entered the project placing emphasis on gaining a better understanding of the dynamics 

of Black men’s success. However, interviewing at least a few who entered school, but did not 

finish the programs they started, would provide some degree of insight into barriers to 

persistence and success. With that in mind, I sought to interview 20 who were successfully 

awarded bachelor’s degrees from the programs they started, and 5 who dropped out of the 

bachelor’s degree programs they had started. 

I sought representation of individuals who pursued traditional four-year bachelor’s degree 

programs at public and private institutions in the state of Georgia, including PWIs and HBCUs. 

My solicitation called for participants who were willing to answer questions about relationships 

with faculty mentors and with peers while in college. By way of my professional work in student 

services as well as my enrollment as a graduate student, I was acquainted with several young 

men who completed bachelor’s degrees at colleges and universities in Georgia. I was also 

familiar with many who finished college through my volunteer work as a mentor doing college 

counseling in my local community and at my church. I invited these young men to participate in 

the study. To solicit participation from men who started but did not complete their degrees, I 

contacted administrators at several schools who worked in student support services and asked for 

their help with extending my advertisement to their former students who might be inclined to 

engage with me. The assistance of fellow administrators at in-state colleges and universities was 

a valuable resource. I had access to some of these officers by way of my established professional 
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network. After securing Institutional Research Board (IRB) approval, I reached out to my 

acquaintances and contacted the appropriate officials at the respective institutions to obtain 

proper permission to proceed with seeking out participants. 

 The eligibility criteria for the participants included men who were born in the U.S., self-

identified as African American or Black, and who pursued a traditional (on-campus, not online) 

bachelor’s degree program at an institution in the state of Georgia. Potential participants were 

advised that they would need to be able to reflect on and discuss their supportive relationships 

with faculty and peers, as well as any participation in extracurricular activities and student 

organizations, in which they might have engaged during their undergraduate enrollment. 

I emailed recruitment advertisements which were addressed directly to potential 

participants from my community network, and to college or university administrators. The 

advertisements solicited men who attempted traditional bachelor’s degrees at colleges or 

universities in Georgia. I explained the reason for my request. The recruitment communication 

included a link to a Qualtrics page that provided the informed consent document for this study, 

my contact information, and fields for respondents who wished to participate to indicate their 

consent. Participants were offered the option to receive either an electronic copy or a hard copy 

of their signed informed consent document by mail if they wished to receive one after their 

interview. Each participant was advised they would receive a gift card in the amount of $25.00 

for their time, even if they decided to disengage after starting the interview. The informed 

consent and sign-up document included a question asking for the participant’s mailing address 

for me to mail the gift card to them, or alternately to let me know whether they preferred 

arranging for me to leave the gift card for them at a secure location of their choosing. 
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In sharing my recruitment advertisements, I asked administrators if they might select 

students who met my study’s criteria and who may be likely to participate and reach out to those 

students on my behalf with the email message I had prepared along with the recruitment flyer 

document that I attached. I requested that administrators send the advertisement out broadly by 

way of email distribution lists directly to students, and/or through point-persons who would share 

the messaging with students, e.g., directors, school chairs, or graduate academic advising staff, to 

include any other means by which they circulate announcements. I included information in the 

flyer to explain that I was seeking to interview candidates who were willing to speak with me 

about the connection between their faculty and peer relationships, their undergraduate 

experience, and either their persistence to degree completion, or their decision to leave school 

without finishing. I informed participants that I would plan to debrief them at the conclusion of 

each interview. 

3.5.3   Data Collection Procedures 

I collected data using semi-structured individual interviews that were conducted virtually 

and recorded using the Zoom web-based video conferencing tool. An initial brief Qualtrics 

survey, which each participant could complete prior to their Zoom virtual interview, presented 

questions to glean more general, demographic and educational background information about 

each participant. The survey was also designed to gain at least a broad sense of the SES of each 

respondent’s family, as well as his level of academic preparation for college during high school. 

The virtual interview consisted of open-ended questions asking participants to identify and talk 

about the individuals with whom they engaged in these relationships during their undergraduate 

careers. I asked them to fully describe their experiences with these faculty members and peers, 

including characteristics of both the individuals and of their relationships with these individuals 
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and peers/peer groups. Of key interest was how those relationships influenced the students, and 

what the students’ bonds with these individuals may have meant to their college persistence 

decisions. Some interview questions probed the challenges that students may have faced in 

attempting to seek out and connect with these faculty members and peers, whether the students 

were prompted or whether they sought the relationships out by way of their own agency and 

initiative. The interview questions asked the respondents to describe their individual experiences 

and their meaning-making according to their recollections and interpretations. I anticipated the 

possibility of the questions leading to the respondents broaching new and unanticipated subject 

areas. Such areas were be acknowledged and explored, particularly if they related to ideas that 

are not already accounted for in the questionnaire items. 

As noted within the literature review in the preceding chapter, Nora and Crisp (2007) 

developed a four-factor conceptualization of a successful mentoring experience for 

undergraduate students, which arises from several theoretical perspectives and frameworks 

presented in previous literature. They used their four-factor framework in a survey questionnaire 

to study the mentoring experiences of 200 students at a two-year institution. Broader themes 

from the same four broader domains were also useful in my qualitative interviews for the portion 

on informal faculty mentoring relationships. 

3.5.4   Data Analysis 

Following the groundwork of previous studies that explored the college persistence 

decisions of African American male students, my study applied an inductive reasoning approach 

to the qualitative data. I analyzed interview transcripts along with field notes and observations. I 

recorded the virtual interviews using the enhanced Zoom tool capability for recording video 

conferences and transcribed them into a protocol. I highlighted, coded, and assigned recurring or 
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similar statements and reflections to central themes; for example, whenever respondents talked 

about individual peer relationships which developed and strengthened because of participation in 

larger student groups, such as a campus organization, I coded that information into a theme of 

peer supportive relationships. I employed the NVivo qualitative data management software to 

organize and manage the data. 

The rich, detailed information that the questionnaire yielded is a testament to the 

strengths of this qualitative interview design, which speaks to validity. I asked the respondents to 

provide detailed insights into the nuances and dynamics of processes about which there is 

relatively little existing knowledge. This built on aforementioned research that confirmed the 

need for more information about the formation and characteristics of supportive relationships for 

Black men in college, and how those relationships may be critical to Black men’s college 

persistence, completion, and success. This research also added to the small body of work 

centered on overall factors that contribute most to Black men’s successful degree completion. 

I kept the participant records and recorded virtual interview data private to the extent 

required by law. I maintain a secure participant key in alignment of privacy of participants’ 

names for study records. At the beginning of each interview, I encouraged participants to avoid 

using names or any identifying information about anyone else. The interview data were stored on 

a firewall-protected computer. Participants’ names and other pieces of data that could point to 

individual respondents does not and will not appear in any presentation of this study or in any 

publication of results. No participant-identifying information was included in any presentation or 

publication of results of this study. Participants’ survey responses and Zoom interview 

recordings were kept completely confidential and will be deleted at the conclusion of the project. 
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3.5.5   Trustworthiness and Quality Assurance 

 In following the precedent found in pertinent literature, which was also included and 

discussed in the preceding chapter, I adhered to the following criteria set forth by Lincoln and 

Guba (1986) to evaluate rigor and accuracy in qualitative research: credibility and transferability 

(Harper 2006; Lincoln and Guba 1986; Strayhorn 2015). According to Denzin and Lincoln 

(2000), these four metrics “…replace the usual positivist criteria of internal and external validity, 

reliability, and objectivity…” used in quantitative studies. I addressed credibility by way of 

member checking, follow-up correspondence, and confidential and secure storage of data so that 

it was easily retrievable and available to be referenced and retested as needed throughout the 

entire research process (Harper 2006; Strayhorn 2015). I ensured transferability by including and 

recording rich descriptions of the participants’ experiences in the context of the institutions they 

attended, so the findings and conclusions drawn from the qualitative data as part of this project 

were properly contextualized and could transfer suitably to other bachelor’s degree granting 

institutions (Harper 2006; Strayhorn 2015).  
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4  QUALITATIVE RESULTS 

The U.S. has the poorest record for inequality with respect to educational outcomes for 

African American men relative to all other demographic groups (Shapiro, Dundar, Huie, 

Wakhungu, and Yuan 2017; Palmer et al., 2010). The growing gap between enrollment and 

graduation rates among Black men and Black women subsequently contributes to a profound 

imbalance in college-educated Black men compared to Black women, to the detriment of the 

social dynamics of the Black community (Roach 2001). Institutional agents and peers can 

provide social capital that better prepares these students for success (Stanton-Salazar 2011). 

Socializing agents, such as faculty and their peers, can transmit, or facilitate the transmission of, 

highly valued resources, including institutional support, opportunities, privileges, and services 

(Stanton-Salazar 2011; Strayhorn 2008a). Students who report positive, meaningful, and 

supportive interactions with faculty, staff persons, and peers are more likely to successfully 

complete college (Strayhorn 2008a, 2008b).  

Building on the assertion that social capital, in the form of informal faculty mentoring 

and peer network support, can have a compensatory effect on racially, ethnically, and culturally 

diverse and marginalized students, it was expected these key forms of social capital may 

influence college completion for African American male students. The purpose of this 

phenomenological study was to understand the experiences of high-achieving African American 

male college students at large, public research universities, including their relationships with and 

support provided by others. Specifically, this research explored the forms of social capital that 

positively influenced persistence for African American men in college. 

The qualitative portion of this investigation was guided by the essential question: What 

are the predominant contexts of informal faculty mentoring relationships and peer network 
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supportive relationships for African American male undergraduates? The following sub-

questions were used to organize the results: 

Sub-question 1: What are the predominant contexts of informal faculty mentoring 

relationships for African American male undergraduates? 

Sub-question 2: What are the predominant contexts of peer network supportive 

relationships for African American male undergraduates? 

 This chapter provides results of the qualitative portion of this study. First, I describe the 

sample. Next, I provide an explanation of the data analysis procedural details, followed by a 

thematic presentation of the results and a brief closing summary of the chapter.  

4.1   Sample Description 

The study sample consisted of 20 African American men who successfully completed 

bachelor’s degree programs in a generally “linear” fashion, and 5 African American men who 

decided to leave the bachelor’s degree programs they’d started without finishing, for a total of 25 

interview participants. (It did turn out that one of the latter five later returned to school and 

completed his bachelor’s degree at a different institution from the one where he started.) 

Participants included former students who came from a variety of academic backgrounds and 

majors. I selected the participants in part with the assistance of faculty and administrators in key 

leadership positions at three universities, who recommended students that fit the following 

inclusion criteria: (a) U.S.-born males, (b) self-identify as African American or Black, (c) at least 

18 years of age, and (d) pursued a traditional (on-campus, not online) bachelor’s degree program 

at an institution in the state of Georgia. Participants also responded affirmatively to my 

marketing for the study based on having received the flyer that I shared with administrators in 

my local metro-Atlanta county K-12 school district. 
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A description of the race and gender of each participant, identified by pseudonym, is 

provided in Table 4.1. Fifteen participants had Black mentors, eight had mentors who were 

White, one identified their mentor as being of Middle Eastern descent, and one did not specify a 

primary mentor. In terms of gender, 15 participants had male mentors, eight had female mentors, 

one had a male mentor and a female mentor, and one did not specify a primary mentor.  

Table 4.1 Race and Gender of Participants’ Mentors 
 

Pseudonym Primary Mentor’s Race Primary Mentor’s Gender 

Anderson Middle Eastern  Male 
Bryce Black/African American Female 
Perry White Male 
Marcus Black/African American Male 
Jamal White Male 
Russell Black/African American Female 
Marshall White Male 
Damien White Female 
Neal White Male 
Nasir Black/African American Male 
Ahmad White Male 
Carter White Male 
Hassan Black/African American Male 
Cade Black/African American Female 
Wynton Black/African American Female 
Derrick Black/African American Female 
Jace White Male 
Cameron Black/African American Male 
Emmett Black/African American Female 
Kareem Black/African American  Male 
Jalen* Black/African American Male 
Vaughn* Did not specify a primary influential 

mentor 
Did not specify a primary influential 

mentor 
Dwight* Black/African American Male 
Darrell* Black/African American One male, one female 
Mason* Black/African American Female 

Note: * Participant left bachelor's degree program at initial institution without finishing 
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 Data were also collected from participants in order to develop descriptive statistics of the 

sample. As depicted in Table 4.2, most participants (n = 16) started their undergraduate programs 

when they were 18 years old. Twenty-one participants completed their degrees, with most (n = 

10) finishing within 4 years. Regarding household, 15 were raised in single-parent households, 

and 10 were raised in two-parent households. 

Table 4.2 Frequencies and Percentages of Participant College Experience Assessment 
 
Descriptor n %  

    
Age when you began your undergraduate enrollment    
     17 years old 4 16.0  
     18 years old 16 64.0  
     19 years old 5 20.0  
    
Did you complete a bachelor's degree?    

No 4 16.0  
Yes 21 84.0  
    

How many years did it take for you to complete the degree?    
4 years or less 10 40.0  
5 years 7 28.0  
6 years 1 4.0  
More than 6 years 3 12.0  
Missing  4 16.0  
    

Were you primarily raised in a single-parent household, or a two-parent household?    
Single-parent household 15 60.0  
Two-parent household 10 40.0  
    

 

Data were also collected to understand participants’ parents (see Table 4.3). The mothers 

of most parents had completed either master’s degrees, bachelor’s degrees, or high school. Only 

two mothers had not completed high school. Fathers were generally less educated, with five not 

completing high school, and only six earning a bachelor’s degree or higher. Questionnaire 

responses also indicated parents were relatively involved in participants’ transitions to college, 

and most participants felt their parents expected and encouraged them to attend college. 
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Table 4.3 Education and Expectations among Parents of Participants 
 

Descriptor n %  
 
What is the highest level of education that your mother (or female guardian) completed? 

   

Associate's degree 3 16.0  
Bachelor's degree 7 64.0  
High school diploma or equivalent 5 20.0  
Less than high school diploma or equivalent 2   
Master's degree 5 16.0  
Some college but no degree 3 12.0  
    

What is the highest level of education that your father (or male guardian) completed?    
Associate's degree 2 8.0  
Bachelor's degree 3 12.0  
Doctorate or professional degree 3 12.0  
High school diploma or equivalent 4 16.0  
Less than high school diploma or equivalent 5 20.0  
Not known/Unsure, or I was not raised by my father nor by a male guardian 3 12.0  
Some college but no degree 4 16.0  
Vocational or technical certificate 1 4.0  

    
To what extent did your parent(s)/guardian(s) communicate an expectation for you to attain a 
college degree?   

 

Did not discuss, did not encourage me to go to college 1 4.0  
Discussed/encouraged college very little 2 8.0  
Discussed/encouraged college moderately 4 16.0  
Discussed/encouraged college fairly often, and expressed some expectation for me to go 
to college 9 36.0 

 

Extensively discussed and/or emphatically expressed expectation for me to go to 
college; expectation for me to go to 9 36.0 

 

    
To what extent was/were your parent(s)/guardian(s) involved in assisting you with the process 
of transitioning to college?   

 

Was not involved, did not guide me 2 8.0  
Was involved minimally 5 20.0  
Was involved moderately 4 16.0  
Was involved pretty actively 3 12.0  
Was very actively involved 11 44.0  
    

 

 Finally, two questions were asked to gauge participants’ attitudes toward asking their 

professors and peers for help when they needed it (see Table 4.4). When asked about their 

attitudes toward asking professors for help, most (n = 13) said they were somewhat comfortable, 

while seven participants said they never hesitated to ask for help. Dive respondents described 
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themselves as very reluctant to seek help from professors. Regarding their peers, most (n = 11) 

said they were somewhat comfortable asking for help. Nine respondents said they never hesitated 

to ask their peers for help, while five others felt very reluctant to seek the help of their peers. 

Table 4.4 Help Seeking Attitudes 
 

Question n %  

What was your attitude towards asking your professors for help when you needed it? 
   

     I never hesitated to ask my professors for help. 7 28.0  
     I was somewhat comfortable with asking professors for help. 13 52.0  
     I was very reluctant to ask professors for help. 5 20.0  

What was your attitude towards asking your student peers for help when you needed it? 
   

    I never hesitated to ask my peers for help. 9 36.0  
     I was somewhat comfortable with asking my peers for help. 11 44.0  
     I was very reluctant to ask my peers for help. 5 20.0  
    

4.2   Data Analysis 

I conducted all participant interviews individually, via Zoom, using the open-ended 

questions outlined in the interview protocol. After completing the interviews with the 25 

participants, I downloaded audio files from the recorded interviews for professional 

transcription. The final qualitative dataset consisted of 206 single-spaced pages of transcription. 

Following transcription, I uploaded the qualitative interview data into NVivo to assist with 

organization during the analysis. I then conducted thematic analysis, with the guidance of the 

procedures described by Braun and Clarke (2006). The first step of analysis involved a close 

review of all transcribed data. I read each interview in its entirety, which allowed me to begin 

identifying patterns in the data. The second step involved open coding, during I identified and 

assigned code names to repeated words, phrases, ideas, and sentiments. The codebook expanded 

as I performed the first pass of coding. After coding the 25 transcripts, I performed a second pass 
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of open coding to ensure all codes were identified and noted in the data. Examples of this open 

coding process are provided in Table 4.5. 

Table 4.5 Open Coding Examples 
 

Excerpt  Assigned Code 
 
Made sure I was straight with my grades. He was honest with me about certain things, 
like if I was slacking off he definitely let me know. 
 

  
Held me accountable 

she would always call me in to go over an essay or say, "Hey, I know you can do 
better.” 
 

 Pushed or encouraged 

And they both gave me the same set of advice. Do the work first and then the activism 
will come. 
 

 Received advice 

her goal was really to see people matriculate and be able to graduate from Savannah 
State and be a proud alumnus of the school. 
 

 Wanted me to succeed 

That was a small school. It's about 30, 45 minutes away from Kennesaw State 
University, up in that Woodside area. So when I went up there it was right up my 
alley. I wanted to go to a smaller institution. So when I went there-because I felt like 
you would get more of a close relationship with your advisors and teachers in a 
smaller setting. 
 

 Small intimate school 
culture 

They gave me what I needed at the right time because I was in a place where I was 
struggling. I wasn't sure how to get out, and they helped me through it. They definitely 
helped me through it. 
 

 Friends helped me 
through struggles 

Yeah, [we were] all very motivated, and they all had visions of where they wanted to 
be. And I think being around that environment, being around that atmosphere, I think 
it transfers to people. You want to do well, too. 

 Motivate and support 
one another 

   
 

The final codebook consisted of 60 codes, which were organized under three parent 

codes: faculty members, students, and school culture. The most common codes included study 

groups (f = 54), pushed or encouraged (f = 47), motivate and support one another (f = 45), and 

racially similar (f = 40). The frequency of each code is illustrated in Table 4.6. 

 

 

 



COLLEGE PERSISTENCE FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES          83 
 

Table 4.6 Code Frequency 
 
Code  f Code  f 

Faculty members  Students  

pushed or encouraged 47 study groups 54 
racially similar 40 motivate and support one another 45 
connected outside of class or school 34 student groups or societies 31 
received advice 29 racially similar peer groups 26 
feel supported 23 how I met my friends 18 
shared personal stories 22 share information and recommendations 17 
open door policy 20 socialize outside of school 17 
have conversations 19 small circle of friends 17 
develop relationships 18 fraternity 15 
provided extra help 18 diversity 13 
believed in me 17 roommates 11 
laid back approach 15 emotional support 11 
direct approach 15 help each other 11 
connect with resources 15 conversations outside of schoolwork 9 
wanted me to succeed 14 friendships with peers 8 
negative interaction with professor 14 friends helped me through struggles 6 
mentors 13 held one another accountable 4 
long-term mentor or advisor 13   
Caucasian 12   
motivated or inspired me 12   
mentor was also my professor 11 School culture  
provided feedback 10 outsider 10 
asked questions 9 family feel 9 
gave of time 8 HBCU 8 
Showed interest in me 8 PWI 6 
held me accountable 7 small intimate school culture 5 
relationships fostered graduation 6   
taught me 6   
mentor wasn't my professor 5   
professor diversity 4   
became very close 4   
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The next step of thematic analysis was axial coding, which involved organizing codes 

into themes and subthemes that aligned with the research questions. I grouped codes based on 

similarity and rearranged them until themes and subthemes became evident. A total of three 

themes and 11 subthemes emerged. The themes, subthemes, and aligned codes are depicted in 

Table 4.7, and a visual representation of them can be seen in Figure 4.1.  

Table 4.7 Alignment Between Themes, Subthemes, and Codes 

Theme Subthemes Codes 

Informal Faculty 
Mentoring 
Relationships 

Relationships developed from 
care and support 
 
 

- Became very close 
- Cared for me 
- Develop relationships 
- Direct approach 
- Laid back approach 
- Feel known and recognized 
- Feel supported 
- Have conversations 
- Mentor was also my professor 
- Mentor wasn’t my professor 
- Mentors 
- Open door policy 
- Shared personal stories  

Pushed, motivated, and held me 
accountable 

- Believed in me 
- Held me accountable 
- Motivated or inspired me 
- Pushed or encouraged 
- Wanted me to succeed 

Went above and beyond to help 
me 

- Connect with resources 
- Connected outside of class 
- Gave of time 
- Long-term mentor or advisor 
- Provided extra help 
- Provided feedback 
- Relationships fostered graduation 
- Showed interest in me 
- Taught me  

Mentor’s race - Caucasian  
- Professor diversity 
- Racially similar 

I took initiative - Asked questions 
- I approached them for mentorship 

Table 4.7 Alignment Between Themes, Subthemes, and Codes (cont.) 
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Theme Subthemes Codes 
Peer Network 
Supportive 
Relationships 

Participation in student and 
study groups 

- Fraternity 
- No student groups or organizations 
- Student groups or societies 
- Study groups 

 
 Supportive and motivating peer 

groups  
- Emotional support 
- Friends helped me through struggle 
- Friendships with peers 
- Held one another accountable 
- Motivate and support one another 

 
  - Help each other 

- Share information and recommendations 
 

 Characteristics of peer groups - Diversity 
- How I met my friends  
- Racially similar peer groups 
- Small circle of friends 

 
 Connect outside of school - Conversations outside of schoolwork 

- Friends through work 
- Roommates 
- Socialize outside of school 

 
School Environment Close and warm - Family feel 

- HBCU 
- Small intimate school culture 
- Welcoming 

 
 Unfriendly and cold - Outsider 

- PWI 

 

The main themes included informal faculty mentoring relationships, peer network 

supportive relationships, and school environment. Subthemes included relationships developed 

from care and support; mentor pushed, motivated, and held me accountable; mentor went above 

and beyond to help me; mentor’s race; I took initiative; participation in study groups; supportive 

and motivating peer groups; characteristics of peer groups; connecting outside of school; close 

and warm school environment; and unfriendly and cold school environment.  

The final step of the analysis involved drafting a narrative of the results, presented in the 

next section. Pseudonyms were created to protect the anonymity of participants. 



COLLEGE PERSISTENCE FOR AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES          86 
 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Thematic Map 
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4.3  Thematic Results 

 Results of the analysis are presented as follows. Findings are organized by theme and 

subtheme, in alignment with the research questions. Each theme and subtheme is supported with 

examples and direct quotes from participant interviews. 

4.3.1 Informal Faculty Mentoring Relationships 

 The first main theme focused on the informal faculty mentoring relationships that were 

described by participants. Data for this theme and its corresponding subthemes directly aligned 

with the first sub-research question, which focused on the nature and experiences of these 

relationships. I divided this theme into the following five subthemes, as indicated by the analysis: 

Relationships developed from care and support; Pushed, motivated, and held me accountable; 

Went above and beyond to help me; Mentor race; and I took initiative. The following discussion 

describes each of the five subthemes. 

4.3.1.1   Relationships developed from care and support. 

 The first subtheme centered on the caring and supportive nature of faculty mentoring 

relationships described by participants. A strong sense of warmth, closeness, and support 

emerged from the interviews. Participants described mentors’ genuine desires for their mentees’ 

success. For example, Emmett felt staff and faculty at his school were invested in him and his 

success, both within and outside of school: “People really invested, not just in you academically 

doing well, but just kind of how you actually are.” Derrick described a time when his 

grandmother had just passed away, and both of his mentors reached out to check on him and help 

take his mind off the loss. Similarly, Ahmad’s mentor had helped him positively redirect his 

feelings after losing an election he really wanted to win:  
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I remember I was with my advisor when I lost an election for something and …and I was 

mad. I thought I deserved the position. And so, he kind of helped me redirect and focus 

on certain things, like you can go after it again next year. 

Participants gave many examples of ways they felt recognized, valued, and supported by 

their faculty mentors. For example, Anderson explained how the support from his mentors was 

pivotal to his graduation:  

The overall knowledge and feeling of being able to go to anybody at any time as you go 

through this process in and of itself helped me graduate in terms of just knowing there are 

people that have my back, knowing that I can have access to the people that have 

answers, and things of that sort. 

Carter said his mentors gave him a “safe space” when he needed someone to talk to, which 

helped him adapt to the college environment, set healthy study habits, and achieve academic 

success. A similar sentiment was shared by Marcus: “It was nice to have somebody if I needed 

them. I knew that I could go to those guys if I need to talk to someone.” Wynton also described 

his experience of comfort and support in having a mentor to talk to:  

When I had my doubts about completing my program or I was kind of reluctant to kind of 

push myself to finish…I kind of leaned on him and…talked to him about all the obstacles 

that I was going through, and the things that I was facing. He kind of always was just 

there to talk to me. 

Cameron described his mentor as “extremely supportive,” while Dwight said his mentor was 

supportive and that he never felt judged for asking questions in class.  

 Largely, the supportive mentoring relationships that developed between participants and 

their faculty mentors was the result of regular interactions and conversations, which usually took 
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place outside of class. Speaking of his mentor, Ahmad said he would “just go and chat with him 

about anything,” whether it was something related to a school project or a personal dilemma. 

Derrick said he and his mentor “always had good conversations and [she] always asked me how I 

was doing.” Marshall would regularly ask his advisor questions about economics and financial 

freedom, but also felt his mentors were there for him to help with anything he needed to discuss. 

Wynton discussed his future plans with his mentor, among other topics: 

We talked about the next steps after I graduate and what else I wanted to do, and what I 

had my heart in. We talked about some of the community work that I was involved in at 

the time and the balance of life, school and work, and different things like that. 

 Participants often described the relationships with their mentors as open, friendly, and 

laid-back. Mentors seemed to welcome students to approach them. Eight participants specifically 

described open door policies among their mentors, which made them easy to access. As 

Anderson shared, “Basically my professors had open-door policies, and so if you wanted to be 

able to interact with them more, you could.” Cameron said his mentor’s open-door policy applied 

not just to schoolwork, but also anything personal that he needed help with. Neal explained that 

his mentor “…was open to and made himself available and he was open to helping the students.” 

Perry knew if he needed to talk to his mentor, all he had to do was call him.  

 Most participants were able to describe times when their mentors shared personal stories, 

which not only fostered rapport and closeness, but also helped students feel like they were not 

alone in their experiences or struggles. These personal stories also helped to inspire students, to 

see where their professors and mentors had come from. Carter said his professors often gave 

“testimonies of their experiences in undergrad and how it helped them achieve their later on 
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career path.” Jamal’s professor shared personal stories that helped him understand the path to 

one’s career is not always direct, and that was okay. Speaking of his mentor, Jamal said: 

For example, his whole career path-- he didn't actually start in music. He went to 

seminary, and from seminary he was told that he had a voice that needed to be nourished, 

and from there on he went to-- back to undergraduate to get a degree in music and then 

got his masters and then, ultimately, his doctorate in music. 

Also inspiring, Marshall said his mentor had shared a story of working hard to achieve success: 

He didn't grow up in a wealthy family. He grew up in North Carolina. His parents, they 

had enough to survive, but they never had enough to thrive. He wasn't in poverty, but he 

understood that he may have come from no silver spoons. He understood that-- I think 

that would make him a better mentor because he understood that effect you want… 

You've got to work hard because he didn't have a silver spoon in his mouth. 

4.3.1.2   Mentor pushed, motivated, and held me accountable 

 The second subtheme focused on the ways mentors pushed, motivated, and held students 

accountable. While the undertone of the student-mentor relationships was usually warm and 

open, participants described myriad ways they also felt positively pushed by their mentors. Cade 

said his mentor “Opened my eyes to see that you've got to be a risk-taker...You've got to get out 

of your comfort zone, and don't come ill-prepared. Always over-prepare.” Speaking of his 

mentor, Cameron said, “He pushed me in a way that I needed to be pushed. Not to make excuses. 

Not to look back and feel pity on yourself.” Jace said his mentor was his “cheerleader,” while 

Jamal’s mentor encouraged him to “step outside the box.” Marshall said his mentor “never 

allowed me to make excuses.” Similarly, Marcus’s mentor instilled “that you don't make 

excuses. Anything you need done, you get it done.”  
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 Mentors did not just encourage and push students to do things, they would often put them 

in situations where they had no choice but to leave their comfort zones. Russell described a time 

when his mentor thrust him into something new and uncomfortable, and how that experience 

ended up be wonderful and pivotal in his life: 

And she came to me and she said, "Well, we got this grant. We're going to go on this 

conference, but I'm not going to do everything that I actually need to do. You're going to 

do it." And I was like, "Wait, what?" She's like, "Yes. You're going to drive to Atlanta, 

Georgia for the initial meeting. You are going to get the information. You are going to 

bring it back all into state. You are going to present this. You are going to put in the 

paperwork for travel." I didn't understand why she had me doing all of this, but it became 

one of the best experiences ever because that got me interested into the field of 

instructional technology. 

Participants were pushed to excel academically by their mentors. Because they genuinely cared 

and wanted success for students, mentors would not allow students to perform below their 

abilities. As Wynton shared, “From an academic standpoint, she didn't really want me to get 

nothing less than an A and she felt that I was way more than capable of doing it.” Bryce said his 

mentor was “always pushing us to be the best we could be, always advocating for us.” Damien 

said of his mentor: “She was super important to really all of us finishing. So, all of us kind of 

loved her…So, we always never felt like we was just by ourselves when we was going through 

the program.” 

 Students were also motivated and inspired by their mentors. Harkening back to glimpses 

into their personal lives provided by some of the participants who had graduated, students 

discovered they had often risen above struggles and circumstances to achieve their own success. 
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Learning about their mentors’ histories, then, was often motivating and inspiring to students. For 

example, after learning about the challenges his mentor overcame, Cameron reflected: “I didn't 

have to go through those similar struggles that he did. And I think the way I looked at it was, if 

he can do it, I can do it.” Marshall was inspired by the hard work of his mentor, and how that had 

created financial success for himself:  

Working with him taught me that everybody is smart. Being smart just isn't enough 

because that's how I got by the first through twelfth grade. So having him as a mentor 

really kept me focused because I saw what education could do with him. He was making, 

at that time, $200[K] plus. 

A similar sentiment was shared by Wynton: 

To see that they're in a place where they're not struggling and they're not living paycheck 

to paycheck, and I wanted to get there one day and not have to worry about poverty. So, I 

definitely took his advice and everything he gave me and ran with it. 

 Accountability was a big part of pushing and encouraging students. Students described 

ways their mentors held them accountable for their work or performance. As Derrick shared, “He 

was honest with me about certain things. Like, if I was slacking off he definitely let me know.” 

Russell said his mentor was “integral to ensuring I took care of all the things I needed to take 

care of.” Another part of the push from mentors was their genuine desire to see their students 

succeed. Speaking of faculty at his school, Carter reflected, “They genuinely want you to do 

well.” Similarly, Cade said his mentors’ goal was to see students graduate. Derrick’s mentor 

wanted to help students succeed through understanding what they truly wanted, and then taking 

the steps to achieve their goals. Derrick said his mentor “was really good at trying to make sure 

that he understood what people wanted out of life. And trying to make sure that they were 
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making the best decisions going forward for them.” Emmett said he became more motivated to 

finish school because he saw how his mentors invested in him and wanted to see him do well.  

 Mentors’ abilities to push and encourage students also sprang from beliefs they had in 

students’ abilities to succeed. Further, when students saw their mentors believed in them, they 

often developed a greater confidence in themselves. For example, Carter described an experience 

when his mentor, whom he admired, told him they believed in him and wanted to see him 

succeed. For Cameron, having a mentor who believed in him “gave [me] the confidence to know 

that I can finish on time.” Speaking of the help provided by his mentor, Marshall explained, “he 

was just trying to help someone who he knew had talent.” Kareem said his mentor knew his 

potential, and described a time when he was pulled aside and encouraged after receiving a failing 

grade: 

When I got my first F in his class. He pulled me to the side at the end of the class, and 

was like, "You know, there's something special in you." And I'm looking like, you don't 

know me from a can of paint. But, he said, "I don't judge a man by his grades. I'll only 

judge him by personality. And the questions that you ask, and the way you present 

yourself." 

4.3.1.3 Mentor went above and beyond to help me 

 In addition to motivating and encouraging participants, mentors also seemed happy and 

willing to go above and beyond to help students. This notion of extending extra assistance or 

“going the extra mile” emerged as the third subtheme. Within this subtheme, participants 

detailed many ways their mentors provided assistance that exceeded expectations. For example, 

many participants described the extra time and help their mentors gave them. Anderson shared 

how one of his mentors gave of his time to discuss his own research and writing. Carter said his 
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mentor was always available to him when he had questions. Cameron was impacted by the time 

his mentors dedicated to him, despite his own busy life. Cameron shared: 

When you see two mentors who are, at the time, pursuing their Ph.D…For them to 

balance their Ph.D. program with their job and still taking time to mentor you, I think that 

you have to respect that person no matter what. 

Mentors gave of their time in various ways, whether just talking with students, advising  

them on academic or personal situations, or even giving feedback on their work. Marshall said 

his mentor gave “very good constructive criticism,” while Bryce noted how his mentor provided 

suggestions on how to improve his writing. Derrick shared a similar example of how his mentor 

helped with his writing:  

He helped me with preparing my writing for the writing piece that I had to do, it wasn't a 

long writing piece but helped me prepare my writing for it. And it was big just I had a 

guidance for it. 

 Knowing they had the support of their mentors, and that those people were willing to go 

above and beyond for them, had a strong impact on participants in many ways. Not only did they 

feel more prepared to tackle academic challenges, but they also felt supported if they needed a 

helping hand in other areas of their lives. As Emmett shared, “So it's more comforting to have 

those people there close by that you can go to when you need to or that are seeing you go 

through it, so they'd know when to jump in and help you out.” Speaking of his mentor, Jalen 

said, “He was very helpful. Anything I needed, I asked him. And if he could, he did it to the best 

of his ability.” Mason noted how his mentor “was trying to help me out any way she could.” 

Wynton said his mentor genuinely cared about him and “just always kept track of me.” 
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According to Bryce, he knew his mentor was “all in” with wanting him to succeed, noting, “She 

really helped me.” 

 Mentors were invested in their students, and participants described their interest and 

dedication to helping them. Four participants specifically described how their mentors “showed 

interest” or “took a liking to them.” Nine others noted how their mentors connected them with 

resources, including everything from housing to personal connections. For example, Ahmad 

explained how his mentor jumped in to assist with a housing issue when he needed to switch 

residence halls. Carter said his mentor connected him with “Different resources I could use to 

utilize, to make sure I was successful.” Dwight explained that his mentor would point him in the 

right direction, connecting him with other professors when he needed extra help. Wynton said his 

mentor was “one of the ones that if I needed something 2:00, 3:00 AM, or if I need anything for 

books, supplies, anything, he always made a way to try to get that for me.” 

 Several participants described how their mentors worked with them long-term, seeing 

them through college. Mentors’ dedication to students over the course of their college careers 

was certainly another example of how they went above and beyond to help students. Cameron 

shared, “We just kind of grew this mentor-mentee relationship from my freshman year until I 

graduated.” Jamal said his mentor “supported me throughout college,” and Marshall said he and 

his mentor “built a relationship from freshman year to senior year.” Nasir noted that his 

relationship with his mentor grew throughout his college years, sharing that he still reached out 

and connected with him even after graduating. Wynton noted that his mentor was with him “all 

four years.” 

 Mentors also went above and beyond by connecting with students outside of school or 

class. They often made themselves available, showing vested interest and concern that students 
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felt and appreciated. Ahmad noted that he often met with his mentor before and after class. 

Speaking of the extra time his mentor spent with him outside of class, Carter explained, “I would 

sit in their office, and we would set aside academia, and I would talk about their life and how 

they got where they were.” Derrick explained that although his mentor was a political science 

professor, he took the time outside of class to help him study to become certified to teach middle 

grade science. Jalen said his mentor “helped me out with filling the applications and anything 

that I really needed help with, I could just call his phone. He was there.” Jamal’s mentor checked 

in with him to make sure “everything was okay… as far as paying bills and stuff like that.” 

Marshall’s mentor took the time to write a letter of recommendation for law school, and 

Kareem’s mentor helped him create an “emergency credit plan” to help him catch up on some 

missing assignments. Neal’s mentor helped him with his job search, and Marcus explained that 

his mentor often met him at fundraising and community service events. Perry credited his mentor 

with helping him develop his career. 

4.3.1.4   Mentor’s race 

 The race of mentors also emerged as a subtheme, as participants often shared substantive 

observations about the races of their respective mentors in response to being asked to describe 

the mentor(s) and race with which they self-identified. Because participants had attended a 

variety of institutions in the past, both HBCUs and PWIs, mentor and professor race was 

sometimes discussed in terms of diversity. For example, Anderson described racial diversity 

among professors at one of his schools: 

They were all African American except for one and that was a math instructor. Math? 

Physics? Physics? Well, he did both. I think I had him for physics. He was Middle 

Eastern. But at [university name], as a matter of fact, no, I had one, two, three Caucasian 
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instructors. One Middle Eastern instructor. I remember one African American instructor. 

One true African instructor. Actually, I think I had two true African instructors. African 

American, I only recall one at [university name]. 

Anderson later described his professors as “a bit of a melting pot.” 

 For Darrell, most of his professors were Black women. Darrell shared,  

There was no one that I can think of that was openly LGBT or queer…at the time, the 

chair was a Black man. And the majority of my professors, especially at undergrad, were 

Black women. I would probably say 70 to 80 percent. 

Several participants noted that their mentors were White men. Despite great mentor- 

student relationships with White faculty, the majority of the participants noted working with 

Black mentors. A preference toward Black professors was discussed, based on racial similarity. 

For example, Hassan noted having conversations in the hall with his mentor, and being drawn to 

him because he “looks like me.” Hassan went on to note how he had become more comfortable 

in his school setting because it was increasingly diverse. He shared: 

And that would make me feel more comfortable in those spaces because okay, I'm not the 

only one anymore. I'm not this little, lost student. I mean, I am this little, lost student. But 

I'm not the only person that looks like me in that case. 

Similarly, Emmett noted that having an African American man as a professor helped increase his 

sense of comfort at school. Wynton said it “was kind of a relief” to have Black professors and 

mentors who “can understand the culture, me, and just where I come from.” Cameron noted that, 

for him, a benefit of going to his school was that most of the professors were Black. Cameron 

was thankful for the brotherhood he experienced at his school, adding, “I'm fortunate enough to 
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have young Black and male teachers who looked like me to kind of carry me through.” P6 went 

on to explain: 

I think that brotherhood at [university name] was a blessing that not a lot of Black men 

have, especially if they're going to a PWI. I was fortunate enough to have a strong faculty 

connection and network that held me accountable, and kind of carried me through to the 

graduation stage. 

Derrick felt a kinship toward his mentor, a Black man who was also his RA. As a Black man, 

Derrick’s mentor was able to share wisdom and advice that individuals of other racial 

backgrounds may not understand. Derrick explained: “We don't get away with some of the things 

other people will. And he made that clear and eventually we saw that…it's kind of how to- goes 

with the territory in a country town like that.” Kareem shared a similar anecdote about how his 

Black mentor warned him that his skin color could undermine other’s perceptions of him. 

Kareem shared, 

He was like, "I get emails all the time from people under me that are Caucasian, that are 

testing my knowledge and my brain capacity…if I pass this bill for the students, would 

this be right…just all kinds of stuff." But he said, "It boiled down to, unfortunately, 

trusting the color of your skin to do a job." 

4.3.1.5   I took initiative 

 The final subtheme to emerge was focused on the initiative taken by participants to 

establish relationships with their mentors and get the most out of those relationships. Some 

participants took initiative and approached faculty to be their mentors. For example, Jamal 

shared: 
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I approached [my mentor]. When I first started at [university name], I started as a 

computer science major. But I still wanted to be involved in chorus and all kinds of 

things like that. So, I actually found out who the director of the choruses was and I went 

to him. And from that day, the relationship grew. 

Mason also prompted the relationship with his faculty mentor. He shared, “I decided I wanted to 

talk to her about how at times, it was difficult for me, at the time. And after [that] we had kind of 

talked a few times.” When asked how the relationship with his mentor started, Nasir replied, “I 

definitely initiated with him.”  

 Not only were participants proactive in establishing relationships with mentors, but they 

also took opportunities to ask questions, learn, and receive guidance from their mentors. 

Participants seemed to often view their mentors as people who already achieved things they 

desired to achieve, themselves. There was a sense of respect and deference that was often 

expressed by participants. They wanted to learn from their mentors and were eager to soak up 

and advice or wisdom mentors were willing to share. For this reason, participants often asked 

their mentors questions about various things. As Carter shared,  

So come senior year, I would go up to him a lot, much more because I was asking 

questions on-- I was taking courses from him. I was getting ready for my senior 

presentation. And I wanted to figure what I wanted to do to have a successful future after 

undergrad, basically. 

Derrick picked his mentors mind to learn more about human behavior and psychology: 

And because I knew she was a psychology professor-- she knew about the mind and 

people's behavior-- I would talk to her, at times, about why do people act this way? Why 
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do you see this type of behavior in certain people? She did her best to explain it to me 

and then I took for what I could, my understanding of it. 

Neal knew how important it was to seek out the advice of his mentor: “It was definitely 

imperative that I go and ask for help, meet with the professor one-on-one to ask all the questions 

and get all the insights that I needed.” Similarly, Nasir said, “Outside of the class and office 

hours, it was definitely room to ask questions, get help.” 

4.3.2   Peer Network Supportive Relationships 

 The second main theme that emerged was related to the supportive relationships 

participants developed within their peer networks. This theme encompassed various aspects of 

these relationships, within the context of academic success and persistence. Four subthemes 

emerged under this theme, including Participation in student and study groups; Supportive and 

motivating peer groups; Characteristics of peer groups; and Connect outside of school. Each of 

these subthemes is discussed, as follows. 

4.3.2.1   Participation in student and study groups 

 Most participants took part in various student and study groups, which not only helped 

them meet and develop relationships with their peers, but also fostered academic success. The 

study groups described by participants were generally small and participation in them usually 

depended on individual needs and the weight of the test for which they were preparing. Wynton 

said his study groups were mostly comprised of his “inner circle,” while Russell said his study 

group was “between three to five different people, at most.” Nasir’s study groups typically 

stayed under six people. Vaughn said his participation in study groups varied, “depending on the 

severity of the test.” 
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 Participants described camaraderie and support from their study groups. Neal said his 

group was “very pivotal to my success.” Emmett felt a sense of comfort from his study group, 

which was comprised of his friends: 

When it was my personal friends who I'm still friends with today - we were taking the 

same classes - it was probably the most comfortable environment just because we were 

all doing the same work and kind of learning. And some were further ahead; some were 

behind. But either way, it kind of made it more comfortable to kind of figure out the gaps 

because we can talk with people who didn't judge us. 

Dwight described connecting with peers in his math class for help, and how he specifically 

sought out those who were doing well in math to help him: “When I was in Math class, I would 

start linking up with other peers, who I've seen were doing extremely well. And I would try to 

get with them outside of class to get the help that I needed.” Derrick had study group meet-ups 

with other students he knew, and explained that they would all meet at various places to study 

together: 

Some other students that were around the school that we have a relationship with who 

were in the class with us, probably six of us, we all just hung out and studied. We will 

meet in the library. We would try to get over there before that class started early, work on 

what we were going to talk about in the class. We was studying. We was meeting up in 

the dorms and people's rooms. I had one of the home campus apartments and so did the 

other basketball player. So, we would meet in his room. And it was like six of us that will 

meet. 

Cameron said he and a few other students would “grab a little huddle room and study,” 

explaining they typically got together for midterm and final exams. Cameron became very close 
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with the members of his study group, sharing, “They changed my whole life. Great friends…we 

would study all the time, together.” 

 In addition to study groups, participants described participating in a variety of student 

organizations and groups. Seven participants specifically mentioned being in fraternities. When 

asked about his participation in student groups, Anderson shared, “The biggest of all, in my 

head, was the fraternity. I don't think I was a part of any kind of science club or education club.” 

Vaughn and Ahmad were both members of Phi Beta Sigma, and Marshall explained that being in 

a fraternity, he naturally did a lot with his fraternity brothers.  

 In addition to fraternities, participants described a wide range of student groups and 

societies in which they participated. Anderson and Cameron were in an honors society, Hassan 

mentioned a society for Black Engineers, African American students, and tech student 

ambassadors. Ahmad was in a leadership society for Black men and served as a member of 

student government. Dwight was in a Bible talk group and Emmett was in an association for 

Black graduate students. Other clubs and groups mentioned by participants included the 

technology club, an international student association, drama group, student activity board, a 

youth leadership academy, biology club, economics society, marching band, a center for 

engineering diversity, and the Hopps Scholars program. Many participants also played team 

sports. Only two participants said they had not been a part of any student groups or societies, 

suggesting that campus involvement may have played a role in the academic success of many of 

the participants.  

4.3.2.2   Supportive and motivating peer groups 

 All participants described having close friends or peer groups that provided them with 

encouragement, motivation, and many other forms of support. One of the most common codes in 
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the data was motivate and support one another, which helps illustrate how pronounced this 

sentiment was across the interviews. For example, Bryce described some of the challenges he 

had with one of his courses, and how fervently his peer group encouraged him to not give up: 

“They kept motivating me and encouraging me not to just stop doing what I’m doing.” Similarly, 

Perry said of his peer group: “We just always encouraged one another.” Neal explained how 

encouraging and motivating one another resulted in success for everyone in his peer group:  

If nothing else, it was motivation as we were all grinding and trying to do the best that we 

could in the course. We could encourage each other and encourage each other to keep on 

fighting through those courses and do very, very well. And we all succeeded, we all did 

really well. 

Marcus found encouragement and motivation in the conversations he had with his peers – those 

conversations where others shared their own challenges and triumphs, which helped him feel like 

he was not alone:  

It may motivate you just by having a conversation. And they may not even know that 

they're motivating you, but just still being there and experiencing the same thing you're 

experiencing. And if they overcome it, it encourages you.... When we share similar 

experiences, that was encouraging to me. 

A similar sentiment was shared by Jalen:  

Like in any given situation, everybody had a positive input to what may be going on, and 

they could give me some advice if they experienced that [situation] before, and what they 

did, and how they felt. So that did come in handy, sometimes. 

 Nasir and Derrick both shared that their peer groups held them accountable, which 

pushed them both to succeed, academically. Peer support and motivation often manifested 
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through sharing information, resources, and recommendations with one another. For example, 

Hassan reached out to his peer group for advice on professors before he signed up for classes. 

Similarly, Carter shared: “So if we had taken a course a previous semester, and they'd say, ‘Hey, 

bro, I'm taking the same course you took last semester. Got any advice? You got anything?’ And 

we would send them everything. Everything.” According to Derrick, “So we shared information 

with each other that we knew would help one another and they shared some things with me.” 

Cade explained that his peer group would recommend which professors to take and then offered 

to help one another if a friend was struggling with a class they had already taken. Bryce said his 

friends “would always come to me for advice and vice versa.” 

 There was a strong sentiment among all participants, which involved helping one another 

in various ways. Whether it was just to be a friend and provide emotional support, or connect one 

another to resources, or help each other with classes, participants in this study seemed to have 

strong, supportive bonds with their friends which were likely instrumental in their academic 

success. As Neal aptly put it, “We were here to help each other.” The notion of emotional 

support was strong. Hassan said he and his friends would help one another work through 

emotional challenges: “If you were stuck in your emotions, then it's like okay, well let me come 

get you. Let me come drag you through that.” Darrell shared how one of his friends helped him 

cope with imposter syndrome and other challenges in his personal life. Emmett explained that his 

friends helped him with school, as well as anything personal he was going through. Mason 

described his personal struggle with depression, and how one of his friends was instrumental in 

helping him through: 

I would sometimes just stay in my room. He would like come to my room, call me, "Hey, 

man, let's go. Let's just go walk. Let's get out. Let's go to the track. Let's go to the gym. 
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Let's go water pool," anything to just make sure that I wasn't deep into depression. 

Really, I got legitimately depressed for a good three months while I was there. And yeah, 

I feel like I let everybody down. It was a rough time. 

Dwight also explained how his friends helped him through dark times while he was in school: 

There were a few times I felt tense, and I've had a few people-- I won't say they were 

friends, but they were more like associates, people that would encourage me or lift me, 

and say, "Hey, look, this is not over. You can still do well if you study, and if you ask 

questions, if you enter study groups." Or sometimes, there will be people that will just 

say, "Hey, look. I want to pray for you and just hope all is well." 

4.3.2.3   Characteristics of peer groups 

 Another subtheme to emerge under the theme of peer network relationships was 

descriptive of participants’ peer groups. Within this subtheme lies information about the makeup 

of peer groups and how those groups were formed. Close peer circles seemed to organically 

emerge. These groups were made up of five to ten individuals in virtually all cases where 

respondents reflected on their close circles. Participants met their friends in many ways. Carter 

met his closest friend at the gym and Cade became very close with a woman who was in many of 

his classes. Cameron explained that many of his friendships were made within his dorm: 

I would say the relationships started out on campus, but they grew in the dorms. I think 

that was kind of the place where you could have the conversations in your room with 

your friends. You could laugh and joke. You could have deep conversations. I think that 

was the place where my relationship with those guys grew in freshman year and to kind 

of continue to grow throughout the years. 
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Jamal met most of his friends in his music classes and at church. Neal also said many of his 

friends came from his church. Friendships were also often forged with classmates, through 

interactions in class, studying together outside of class, and even getting together to socialize.  

Similar to their descriptions of study groups, participants often described their circle of 

friends as small. Darrell described himself as an introvert, explaining that his group of close 

friends only included four people. Jace’s group was a bit bigger, at “about 10 people,” while 

Jalen said his peer groups was comprised of “five guys who I really connected with.” Marshall 

similarly shared, “I've always been a close-knit kind of-- I don't believe everyone you meet is a 

friend, and so I did have a close circle but I kept my circle very intentional.” 

Eight participants described the racial and gender diversity of their peer groups. When 

asked about the demographic composition of his peer groups, Ahmad said, “It was diverse. It 

was mixed. Males. Females. And both Black and White.” Cameron said his friend group was 

diverse in terms of regional cultures: “We all had kind of a mixture of cultures that we kind of 

shared with one another. And I think that helped us grow as brothers.” Jace’s peer group was 

also diverse: “Majority of us were IT majors, and we are from different backgrounds, both 

gender, male and female.” Marshall said his peer group consisted of “four Blacks and two 

Whites.” 

Despite the diversity described by many participants, there definitely seemed to be a 

preference for racially similar peer groups. When participants interacted with others who shared 

their racial background, they felt a sort of kinship and comfort, a feeling they could connect and 

understand one another more deeply because of their shared race. Ahmad said his peer group was 

all African American, both male and female. Vaughn described his peer group as “predominantly 
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African American.” Wynton said it was natural to gravitate “to people that look like you.” 

According to Bryce, all of his friends were “very, very independent Black women.” 

4.3.2.4   Connecting outside of school 

 The final subtheme to emerge for the second main theme was focused on the ways 

participants connected and socialized, outside of school and academics. While participants were 

able to push and support one another in their study groups, the true encouragement, support, and 

motivation seemed to come from deep bonds that were fostered both in and out of school. In 

order to grow these relationships, it was essential for participants to connect with friends in 

forums outside of academics. Some participants connected and fostered these friendships at work 

or at home, when their friends were their roommates. As Neal shared, “Our freshman dorm 

which was all-male, and we were able to forge a bond from that.” Perry similarly shared of his 

best friend, “I met him freshman, straight first day then a freshman. He was my roommate.” 

Three of Jalen’s closest friends were roommates. Mason also said one of his closest friends had 

been his roommate, whose family “kind of took me in. Made me feel comfortable.” 

 Participants described many ways they socialized outside of school, which helped them 

build strong, supportive relationships. They described doing almost everything together outside 

of class. For example, Ahmad explained, 

We went to all like parties together. We went to campus admits together, we did 

everything to-- like dogs after dark like that's like the thing that the school put on, and 

had like the theme every Friday… basically, like we just always hung out outside class 

always go to the diner hall together.  

Jace would meet up with his friends to eat together or watch movies. When asked about the 

things he did with his friends, Jalen replied: 
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Things like going to jump line basketball, when the school would have parties and events, 

we would go, yeah. Really sports, walking around campus, chilling in each other’s 

rooms, and those types of things. 

Outside of school, Marshall and his friends would eat and work out together. Exercise, eating, 

going to movies together, hanging out in one another’s rooms, and talking were common ways 

participants socialized with friends. Nasir explained, “I think even though we had fun and were 

social and did everything socially together, kind of had all of the life experience together.” 

Wynton said he and his friends “did basically everything together.” 

4.3.3   School Environment 

 The final theme to emerge was not in direct alignment with either of the qualitative 

research questions, but it certainly related to the experience of Black men in college, and how 

those experiences may influence their academic success. The third theme centered on school 

environment. Outside of faculty and peer relationships, the overall environment and culture of 

participants’ schools seemed to have a profound influence on their attitudes and experiences with 

school. The school environment was generally described in two different ways: as either close 

and warm, or unfriendly and cold. These two different types of environments are described as 

subthemes, as follows.  

4.3.3.1   Close and warm school environment 

 Some participants described their school environment as close and warm—that is, 

friendly environments where they felt a strong sense of belonging. These environments were 

often described with words like “family” and “familiar.” For example, Anderson described his 

school as “a small-town feel, family atmosphere.” Neal said his school felt “like a home,” and 

Carter said the environment was “close-knit.” Speaking of the welcoming environment at his 
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school, Anderson explained, “I mean, the whole way that the environment kind of wrapped his 

arms around you.” Carter described the close community feel of his school and said he probably 

would not have been as successful in a larger school. Nasir also chose a small school because of 

the closer, warmer environment it offered. Similarly, Derrick chose his school because it was 

small and intimate:  

When I went up there it was right up my alley. I wanted to go to a smaller institution. So, 

when I went there-because I felt like you would get more of a close relationship with 

your advisors and teachers in a smaller setting. 

Generally speaking, when participants described their schools as warm, tight-knit, and 

welcoming, they were also describing HBCUs. 

4.3.3.2   Unfriendly and cold school environment 

 Although most of the participants had strong faculty and peer relationships that seemed to 

be instrumental in their success, the environments of their schools were not always described as 

warm. Six participants explained that they felt like outsiders at their schools, and that experience 

of being an outsider was often linked to race. For example, although the interviews probed the 

participants about their undergraduate experiences, Hassan shared a point about his struggle to 

feel included in his graduate program at the same university, as a Black person in a 

predominantly White space. Hassan explained, “What I was able to distill from that is that being 

a black person in a graduate program in aerospace engineering is already a rare enough 

experience that you being in those places, your existence, per se, is resistance.” Kareem echoed 

this sentiment: “When I started off in college, I was a biology major. And of course, in my class, 

it was predominantly White…really, I was the only African American male in the [majority] of 

the places.” As a homosexual Black man, Darrell also felt like an outsider. Even though he 
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attended a HBCU, he described the environment as “hyper masculine,” which did not align with 

how he felt about himself. Darrell said,  

I didn't feel like I fit in. It was really difficult for me to, kind of, forge relationships with 

people because of that. Whether it was my own internal lies, like anxiety about it, or 

people just not wanting to be around with me. And that's a really relationship-driven 

school. So, you're supposed to be really proud to go there, and you're supposed to act 

these specific ways. You're supposed to build all these networks and all that to come out 

of it. And I didn't have that. And that didn't come just from the student body. That came 

from faculty. That came from administration, and that came from all of those things. So, 

it was really, really hard for me to, kind of, find my place. 

 Often, the sentiment of feeling like an outsider was expressed when participants were 

describing attending PWIs. As Wynton explained: 

Me going to PWI and trying to navigate through, and just being around people that I 

wasn't used to, it was uncomfortable and first and very unsettling. And it was something I 

had to kind of-- that was an obstacle I kind of had to overcome. A lot of my peers wasn't 

African American. There wasn't many that looked like me. 

Kareem said only “two out of hundreds of professors” at his school were African American. 

Mason felt stereotyped in his school environment, sharing: 

Most of the kids, they came from well-off White families … So they kind of had Black 

folks pegged in this hole, where it's you're either a rapper or you come from... it was just 

trying to- getting past stereotypes and actually seeing me for who I am. 

Wynton described his experience of attending a PWI as “silent racism.” 
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4.3.4   Noteworthy Experiences of the Participants who did not Graduate 

 This study included five Black men who decided to leave the bachelor’s degree programs 

they started without finishing. Each of these five men described having had key supportive 

relationships with at least one faculty member, and with a small circle of student peers, while 

enrolled in school for the degree program that they initially attempted. Although four of these 

five ultimately did not persist to complete their degrees, due to a variety of factors, all indicated 

that their relationships with supportive faculty members and peers were still important for their 

well-being and for navigating life more broadly while they were in their initial programs. The 

reasons they ultimately decided not to continue the programs they started were broad, and 

included participants’ reflections on everything from immaturity to financial obstacles to dealing 

with significant life events involving immediate family members. 

 Three of these five participants were in programs at HBCUs; for comparison, there were 

7 HBCU enrollees among the 20 study participants who completed their degrees. All five 

referenced having experienced uncertainty, lack of clarity, and a general lack of guidance around 

their respective chosen majors at their schools. Three noted negative, or at the very least, 

detached or inadequate experiences with their respective academic advisors; in one of these 

cases, this was with at least one faculty-administrator level academic advisor. When probed 

about whether and how he sought assistance from an academic advisor to discuss his concerns 

about majoring in business, Jalen recalled his limited interaction with his assigned staff advisor 

as being less than helpful: 

 Yes, I did. But it was only through emails. I maybe seen her two or three times, but it's  

mostly through email because she's just overwhelmed. It's a lot of people she talked to, so 

I understand. 
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Mason tried to change his major to math, which he said he excelled at and was interested in. 

However, he said that he was actively discouraged from doing so by his White female academic 

advisor, and by the older White male dean, who he believed was brought into the meeting by the 

advisor to help discourage him from changing majors. 

 Vaughn felt strongly that he would have benefited from an intrusive academic advising 

approach as a student. He felt that intrusive advising would have likely made a difference in 

terms of his decision to persevere and persist to completing his degree. Instead, his 

misconceptions about his chosen major, health and physical education, played a significant role 

in his decision to not finish school. He recalled that conversations with his faculty advisors were 

very matter of fact and practical, and mainly involved the logistical steps he needed to take to 

obtain certification for entering into education. He learned to say all the “right” things so that he 

appeared to be progressing well enough; however, he said that he was never encouraged to assess 

his options or even what he wanted to do with the degree: “There wasn’t really any deep 

reflection.” Vaughn expressed what he wished had happened when his grades began to fall: 

 Somebody should have said, "Hey, it doesn't matter that you've pledged [your fraternity].  

It doesn't matter that your grades were good enough to do this. You're not a 3.0, definitely  

not 2.9, 2.8. So even though you're passing and it's decent, we know that you're capable  

of more than this," and I think that just would have been the extra little – because I'm  

definitely a creature of habit so knowing that somebody had that expectation for me, I  

think would have definitely spoke volumes because it's like I found my own loophole,  

and just too young and immature to realize the only person you're tripping up is yourself,  

so yeah… 
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Four of the five men who did not finish the programs they started cited financial strain as 

a key issue that contributed to them leaving school. Dwight noted that upon going on academic 

probation, he was unable to raise his GPA to the necessary level within the allotted timeframe 

required for maintaining financial aid. Darrell explained that after spending four years at his first 

school, his academic scholarship ended; however, he needed another year in school to finish his 

degree. His family could not afford to pay out of pocket for him to attend school for another 

year, and they were also preparing to send his younger brother to college to begin his freshman 

year. 

In addition to the negative experience he had with his academic advisor and dean, Mason 

shared that he ultimately left school because he was about to become a father at the time. His son 

was going to be born at the end of his third year. So, he explained that for most of that academic 

year leading up to the child coming, he stopped going to class, citing that he was more worried 

about finding work and making money to support the child. He wanted to be a good father, 

noting that his own father was not around when he was a child. In addition, Mason was one of 

two, out of the five men who did not finish college, who mentioned experiencing significant 

family issues, specifically involving their mothers, during school. Mason said his mother became 

seriously ill and Dwight had his mother to pass away. 

Two of the questions and response options presented to all respondents as part of the 

brief initial survey inquired about their tendencies around help-seeking behavior while in 

college. Those two questions were as follows: 

• What was your attitude towards asking your professors for help when you needed it?  
__ I was very reluctant to approach my teachers/professors for help. 
__ I was somewhat comfortable with asking professors for help. 
__ I never hesitated or had any problem with approaching my teachers/professors for    
     help. 
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• What was your attitude towards asking your student peers for help when you needed it?  

__ I was very reluctant to approach my peers for help. 
__ I was somewhat comfortable with asking my peers for help. 
__ I never hesitated to ask my peers for help. 

 
Strikingly, none of these five indicated they asked professors or peers for help without hesitation. 

All five selected the responses that they were only “somewhat comfortable” (3 of the 5 

respondents: Jalen, Vaughn, and Dwight), or were “very reluctant” (2 of the 5 respondents: 

Darrell and Mason) to ask faculty or peers for help when they needed it. 

4.4   Summary 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the experiences of high-

achieving African American male college students at large, public research universities, 

including their relationships with and support provided by others. Specifically, I explored the 

forms of social capital that positively influenced persistence for African American men in 

college.  I gathered data via semistructured interviews with 25 participants. Thematic analysis of 

interview transcripts revealed three themes and 11 subthemes.  

Participants described many ways that informal mentoring relationships with faculty 

members benefitted them while in school. They described these relationships as caring and 

supportive, and as bonds that developed organically out of faculty members’ genuine desire to 

help students. Faculty mentoring relationships were characterized as motivational, as participants 

described ways their mentors inspired, pushed, and held them accountable for their own success. 

Participants often felt their faculty mentors went the extra mile to help them, extending their 

assistance beyond their professional requirements. While participants often noted the race of 

their mentors as White, there was an understandable preference for Black mentors, based on 

similarities in background experiences. Finally, participants described the ways they took 
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initiative to develop mentoring relationships, as well as they steps they implemented to get the 

most out of those relationships. 

Participants also described the meaningful ways supportive relationships with their peers 

helped them during their academic journeys. The most common form of academic support from 

peers seemed to come from participation in study groups. Participants also described invaluable 

emotional and social support they received from their peers, and how those bonds created a sense 

of motivation and accountability. Peer groups were often characterized as small and relatively 

homogenous, and relationships with peers were formed in a variety of ways. Often, peer 

relationships were fostered by connecting outside of school settings, through social activities. 

Many participants noted that they maintained close friendships with their peers from college in 

the years since being out of school. 

This chapter provided a comprehensive explanation of analysis of qualitative data, as 

well as the results that emerged. The concluding chapter will include a discussion of these 

findings, their implications, and opportunities for future investigation. In addition, the final 

discussion will synthesize findings from the qualitative and quantitative analyses to highlight the 

key points and will close with concluding assessments. 
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5   QUANTITATIVE RESULTS 

Sociological scholars who are principally interested in issues of race, gender, and class 

tend to focus on college access rather than college retention (Strayhorn 2008a). College access 

must not be the sole criteria for evaluating educational equality; rather, persistence and retention 

must be assessed as well (Strayhorn 2016; Donovan 1984). In addition, most college retention 

studies do not devote attention to low-income minority groups, such as low-income Black men 

(Strayhorn 2008a). Improving college completion rates for African American males, including 

those from low-income families, is also a form of social justice (Kahlenberg 2004; Strayhorn 

2008a). The current project contributed to the sociology of education literature by investigating 

major influences on college persistence among Black men at varying income levels. Findings 

have implications for educators, policymakers, and other stakeholders working towards 

eliminating inequality in postsecondary education attainment outcomes. 

The quantitative portion of this project was guided by the following two questions:  

1. The impact of social capital on persistence for Black men: To what extent is social 
capital (informal faculty mentoring, and peer network support operationalized as 
extracurricular activities and participation in study groups) associated with bachelor’s 
degree attainment in a sample of African American male U.S. citizen undergraduates 
within six years of matriculation, controlling for student pre-entry attribute and other 
covariates? 

 
2. The impact of pre-entry social factors on social capital: To what extent are social 

class (as measured by family income), educational aspirations, institution type (as 
measured by PWI or HBCU enrollment), and parents’ educational attainment 
associated with social capital (informal faculty mentoring, and peer network support 
operationalized as extracurricular activities, and participation in study groups) in a 
sample of African American male U.S. citizen undergraduate college graduates, 
controlling for student pre-entry attribute covariates? 

 

This chapter provides results of the quantitative analysis performed in the current project. 

Using archival data, analyses were conducted to better understand the interactions between social 
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class, social capital variables, and bachelor’s degree attainment. The chapter begins with a 

discussion of the data collection process. Results are presented in alignment with the two 

quantitative research questions. Important limitations to the data are addressed. The chapter 

closes with a brief summary. 

5.1   Data Collection 

The BPS:04/09 study focused on students who pursued bachelor’s degrees at the same 

institution where they started their postsecondary educational career. Complete data were 

obtained for two years (2004 and 2006). The filters that I then applied to derive the sample for 

my population being examined in this study were as follows: respondents who identified as 

Black or African American, identified as male, and identified as U.S. citizens. 

5.2   Results 

5.2.1   Research Question 1 

The first research question examined the relationship between social capital variables 

(informal faculty mentoring, and peer network support operationalized as participation in 

extracurricular activities and participation in study groups) and bachelor’s degree attainment. A 

number of pre-entry covariates were controlled, including parents’ educational attainment, and 

college entrance exam scores. High school GPA was originally of interest as a pre-entry 

attribute; however, this variable was unavailable to run due to non-response for this item in the 

BPS survey. Two variables were used to examine faculty informal mentoring, including faculty 

informal meetings and faculty talk outside of class. The variables for peer network support 

included: extracurricular activities, categorized as fine arts activities, school clubs, and school 

sports. The variable for study groups was participation in study groups.  
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5.2.1.1   Faculty Informal Mentoring and Bachelor’s Degree Attainment 

No statistically significant relationships were identified between faculty informal 

mentoring and bachelor’s degree attainment for research question one. Housing and college 

entrance exam scores were statistically significant predictors in all the regression models below 

for research question two. The findings are only interpreted for the current model because the 

statistical significance and directionality are similar for the subsequent models.  

Model 1 – 2004 data.  For the 2004 data, housing (On campus; OR = 4.637, p < .01) was 

a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students in on-campus housing had 4.637 

times the odds of bachelor’s degree attainment in comparison to off-campus students. College 

entrance exam scores (OR = 1.003, p < .01) was a statistically significant predictor, indicating 

that with every one-unit increase in college entrance exam scores, the odds of bachelor’s degree 

attainment increased by 1.003 times.     

Model 2 – 2006 data.  For the 2006 data, housing (On campus; OR = 4.402, p < .01) was 

a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students in on-campus housing had 4.402 

times the odds of bachelor’s degree attainment in comparison to off-campus students. College 

entrance exam scores (OR = 1.003, p < .01) was a statistically significant predictor, indicating 

that with every one-unit increase in college entrance exam scores, the odds of bachelor’s degree 

attainment increased by 1.003 times.  Table 5.1 presents the results of the regression models. 
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Table 5.1 Faculty Informal Mentoring Predicting Bachelor’s Degree Attainment 
 

  Model 1 Model 2  

  
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2004) 
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2006) 
 

Variables B   Exp (B) B   Exp (B)  

         
Intercept -.774   -2.450    

         
Faculty informal meeting (2004) a        

 Somewhat/a lot of engagement .031  1.031     

         
Faculty informal meeting (2006) a        

 Somewhat/a lot of engagement    .265  1.303  

         
Income (03-04) b        

 Mid-low -.350  .705 -.155  .856  

 Moderate -.466  .628 -.367  .693  

 Mid-high .355  1.427 .477  1.611  

 High .701  2.017 .803  2.232  

         
Degree goal first year (03-04) c        

 Bachelor's degree .801  2.228 .815  2.258  

         
HBCU (03-04) d        

 Yes -.495  .609 -.502  .606  

         
Age first year enrolled -.251  .778 -.163  .850  

         
Housing (03-04) e        

 On campus 1.534 ** 4.637 1.482 ** 4.402  

         
College entrance exam scores (ACT or SAT) .003 ** 1.003 .003 ** 1.003  

         
Parent's highest level of education f        

 Bachelor's degree or higher .246  1.279 .206  1.228  

         
Pseudo R2 .215   .201    
Cox and Snell R2 .224   .221    
Log-likelihood -41410.24   -39312.02    
        

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to no engagement, b compared to the lowest income group 
($100 to $25K), c compared to no degree first-year goal, d compared to not an HBCU student, e compared to off-
campus students, f compared to parents with no college degree. 
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5.2.1.2   Talking with Faculty Outside of Class and Bachelor’s Degree 

Attainment 

No statistically significant relationships existed between talking with faculty outside of 

class and bachelor’s degree attainment for the 2004 and 2006 data. Table 5.2 presents the results 

of the regression models. 

Table 5.2 Talking with Faculty Outside of Class Predicting Bachelor’s Degree 

Attainment 

  Model 1  Model 2 

  
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2004)  
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2006) 
Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B) 

         
Intercept -.734    -1.877   
          
Talk outside of class (2004) a        
 Somewhat/a lot of engagement .754  .814     
          
Talk outside of class (2006) a        
 Somewhat/a lot of engagement     .222  .081 

          
Income (03-04) b        

 Mid-low -.340  .712  -.157  .855 

 Moderate -.468  .626  -.386  .680 

 Mid-high .357  1.429  .477  1.611 

 High .661  1.937  .739  2.094 
          

Degree goal first year (03-04) c        
 Bachelor's degree .824  2.278  .822  2.274 

          
         

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to no engagement, b compared to the lowest income 
group ($100 to $25K), c compared to no degree first-year goal, d compared to not an HBCU student, e compared to 
off-campus students, f compared to parents with no college degree. 
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Table 5.2 Talking with Faculty Outside of Class Predicting Bachelor’s Degree 

Attainment (cont.) 

 Model 1  Model 2 

 
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2004)  Bachelor's Degree Attainment 
(2006) 

Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B) 

          
HBCU (03-04) d        

 Yes -.506  .603  -.571  .565 
          

Age first year enrolled -.244  .783  -.190  .827 
          

Housing (03-04) e        
 On campus 1.601 ** 4.960  1.499 ** 4.478 
          

College entrance exam scores (ACT 
or SAT) .003 ** 1.003  .003 ** 1.003 

         
Parent's highest level of education f        

 Bachelor's degree or higher .245  1.278  .217  1.242 

          
Pseudo R2 .216    .200   
Cox and Snell R2 .225    .220   
Log-likelihood -47375.84    -39373.65   
        
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to no engagement, b compared to the lowest income 
group ($100 to $25K), c compared to no degree first-year goal, d compared to not an HBCU student, e compared to 
off-campus students, f compared to parents with no college degree. 
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5.2.1.3   Participation in fine arts activities and bachelor’s degree 

attainment 

 No statistically significant relationships existed between participation in fine arts 

activities and bachelor’s degree attainment for the 2004 and 2006 data. Table 5.3presents the 

results of the regression models. 

Table 5.3 Participation in Fine Arts Activities Predicting Bachelor’s Degree Attainment 
 

  Model 1 Model 2  

  
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2004) 
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2006) 
 

Variables B   Exp (B) B   Exp (B)  
         

Intercept -.884   -2.052    
        

Fine arts activities (2004) a        
 Somewhat/a lot of engagement -.099  .906     
         
Fine arts activities (2006) a        
 Somewhat/a lot of engagement    .310  1.363  

         
Income (03-04) b        

 Mid-low -.356  .700 -.142  .868  
 Moderate -.477  .621 -.440  .644  
 Mid-high .364  1.439 .512  1.669  
 High .677  1.969 .718  2.050  
         

Degree goal first year (03-04) c        
 Bachelor's degree .813  2.254 .769  2.158  
         

HBCU (03-04) d        
 Yes -.486  .615 -.563  .569  
         

Age first year enrolled -.244  .784 -.175  .839  
         

Housing (03-04) e        
 On campus 1.558 ** 4.750 1.491 ** 4.443  
         

College entrance exam scores (ACT or SAT) .003 ** 1.003 .003 ** 1.003  
         

Parent's highest level of education f        
 Bachelor's degree or higher .254  1.289 .223  1.250  
          

Pseudo R2 .216   .202    
Cox and Snell R2 .224   .222    
Log-likelihood -49397.10   -39268.20    
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to no engagement, b compared to the lowest income 
group ($100 to $25K), c compared to no degree first-year goal, d compared to not an HBCU student, e compared to 
off-campus students, f compared to parents with no college degree. 
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5.2.1.4   Participation in school clubs and bachelor’s degree attainment 

The only social capital variable that was significantly associated with bachelor’s degree 

completion was participation in school clubs. Table 5.4 presents the regression model results. 

Table 5.4 Participation in School Clubs Predicting Bachelor’s Degree Attainment 
 

  Model 1 Model 2  

  
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2004) 
Bachelor's Degree 
Attainment (2006) 

 

Variables B   Exp (B) B   Exp (B)  

         
Intercept -.924   -1.153    
         
School Clubs (2004) a        
 Somewhat/a lot of engagement 1.003 ** 2.726     
         
School Clubs (2006) a        
 Somewhat/a lot of engagement    1.104 * 3.016  

         
Income (03-04) b        

 Mid-low -.354  .702 -.099  .905  
 Moderate -.487  .614 -.398  .671  
 Mid-high .466  1.594 .594  1.812  
 High .832  2.298 .700  2.015  
         

Degree goal first year (03-04) c        
 Bachelor's degree .650  1.916 .891  2.439  
         

HBCU (03-04) d        
 Yes -.407  .666 -.349  .706  
         

Age first year enrolled -.407  .791 -.215  .806  
         

Housing (03-04) e        
 On campus 1.323 ** 3.754 1.213 * 3.365  
         

College entrance exam scores (ACT/SAT) .003 ** 1.003 1.213 * 1.003  
         

Parent's highest level of education f        
 Bachelor's degree or higher .223  1.250 .098  1.103  
         

Pseudo R2 .243   .233    
Cox and Snell R2 .249   .251    
Log-likelihood -39980.94   -37754.59    
        
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups compared to: a no engagement, b the lowest income group ($100 to 
$25K), no degree first-year goal, d not an HBCU student, e off-campus students, f parents with no college degree. 
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Model 1 – 2004 data.  For the 2004 data, school clubs (somewhat/a lot of engagement; 

OR = 2.726, p < .01) was a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students with 

somewhat/a lot of engagement in school clubs had 2.726 times the odds of bachelor’s degree 

attainment in comparison to students not engaged in school clubs.  

Model 2 – 2006 data.  For the 2006 data, school clubs (somewhat/a lot of engagement; 

OR = 3.016, p < .05) was a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students with 

somewhat/a lot of engagement in school clubs had 3.016 times the odds of bachelor’s degree 

attainment in comparison to students not engaged in school clubs.  

5.2.1.5  Participation in school sports and bachelor’s degree attainment 

No statistically significant relationships existed between participation in school sports 

and bachelor’s degree attainment for the 2004 and 2006 data. Table 5.5 presents the results of the 

regression models. 

Table 5.5 Participation in School Sports Predicting Bachelor’s Degree Attainment 
 

  Model 1  Model 2 

  
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2004)  
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2006) 
Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B) 

          
Intercept -.848    -1.667   
          
School Sports (2004) a        
 Somewhat/a lot of engagement .359  1.432     
          
School Sports (2006) a        
 Somewhat/a lot of engagement     .223  1.250 

          
         

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to no engagement, b compared to the lowest income 
group ($100 to $25K), c compared to no degree first-year goal, d compared to not an HBCU student, e compared to 
off-campus students, f compared to parents with no college degree. 
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Table 5.5 Participation in School Sports Predicting Bachelor’s Degree Attainment (cont.) 

  Model 1  Model 2 

  
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2004)  
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2006) 
Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B) 
        
Income (03-04) b        

 Mid-low -.377  .686  -.157  .855 

 Moderate -.478  .620  -.416  .660 

 Mid-high .274  1.315  .413  1.511 

 High .698  2.010  .703  2.019 

          
Degree goal first year (03-04) c        

 Bachelor's degree .810  2.247  .791  2.206 
          

HBCU (03-04) d        
 Yes -.402  .669  -.554  .575 

          
Age first year enrolled -.251  .778  -.194  .823 

          
Housing (03-04) e        

 On campus 1.406 ** 4.079  1.442 ** 4.228 

          
College entrance exam scores (ACT 
or SAT) .003 ** 1.003  .003 ** 1.003 

          
Parent's highest level of education f        

 Bachelor's degree or higher .244  1.277  .227  1.254 

          
Pseudo R2 .219    .201   
Cox and Snell R2 .227    .220   
Log-likelihood -41234.96    -39343.42   
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to no engagement, b compared to the lowest income 
group ($100 to $25K), c compared to no degree first-year goal, d compared to not an HBCU student, e compared to 
off-campus students, f compared to parents with no college degree. 
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5.2.1.6   Participation in study groups and bachelor’s degree attainment 

 No statistically significant relationships existed between participation in study groups and 

bachelor’s degree attainment for the 2004 and 2006 data. Table 5.6 presents the results of the 

regression models. 

Table 5.6 Participation in Study Groups Predicting Bachelor’s Degree Attainment 
 

  Model 1  Model 2  

  
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2004)  
Bachelor's Degree Attainment 

(2006) 
 

Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B)  
          

Intercept -.783    -2.113    
          
Study Groups (2004) a         
 Somewhat/a lot of engagement .553  1.739      
          
Study Groups (2006) a         
 Somewhat/a lot of engagement     .460  1.585  

          
Income (03-04) b         

 Mid-low -.360  .698  -.194  .824  
 Moderate -.401  .670  -.382  .682  
 Mid-high .272  1.312  .453  1.573  
 High .762  2.144  .767  2.153  
          

Degree goal first year (03-04) c         
 Bachelor's degree .755  2.128  .850  2.339  
          

HBCU (03-04) d         
 Yes -.500  .606  -.626  .535  
          

Age first year enrolled -.263  .769  -.178  .837  
          

Housing (03-04) e         
 On campus -.263 ** 4.003  1.489 ** 4.431  
          

College entrance exam scores (ACT or SAT) .004 ** 1.004  .003 ** 1.003  
          

Parent's highest level of education f         
 Bachelor's degree or higher .196  1.217  .130  1.139  
          

Pseudo R2 .223    .205    
Cox and Snell R2 .231    .224    
Log-likelihood -40995.03    -39153.29    
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to no engagement, b compared to the lowest income 
group ($100 to $25K), c compared to no degree first-year goal, d compared to not an HBCU student, e compared to 
off-campus students, f compared to parents with no college degree.  
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5.2.2   Research Question 2 

The second research question allowed for an examination of how pre-entry and social 

factors (family income, educational aspirations, and institution type) were associated with three 

different forms of social capital (informal faculty mentoring, participation in extracurricular 

activities, and participation in study groups). A number of pre-entry covariates were controlled 

for, including parents’ educational attainment, and college entrance exam scores. Two dependent 

variables were used to examine faculty informal mentoring: faculty informal meetings and 

faculty talk outside of class. The dependent variables for extracurricular activities included fine 

arts activities and school clubs, and school sports. The dependent variable for study groups was 

participation in study groups. The independent variables were social class (measured by family 

income), educational aspirations, and institution type (measured as PWI or HBCU). The analysis 

was run using logistic regression.  

5.2.2.1   Faculty informal mentoring and social factors 

The first variable examined in relation to faculty mentoring was informal meetings with 

faculty outside of class.  

Model 1 – 2004 data.  For the 2004 data, housing (On campus; OR = 2.045, p < .01) was 

a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students in on-campus housing had 2.045 

times the odds of having informal meetings with faculty outside of class in comparison to off-

campus students.     

Model 2 – 2006 data.  For the 2006 data, family income (High; OR = 0.300, p < .05) 

was a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students from high income family 

backgrounds had 0.300 times the odds of having informal meetings with faculty outside of class 

in comparison to students in the lowest income group.  HBCU (Yes; OR = 0.423, p < .05) was 
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also a statistically significant predictor, indicating that HBCU students had 0.423 times the odds 

of having informal meetings with faculty outside of class in comparison to non-HBCU students. 

Table 5.7 presents the results of the regression models. 

Table 5.7 Regression Models Predicting Informal Meetings with Faculty 
  

  Model 1  Model 2  

  
Informal Meetings  

(2004)  
Informal Meetings  

(2006) 
 

Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B)  

           
Intercept -2.491    5.685    

           
Income (03-04) a         

 Mid-low -.163  .849  .099  1.104  

 Moderate .051  1.052  -.601  .548  

 Mid-high -.012  .988  -.638  .528  

 High -.465  .628  -1.202 * .300  

          

Degree goal first year (03-04) b        
 

 Bachelor's degree .800  2.226  -.689  .502  

          

HBCU (03-04) c        
 

 Yes -.041  .960  -.861 * .423  

          
Age first year enrolled .043  1.044  -.229  .796  

          

Housing (03-04) d        
 

 On campus .715 ** 2.045  .634  1.886  

          
College entrance exam scores (ACT or SAT) .001  1.001  -.001  .999  

           

Parent's highest level of education e        
 

 Bachelor's degree or higher -.121  .886  .306  1.358  

          
Pseudo R2 .054    .070    

Cox and Snell R2 .071    .093    

Log-likelihood -58305.78    -51134.41    
         

Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to the lowest income group ($100 to $25K), b compared 
to degree goal first year being less than a bachelor's, c compared to not an HBCU student, d compared to off-campus 
students, e compared to parents with no college degree. 
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5.2.2.2   Talking with faculty outside of class and social factors 

The second variable examined in relation to faculty mentoring was faculty talk outside of 

class.  

Model 1 – 2004 data.  For the 2004 data, housing (On campus; OR = 8.204, p < .01) was 

a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students in on-campus housing had 8.204 

times the odds of talking with faculty outside of class in comparison to off-campus students.     

Model 2 – 2006 data.  There were no statistically significant predictors identified in the 

2006 data. Table 5.8 presents the results of the regression models.  

Table 5.8 Regression Models Predicting Faculty Talk Outside of Class 
 
  Model 1  Model 2 

  Talk Outside of Class (2004)  Talk Outside of Class (2006) 
Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B) 

         
Intercept -.334    -9.196   
         

Income (03-04) a        
 Mid-low .795  2.214  .169  1.184 

 Moderate -.197  .821  -.734  .480 

 Mid-high .180  1.197  -.637  .529 

 High -.934  .393  -.388  .678 

         

Degree goal first year (03-04) b        
 Bachelor's degree .741  2.098  -.524  .592 

         

HBCU (03-04) c        
 Yes -.079  .924  .122  1.130 

         
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to the lowest income group ($100 to $25K), b compared 
to degree goal first year being less than a bachelor's, c compared to not an HBCU student, d compared to off-campus 
students, e compared to parents with no college degree. 
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Table 5.8 Regression Models Predicting Faculty Talk Outside of Class (cont.) 

  Model 1  Model 2 

  Talk Outside of Class (2004)  Talk Outside of Class (2006) 
Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B) 

         
Age first year enrolled .111  1.117  .507  1.660 

         

Housing (03-04) d        
 On campus 2.105 ** 8.204  .653  1.921 

         
College entrance exam scores (ACT or 
SAT) -.002  .998  .002  1.002 

         

Parent's highest level of education e        
 Bachelor's degree or higher -.211  .810  .180  1.198 

         
Pseudo R2 .170    .072   
Cox and Snell R2 .164    .066   
Log-likelihood -39235.06    -34889.72   
        
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to the lowest income group ($100 to $25K), b compared 
to degree goal first year being less than a bachelor's, c compared to not an HBCU student, d compared to off-campus 
students, e compared to parents with no college degree. 
 
 

5.2.2.3   Participation in fine arts activities and social factors 

 Next, social capital variables were examined in relation to the social factors. The first 

social capital variable was participation in fine arts activities.  

Model 1 – 2004 data.  For the 2004 data, housing (On campus; OR = 2.435, p < .05) was 

a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students in on-campus housing had 2.435 

times the odds of participating in fine arts activities in comparison to off-campus students.     

Model 2 – 2006 data.  There were no statistically significant predictors identified in the 

2006 data. Table 5.9 presents the results of the regression models. 
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Table 5.9 Regression Models Predicting Fine Arts Activities  
 

  Model 1  Model 2 

  Fine Arts Activities (2004)  Fine Arts Activities (2006) 
Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B) 

         
Intercept -6.306    -1.697   
         

Income (03-04) a        
 Mid-low .127  1.135  .053  1.055 

 Moderate .127  .627  .706  2.026 

 Mid-high .127  1.315  -.857  .424 

 High .127  .486  .558  1.747 

         

Degree goal first year (03-04) b        
 Bachelor's degree .009  1.009  .651  1.917 

         

HBCU (03-04) c        
 Yes .516  1.676  .277  1.319 

         
Age first year enrolled .248  1.281  -.015  .985 

         

Housing (03-04) d        
 On campus .890 * 2.435  .447  1.563 

         
College entrance exam scores (ACT or SAT) .001  1.001  .001  1.001 

         

Parent's highest level of education e        
 Bachelor's degree or higher .429  1.536  -.129  1.001 

         
Pseudo R2 .071    .065   
Cox and Snell R2 .092    .090   
Log-likelihood -56244.67    -51392.21   
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to the lowest income group ($100 to $25K), b compared 
to degree goal first year being less than a bachelor's, c compared to not an HBCU student, d compared to off-campus 
students, e compared to parents with no college degree. 
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5.2.2.4   Participation in school clubs and social factors 

 The second social capital variable examined was participation in school clubs. 

Model 1 – 2004 data.  For the 2004 data, housing (On campus; OR = 3.430, p < .01) was 

a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students in on-campus housing had 3.430 

times the odds of participating in school clubs in comparison to off-campus students.     

Model 2 – 2006 data.  For the 2006 data, housing (On campus; OR = 4.024, p < .01) was 

a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students in on-campus housing had 4.024 

times the odds of participating in school clubs in comparison to off-campus students. College 

entrance exam scores (OR = 1.003, p < .01) was a statistically significant predictor, indicating 

that with every one-unit increase in college entrance exam scores, the odds of participating in 

school clubs increased by 1.003 times. Table 5.10 presents the results of the regression models. 

Table 5.10 Regression Models Predicting School Clubs  
 

  Model 1  Model 2 

  School Clubs (2004)  School Clubs (2006) 
Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B) 

         
Intercept -.813    -8.009   
         

Income (03-04) a        
 Mid-low -.289  .749  -.352  .703 

 Moderate -.521  .594  -.472  .624 

 Mid-high -.580  .560  -.695  .499 

 High -.627  .534  .076  1.079 

         

Degree goal first year (03-04) b        
 Bachelor's degree .991  2.693  -.292  .747 

         
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to the lowest income group ($100 to $25K), b compared 
to degree goal first year being less than a bachelor's, c compared to not an HBCU student, d compared to off-campus 
students, e compared to parents with no college degree. 
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Table 5.10 Regression Models Predicting School Clubs (cont.) 

  Model 1  Model 2 

  School Clubs (2004)  School Clubs (2006) 
Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B) 

         

HBCU (03-04) c        
 Yes -.474  .623  -.446  .640 

         
Age first year enrolled -.149  .862  .267  1.306 

         

Housing (03-04) d        
 On campus 1.233 ** 3.430  1.392 ** 4.024 

         
College entrance exam scores (ACT or SAT) .002  1.002  .003 ** 1.003 

         

Parent's highest level of education e        
 Bachelor's degree or higher .149  1.161  .548  1.729 

         
Pseudo R2 .127    .146   
Cox and Snell R2 .143    .180   
Log-likelihood -47351.08    -45961.39   
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to the lowest income group ($100 to $25K), b compared 
to degree goal first year being less than a bachelor's, c compared to not an HBCU student, d compared to off-campus 
students, e compared to parents with no college degree. 
 
 

5.2.2.5   Participation in school sports and social factors 

 The last dependent variable examined for extracurricular activities was participation in 

school sports.  

Model 1 – 2004 data.  For the 2004 data, housing (On campus; OR = 5.729, p < .01) was 

a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students in on-campus housing had 5.729 

times the odds of participating in school sports in comparison to off-campus students.     

Model 2 – 2006 data.  For the 2006 data, housing (On campus; OR = 4.633, p < .01) was 

a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students in on-campus housing had 4.633 
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times the odds of participating in school sports in comparison to off-campus students. Table 5.11 

presents the results of the regression models. 

Table 5.11 Regression Models Predicting School Sports 
 

  Model 1  Model 2 

  School Sports (2004)  School Sports (2006) 

Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B) 

         
Intercept -2.815    -8.091   
         
Income (03-04) a        
 Mid-low .034  1.034  .043  1.044 

 Moderate -.185  .831  .056  1.058 

 Mid-high .749  2.116  .473  1.606 

 High -.146  .864  .439  1.550 

         
Degree goal first year (03-04) b        
 Bachelor's degree .072  1.074  .274  1.316 

         
HBCU (03-04) c        
 Yes -.983  .374  .067  1.069 

         
Age first year enrolled .073  1.076  .341  1.406 

         
Housing (03-04) d        
 On campus 1.745 ** 5.729  1.533 ** 4.633 

         
College entrance exam scores (ACT or 
SAT) .000  1.000  .000  1.000 

         
Parent's highest level of education e        
 Bachelor's degree or higher .140  1.150  .114  1.121 

         
Pseudo R2 .132    .111   
Cox and Snell R2 .157    .137   
Log-likelihood -50096.89    -46594.85   
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to the lowest income group ($100 to $25K), b compared 
to degree goal first year being less than a bachelor's, c compared to not an HBCU student, d compared to off-campus 
students, e compared to parents with no college degree. 
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5.2.2.6   Participation in study groups and social factors 

The final social capital variable examined was participation in study groups.  

Model 1 – 2004 data.  For the 2004 data, housing (On campus; OR = 3.599, p < .01) was 

a statistically significant predictor, indicating that students in on-campus housing had 3.599 

times the odds of participating in study groups in comparison to off-campus students.     

Model 2 – 2006 data.  For the 2006 data, parent’s highest level of education (Bachelor’s 

degree or higher; OR = 3.088, p < .01) was a statistically significant predictor, indicating that 

students with a parent who had a bachelor’s degree or higher had 3.088 times the odds of 

participating in study groups in comparison to students with parents with no college degree. 

Table 5.12 presents the results of the regression models. 

Table 5.12 Regression Models Predicting Study Groups 
 

  Model 1  Model 2  

  Study Groups (2004)  Study Groups (2006)  

Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B)  

          

Intercept -1.747    -2.242    

          

Income (03-04) a        
 

 Mid-low .084  1.088  .474  1.606  

 Moderate -.406  .666  -.522  .593  

 Mid-high .797  2.219  .193  1.213  

 High -.485  .616  -.329  .720  

          

Degree goal first year (03-04) b        
 

 Bachelor's degree .273  1.314  -.273  .761  

HBCU (03-04) c        
 

 Yes .302  1.352  .800  2.226  

          
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to the lowest income group ($100 to $25K), b compared 
to degree goal first year being less than a bachelor's, c compared to not an HBCU student, d compared to off-campus 
students, e compared to parents with no college degree. 
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Table 5.12 Regression Models Predicting Study Groups (cont.) 

  Model 1  Model 2  

  Study Groups (2004)  Study Groups (2006)  

Variables B   Exp (B)   B   Exp (B)  
          

Age first year enrolled .043  1.044  .352  1.089  

          

Housing (03-04) d        
 

 On campus 1.281 ** 3.599  .352  1.421  

          

College entrance exam scores (ACT or SAT) .000  1.000  .001  1.001  
          

Parent's highest level of education e        
 

 Bachelor's degree or higher .461  1.586  1.128 ** 3.088  
          

Pseudo R2 .099    .084    

Cox and Snell R2 .127    .100    

Log-likelihood -55482.34    -45892.25    
Note: * p < .05, ** p < .01.  Reference groups: a compared to the lowest income group ($100 to $25K), b compared 
to degree goal first year being less than a bachelor's, c compared to not an HBCU student, d compared to off-campus 
students, e compared to parents with no college degree. 
 
 
5.3   Summary 

Analysis revealed several statistically significant findings, which were mostly 

concentrated in the 2006 dataset (model 2). Analysis of model 2 indicated students from high-

income families were 0.300 times less likely to engage in informal faculty meetings outside of 

class than were students in the lowest income group. In addition, students who attended an 

HBCU were 0.423 less likely to engage in informal faculty meetings outside of class. Also in the 

second model, the college entrance exam scores variable (OR = 1.003, p < .01) was a significant 

predictor of participation in school clubs. Students with a parent who had a bachelor’s degree or 

higher were 3.088 times more likely to participate in study groups. For both models, college 

entrance exam scores and participation in school clubs significantly predicted bachelor's degree 

attainment.  
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6   CONCLUSION 

Improving college completion rates for African American males, including those from 

low-income families, is also a form of social justice (Kahlenberg 2004; Strayhorn 2008a). The 

purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of high-achieving African American 

male college students at large, public research universities, including their relationships and 

types of support provided by others. Specifically, this research explored the forms of social 

capital that positively influenced persistence for African American men in college. 

The qualitative portion of this investigation was guided by the essential question:  

Qualitative Research Question: What are the predominant contexts of informal faculty 

mentoring relationships and peer network supportive relationships for African American male 

undergraduates?  

The following sub-questions were used to organize the results: 

Sub-question 1: What are the predominant contexts of informal faculty mentoring 

relationships for African American male undergraduates? 

Sub-question 2: What are the predominant contexts of peer network supportive 

relationships for African American male undergraduates? 

The quantitative portion of this project was guided by the following two questions:  

Quantitative Research Question 1: To what extent are social class (as measured by family 

income), educational aspirations, institution type (as measured by PWI or HBCU enrollment), 

and parents’ educational attainment associated with social capital (informal faculty mentoring, 

extracurricular activities, and participation in study groups) in a sample of African American 

male U.S. citizen undergraduate college graduates, controlling for student pre-entry attribute 

covariates? 
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Quantitative Research Question 2: To what extent is social capital (informal faculty 

mentoring, and peer network support as operationalized by extracurricular activities and 

participation in study groups) associated with bachelor’s degree attainment in a sample of 

African American male undergraduates within six years of matriculation, controlling for student 

pre-entry attribute and other covariates? 

This final chapter provides a discussion of the findings discussed in the previous two 

chapters. First a summary of the qualitative and quantitative findings is presented. Next, a 

discussion and interpretation of the results is provided. Study implications and limitations are 

addressed, followed by recommendations for future research. The chapter closes with concluding 

assessments. 

6.1   Summary of Findings 

6.1.1   Qualitative Data 

The qualitative portion of the study used individual, semistructured interviews to 

understand the predominant contexts of informal faculty mentoring relationships and peer 

network supportive relationships among African American male undergraduates. A total of three 

themes and 11 subthemes emerged from the qualitative data. The main themes included Informal 

faculty mentoring relationships, Peer network supportive relationships, and School environment. 

Subthemes included Relationships developed from care and support; Mentor pushed, motivated, 

and held me accountable; Mentor went above and beyond to help me; Mentor’s race; I took 

initiative; Participation in study groups; Supportive and motivating peer groups; Characteristics 

of peer groups; Connecting outside of school; Close and warm school environment; and 

Unfriendly and cold school environment. 
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Participants described the various ways informal mentoring relationships with faculty 

members helped them excel in school. Relationships were described as caring and supportive. 

Participants also felt relationships with faculty members were motivational, as they described 

ways their mentors inspired, pushed, and held them accountable for their own success. 

Participants often felt their faculty mentors went out of their way to help students. While 

participants sometimes noted the race of their mentors as White, there was an understandable 

preference for Black mentors, based on similarities in background experiences. Many 

participants described the ways they took the initiative to develop mentoring relationships, and 

how they maximized the utility of those relationships. 

Participants also discussed meaningful and supportive relationships with their peers. 

Common forms of peer support were indicated from participation in study groups. Participants 

also described emotional and social support, as well as motivation and accountability they 

received from their peers. Peer groups were often characterized as small and relatively 

homogenous, and relationships were commonly fostered by connecting outside of school 

settings, through social activities. Many participants noted that they maintained close friendships 

with their peers from college in the years since being out of school. 

6.1.2   Quantitative Data 

Quantitative data for this study were obtained from the 2004/09 Beginning Postsecondary 

Students Longitudinal Study (BPS:04/09). The BPS is a nationally representative study 

conducted for the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), which is an entity of the U.S. 

Department of Education’s Institute for Education Sciences. The first quantitative research 

question allowed for an examination of how social factors (family income, educational 

aspirations, and institution type) were associated with three different forms of social capital 
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(informal faculty mentoring, participation in extracurricular activities, and participation in study 

groups). The second quantitative research question examined the relationship between social 

capital variables (informal faculty mentoring, participation in extracurricular activities, and 

participation in study groups) and bachelor’s degree attainment. Analysis revealed several 

statistically significant findings, which were mostly concentrated in the 2006 dataset (model 2).  

Analysis of model 2 indicated students from high-income families were 0.300 times less 

likely to engage in informal faculty meetings outside of class than were students in the lowest 

income group. In addition, students who attended an HBCU were 0.423 less likely to engage in 

informal faculty meetings outside of class. Also in the second model, college entrance exam 

scores (OR = 1.003, p < .01) was a significant predictor of participation in school clubs. Students 

with a parent who had a bachelor’s degree or higher were 3.088 times more likely to participate 

in study groups. For both models, college entrance exam scores and participation in school clubs 

significantly predicted bachelor's degree attainment. 

6.2   Discussion of Findings 

 Several key findings are worthy of discussion. First, quantitative analysis revealed high-

income students were less likely to engage in informal faculty mentoring relationships. In the 

first chapter, I noted the assertion that social capital in the form of informal faculty mentoring 

can have a compensatory effect on racially and culturally diverse and marginalized students. 

With that in mind, my expectation was that informal faculty mentoring provides a key form of 

social capital that this research would show to be impactful for African American men who 

successfully attained bachelor’s degrees. I expressed interest in exploring whether students from 

different family income levels might be differently inclined towards, and/or benefit differently 

from, this type of social capital. I expected that students who were more economically 
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disadvantaged would be more likely to seek or receive informal faculty mentoring, and that this 

social capital would therefore be a more important factor in their persistence behavior and 

ultimately their successful degree attainment. Therefore, this finding from the quantitative 

analysis that high-income students were less likely to engage in informal faculty mentoring 

relationships, appears to align with my expectations in that informal faculty mentoring is more 

important to the success of Black male students from lower-income family backgrounds than it is 

for Black male students from more affluent family backgrounds. 

 Black men from higher-income family backgrounds likely have better preparation for 

college and more available resources while enrolled, relative to those from lower-income family 

backgrounds. Students from higher-income households are also likely to have had better 

positioning for success in college due to having had parents who could impart knowledge from 

their own college experiences. Higher-income students may have broader social capital networks 

and more confidence about their abilities. As a result, they may not be as inclined as their lower-

income counterparts to seek out informal mentorship connections with faculty outside of class 

time. 

 Another particularly interesting finding pertained to the association between HBCU 

attendance and engagement in informal faculty mentoring relationships. I also noted in the first 

chapter that I expected to find that the effect of social capital on persistence and attainment for 

Black men in general would be more impactful at PWIs. If more faculty at HBCUs are Black, 

then there may be a much greater visibility and availability of racially similar faculty, such that 

Black male students generally feel more connected and more comfortable. Black men at HBCUs 

are more likely to feel integrated into the fabric of the institution, and less likely to feel 

disconnected or isolated. This may mean that at HBCUs, they feel more secure and less inclined 
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to reach out to faculty for further and more individual connection outside of class time, as 

opposed to being more likely to experience feelings of insecurity and feeling more inclined 

towards making those connections at PWIs. 

Another key finding was that students with higher college entrance exam scores were 

more likely to participate in school clubs, and those with at least one parent who earned a 

bachelor’s degree were more likely to participate in study groups. The relationship between 

higher college entrance exam scores and school club participation may relate to students’ 

academic preparedness. Students who score well on college entrance exams may have already 

experienced higher levels of academic success in lower levels of education, be less likely to need 

remedial classes, and be more likely to have obtained scholarships or grants to help pay for 

college, thereby reducing needs to work and increasing the amount of free time available to 

engage in school clubs. The relationship between participation in study groups and parents’ 

degree attainment could be related to the emphasis placed on study groups by parents who had 

successfully completed college. Having guidance from educated parents who understand the 

rigors of postsecondary education can be valuable for underrepresented student groups, 

especially when that guidance fosters the development of healthy academic behaviors, such as 

participation in study groups.  

Qualitative findings indicated informal faculty mentoring relationships were valuable in a 

number of ways. These relationships provided students with support, motivation, and 

accountability. Students felt their faculty mentors often went above and beyond to help them 

succeed. While most of the participants had White faculty mentors, they did express a preference 

for same-race mentors. This may help explain the quantitative result that revealed students who 

attended HBCUs were more likely to participate in informal faculty mentoring relationships. 
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Peer network relationships were described as supportive and motivating. Students described their 

groups as small and close-knit, often characterized by diversity. Often, peer relationships were 

fostered through activities outside of class, such as going to dinner and attending school events 

together. Students who attended HBCUs described their school environments as close, warm, 

and welcoming, while those who attended PWIs sometimes characterized their school culture as 

unfriendly and cold. It should be acknowledged that it might be difficult to assess whether 

students may have entered with certain perceptions about the campus environment, which their 

actual experiences on campus may have seemed to validate for them. The other possibility is that 

once students got to campus, they experienced things that then led them to perceive and conclude 

that their school environment was either warm and welcoming, or unfriendly and cold. 

6.3   Implications 

Several valuable practical implications emerged from the current study. Overall, findings 

revealed the value of supportive faculty and peer relationships for African American males in 

college. Qualitative analysis revealed several ways these relationships provided participants with 

support, guidance, encouragement, and motivation. Relationships with faculty members, 

specifically, were credited by many participants for helping them finish their degrees. The 

implications for these findings highlight the importance and value of supportive peer and faculty 

relationships among African American men attending colleges and universities around the 

country. Low enrollment and completion rates among this demographic have been attributed to 

low levels of support, especially emotional and social support. In addition, African American 

men often lack strong role models and relationships with peers that challenge and motivate them.  

For educational leaders and policymakers seeking to improve equity, reduce academic 

achievement gaps, and eliminate the long-term income disparities faced by African American 
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men, bachelor’s degree attainment is a valuable consideration. However, to ensure more African 

American men are successful in endeavors to obtain bachelor’s degrees, it is vital that they are 

provided with support throughout their educational journeys. While the importance of financial 

resources in bachelor’s degree attainment among underrepresented minority groups has been 

described by previous scholars, less emphasis has been placed on social and emotional support 

from faculty and peers. Leaders of colleges and universities, especially PWIs (which may be less 

inherently supportive of Black students), should consider ways to provide African American 

male students with higher levels of peer and faculty support. Leaders could consider developing 

more formal faculty mentoring programs, or recruit interested faculty members and provide them 

with professional development and training on how to foster supportive, informal mentoring 

relationships with students who are African American males. Informal school-based events and 

gatherings for students and faculty members could be sponsored to help nurture relationships 

outside of class.  

In terms of nurturing supportive peer relationships, school leaders may consider 

developing more school-based clubs or social events that encourage African American males to 

network and meet other students outside of class, so they have opportunities to meet new people 

and develop supportive friendships. It is important that African American male students have 

opportunities to enjoy life outside of class and find balance that provides them with time to 

socialize and network with their peers. Especially for African American males attending PWIs, 

the development of supportive peer relationships can be essential to degree completion. While it 

is, understandably, the business of colleges and universities to educate students, it is also 

essential that they help ensure all students, including those from underrepresented groups, have 

access to essential levels of support and guidance. 
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6.4   Limitations 

It is important to note a few limitations to the analysis of the quantitative data for this 

study. First, the public-use data for the BPS could only be processed using the PowerStats 

software from the NCES. During the analysis, a few limitations with this software were noted, 

including errors related to server communication problems. Software limitations also prevented 

the analysis of interactions, such as race and gender. Composite variables could not be created, 

and there was no way to run descriptive analyses in the software. Without a restricted-use data 

license, it was not possible to export the data and run it in another software suite. Thus, these 

limitations had to be accepted. It was also not possible to access concrete numbers in the data, 

only percentages. Frequencies for individual variables were unavailable as well. 

Limitations were also present for the qualitative portion of the study. First, data collection 

via interviews is reliant on open, forthcoming responses from participants. With assurances of 

confidentiality, it was hoped all participants would feel comfortable providing honest answers, 

but it was possible that respondents censored their answers to questions in ways that preserved 

their self-perceptions. There was no way to confirm any of the information provided by 

participants, which is often an unavoidable limitation of interviews. Finally, a small number of 

the qualitative participants did not complete their bachelor’s degree – there were technically four 

who never completed bachelor’s degrees (neither at the institution where they started, nor at any 

transfer institution). While they still provided valuable information for the purposes of this 

research, it must be noted that the entire qualitative sample did not obtain their degrees. 

6.5   Recommendations for Future Research 

Several opportunities for future research emerged from the current study. These research 

recommendations would expand the relevant body of research while addressing aforementioned 
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limitations to this investigation. To overcome the most pressing limitations with the quantitative 

dataset, future researchers could consider gathering primary quantitative data via a researcher-

developed online survey. This would allow for the generation of more focused data directly 

related to the perceived effects of supportive faculty and peer relationships on the academic 

success of African American males. In addition, this would help researchers overcome many of 

the limitations associated with existing quantitative datasets. 

Researchers could also examine the specific effects of school club involvement on the 

academic outcomes of African American males. Findings from the current study indicated 

participation in school clubs was significantly associated with bachelor’s degree attainment 

among African American males, but more research is needed to understand the mechanisms of 

this relationship. Investigation should be conducted to understand if involvement in certain types 

of clubs is associated with increased degree attainment, and how other characteristics of school 

club involvement (such as group size, meeting frequency, etc.) influence the relationship. Future 

researchers could also consider examining the mechanism behind the association between degree 

completion and having a parent who earned at least a bachelor’s degree. Research is needed to 

understand how parent’s educational attainment can positively influence the academic outcomes 

of African American males. For example, scholars could investigate if more educated parents 

provide more support and have higher expectations that contribute to higher rates of degree 

completion for their students.  

Research is also needed to better understand why family income and HBCU attendance 

was associated with lower odds of engagement in informal faculty meetings. Informal faculty 

mentoring may indeed be more important to the persistence decisions and ultimately the success 

of Black male students from lower-income family backgrounds than it is for Black male students 
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from more affluent family backgrounds. HBCU attendance may foster higher levels of social 

support, belonging, and student-faculty relationships for Black male students, thus contributing 

to higher degree completion. Given the well-established critical mass of Black students and 

faculty, they may generally feel more secure at HBCUs, and therefore less inclined to reach out 

to faculty for further and more individual connection outside of class time. This is in contrast to 

the possibility that, in general, they may be more likely to experience feelings of insecurity at 

PWIs, and therefore may be more inclined and feel more of a need to engage with faculty outside 

of class time in an effort to seek more guidance and support from professors or instructors, who 

are key institutional representatives. However, an understanding of the exact mechanisms of 

these relationships extended beyond the scope of the current study and create opportunities for 

future research. 

Additional research is also warranted to expand upon findings to emerge from the 

qualitative analysis performed in the current study. First, researchers could consider replicating 

this study with a more homogenous sample. Participants in the current study varied greatly, in 

terms of the time they spent in college, how long ago they attended school, and whether they 

completed their degrees. These variances likely contributed to significant differences in 

participants’ college experiences. Future researchers may consider limiting the study sample to 

students who were similar in terms of the types of schools they attended, when they attended, 

and other demographic characteristics such as age and socioeconomic status. It may also be of 

benefit to collect data through additional qualitative strategies, such as focus groups and online 

questionnaires. Having multiple forms of data would allow qualitative researchers to triangulate 

data to produce more trustworthy results. 
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6.5.1   Recommended Programming Model 

 The qualitative data yielded that Black men who persisted to graduation reported these 

kinds of behaviors having been displayed towards them by faculty as important to their 

successful college completion: showing a caring and supportive demeanor; being approachable 

and having an open-door policy; motivating and holding students accountable; and going out of 

their way to be helpful. A research university in the USG supports the engagement of URM 

students in their first year through an enrichment program that is coordinated by their central 

institutional diversity office. The program was created to increase retention and promote the 

success of URM students. In addition to a faculty mentorship component and a peer social 

connection component, the program includes academic enrichment and professional 

development workshops, and other networking opportunities. The institutional diversity office 

even provides administrative support in an effort to best maximize the best use of time for 

student and faculty participants, including the following: matching student mentees with 

renowned, highly accomplished professors who serve as mentors, providing communication 

templates for faculty to use, and offering scheduling assistance. This program provides the 

atmosphere and the mechanisms for formalized faculty mentorship arrangements and increased 

connection with faculty outside of class time. The program encourages and facilitates the 

aforementioned faculty behaviors that my qualitative interview data shows to be important to 

Black men having positive experiences and persisting to graduation. 

6.5.1.1   Faculty mentoring component 

Marshall, one of my interview participants, was automatically placed in this enrichment 

program as a URM student. Though the program’s scope targeted first-year students, Marshall 

and his faculty mentor developed a great relationship which they maintained throughout 
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Marshall’s time as an undergraduate and in professional school. Marshall successfully graduated 

from this institution in four years, went on to law school, and is now an attorney at a firm in 

southeast Georgia. He credits his relationship with this faculty mentor for much of his success. 

Given that the quantitative data for the BPS04/09 population revealed that Black men at 

HBCUs were more likely to engage in informal meetings with faculty outside of class time as 

compared to Black men at PWIs, it may be especially important for the PWIs to replicate or 

develop programs that are similar to the one described above that benefited Marshall. The 

quantitative data also revealed that Black men from higher-income family backgrounds were 

more likely to engage in informal meetings with faculty outside of class time. So, a program of 

this nature would also be especially key because it would automatically bring in Black men from 

all family income levels and backgrounds. 

It should be noted that in implementing programs like this one at other colleges and 

universities, the initiative should be launched, financially supported, and maintained at the 

central institutional level. Buy-in and funding commitment from executive leadership is 

important for emphasizing this programming as a priority for the campus community. Institute 

leadership and/or the central institutional diversity office should promote this programming and 

recruit faculty to participate. It must be made clear that faculty participation is completely 

voluntary. With this approach, faculty would volunteer freely and would hopefully not feel 

pressured to participate; in contrast, if the programming was being launched at the academic unit 

level, faculty might feel coerced to participate even if they are not so inclined. Regular meetings 

and professional development should be offered to the faculty mentors, to include emphasis on 

best practices and ways to display the supportive behaviors outlined above. Regular feedback 
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and assessment of the program by the faculty and student participants is also necessary, so as to 

positively enforce the things that work well, and to address things that may not work well. 

The central institutional backing would also hopefully alleviate some of the issues faced 

by faculty members at PWIs who racially identify with URM populations, in that in many cases 

those faculty members are disproportionately asked to shoulder the mentorship of URM students 

– either by their institutions or departments, and/or via being approached personally by students. 

If students are automatically assigned when they first enroll at the institution, those students will 

already be paired with willing, supportive faculty who are engaged in the program because they 

want to be. The student mentees will recognize that, and for them it is likely to make the program 

and the faculty interaction much more meaningful and important. 

6.5.1.2   Peer network support component 

 The qualitative data illuminated that close peer circles – on average around five people, 

and generally less than ten – seemed to organically emerge and many times develop into lifelong 

friendships. Participants reported that they met their college friends in many ways. There was 

diversity among the peer groups, including with regard to gender; however, there seemed to be 

unique bonds within peer groups made up of friends from racially similar backgrounds, given 

that there was an expressed feeling of connection and comfort. Peers connected and socialized 

quite a lot outside of school and academics. The quantitative data revealed that the only social 

capital variable significantly associated with bachelor’s degree completion was one of the peer 

network support variables for engagement in extracurricular activities, specifically participation 

in school clubs. Programming that emphasizes and positions Black men to participate in clubs 

would be important to help facilitate peer network support. Greater participation in school clubs 

should facilitate an easier pathway for Black men to make the broad array of peer connections 
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referenced above, and should bring about an increased likelihood of their persistence to 

graduation.  

The recommended model of the engagement program described above, that contributed 

to Marshall’s success, has a peer social connection component that addresses the facilitation of 

forming these diverse peer bonds. Also, the admissions test scores variable was a significant 

predictor of participation in school clubs, suggesting that better pre-college academic preparation 

is related to an increased likelihood of participation in clubs. As this program model would 

automatically bring in URM from all family income levels and backgrounds, it would be a strong 

vehicle to connect Black men with participation in clubs, and therefore should increase the 

likelihood of persistence. Another important element of this model is that it would also 

automatically include marketing to and recruitment of commuter students in addition to on-

campus residents. 

 The qualitative data also revealed that participation in study groups was the most 

common form of peer academic support, suggesting that using this kind of more formalized 

programming to facilitate the formation of, and engagement in, study groups, would be helpful 

for Black men. The quantitative data showed that Black men with a parent who had attained a 

bachelor’s degree or higher were more than three times more likely to participate in study 

groups, this programming would be especially key to capturing first-generation students and 

promoting the importance of study groups to them. The program administrators could pull the 

enrollment rosters for the incoming students, group students according to major, and offer to 

arrange study group sessions for them. Staff could make things easier and more appealing for 

students to convene for study group sessions by reserving designated room spaces on campus. 

Staff might also arrange for food/snacks and check in regularly with the students to monitor 
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whether they need supplies or other support. Administrators might hire either graduate students 

or more senior undergraduate students to provide tutoring and guidance to the study groups. 

Utilizing undergraduate students would reflect one of the proven high-impact strategies used by 

another research university in the state that has significantly improved its graduation rates for 

Black students in part by implementing a near-peer tutoring and mentoring program as part of 

their university-wide supplemental instruction resources. In addition to offering a faculty and 

peer mentoring program that targets URM, first-generation, and LGBT+ students, that university 

also requires all non-honors students to participate in freshman learning communities that group 

students based on common academic and career pathway interests. 

6.5.1.3   School environments 

 According to the qualitative data, participants largely described the school environments 

at HBCSs as familial, warm, welcoming, and tight-knit communities. When participants 

described the school atmospheres at PWIs, several indicated that the environments felt 

unfriendly and cold. Institutional leaders should administer surveys to URM students to ask what 

resources and services they would like to see – or see more of – that would help them to feel 

more included and engaged as part of the campus community. The survey should probe for 

specific things the students might like to see at the institutional level and in other contexts, such 

as in their major departments. 

 The second aforementioned research university also relies on a system created to utilize 

analytics to track the progress of undergraduate students and generate alerts to notify academic 

advisors know when certain risk factors have emerged, for example, a decline in grades or 

attendance. This system is used as part of an intrusive academic advising high-impact strategy 

that allows the institution to respond promptly and proactively to students who may be at risk of 
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dropping out. An element that emerged in my qualitative interview with Vaughn, who decided to 

leave school without finishing, was the lack of more direct, intrusive style advising. He believed 

his persistence decision might have been different had there been an “intrusive, in-your-face” 

advisor or mentor to recognize his steep academic decline from the outstanding performance he 

had achieved when he started school, and to intervene by approaching him more emphatically to 

get his attention and prompt him to reflect on his academic potential and how he needed to better 

prioritize. 

 Institutions that implement these kinds of assessment and intrusive advising measures 

may find that they make a difference in helping Black men to feel more included and more 

integrated into the fabric of the campus community. Intrusive academic advising may help 

students to feel more "cared about" and "invested in” and may be largely effective to help URM 

students in particular to stay on track academically. Experiencing high-touch, meaningful 

connections with institutional representatives, to include faculty, staff, and peers within the 

structure of the programming recommendations referenced above, would contribute to 

institutions helping Black men to feel valued, comfortable, and included. The interactions made 

possible through these programs may directly influence perceptions of a warmer and more 

welcoming school environment. As a result, Black men would also be able to observe tangible 

evidence of institutional investment in their success, which the qualitative data has illuminated as 

a necessary factor in their persistence decisions and successful graduation.  
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APPENDCES 

Appendix A 

 
Georgia State University 

Informed Consent 

 

Title: The Influence of Social Capital on College Persistence and Completion for African American Males 
 
Principal Investigator:  Dr. Tomeka Davis 
Student Principal Investigator: Jacquelyn Strickland 
 
Researcher’s Statement 
I am asking you to take part in a research study. Before you decide to participate in this study, it is important 
that you understand why the research is being done and how you would be involved. This page will provide 
you information about the study so that you can make a well-informed decision about whether or not you 
wish to participate. Please read the following information carefully. Please contact the researchers listed 
below if you find anything to be unclear, or if you need more information. When all of your questions have 
been answered, you can decide if you would like to be in the study or not. This process is called informed 
consent. 
 
Introduction and Key Information 
You are invited to participate in a research study. It is up to you to decide if you would like to take part in 
the study. The purpose of the study is to investigate the influence of supportive relationship ties on college 
persistence and completion for African American men. Your role in the study will likely be completed 
within a week or less. You will be asked to complete a brief survey, which will take 10 minutes or less. 
You will also be asked to engage in a virtual interview using Zoom, a web-based video conferencing tool. 
The interview can last anywhere from about 20 minutes to an hour, depending on the depth of your 
responses to the interview questions. There is a possibility that participation in this study may cause you 
emotional discomfort if your responses lead you to recall unpleasant experiences. If you feel discomfort at 
any time, we will stop the interview and you can choose to take a break or end the interview immediately. 
Overall, I hope to gain information about whether and how social capital – in the form of mentoring 
relationships with faculty and supportive relationships with peers – impacts the likelihood of college 
completion for Black male undergraduate students. Exploring these relationships will help inform efforts 
to understand and ensure more equitable graduation rates for all racial and gender groups. If you do not 
wish to take part in this study, you may elect at any time not to participate.  
 
Purpose 
The purpose of this research is to study the influence of supportive relationship ties on college persistence 
and completion for African American men. You are invited to participate in this research study because 
you identify as a Black male who attempted a bachelor’s degree program at a college or university in the 
state of Georgia. A total of up to 27 participants will be recruited for this study – 20 Black men who 
completed bachelor’s degrees, and 5-7 who began bachelor’s degree programs but did not complete them. 
 
Procedures 
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If you decide to participate, there will be two study-related activities. Study participation will likely 
span a week or less. You will complete a brief online survey, which will take 10 minutes or less. After 
I have assessed your survey responses, then you will engage in a virtual interview call using the Zoom 
web-based video conferencing tool. If you do not already have it, you will be asked to download the 
free basic Zoom app version to your smartphone or tablet, or to your computer via Windows or Mac 
application. You do not need to have or create a Zoom account to engage in the interview call. If you 
will be using a computer, you will not be required to have a webcam to participate; however, I would 
not be able to receive your video transmission. We would still be able to engage with audio only. The 
interview can last anywhere from about 20 minutes to an hour, depending on the depth of your responses 
to the interview questions. Your responses will be recorded using Zoom for the purposes of data 
collection. Your survey responses and interview recordings will be kept completely confidential and 
will be deleted at the conclusion of the study. 
 

• You complete a brief online survey (10 minutes or less). 
• After I have assessed your survey responses, I contact you to arrange a date and time to interview. 
• We meet virtually for the interview on Zoom. 
• We complete the recorded interview (20 minutes to one hour, depending on the depth of your 

responses). 
• I provide you with a transcript of your interview and ask that you check it for accuracy and to 

validate my interpretation of your responses (an hour or less). 
• Your time commitment might span a total of a few days, but is not estimated to take more than a 

week total. 

 
Future Research 
I will not use nor distribute your data for future research studies even with your identifiers being 
removed. 
 
Risks 
There is a possibility that participation in this study may cause you emotional discomfort if you 
recall experiences that were unpleasant or painful for you. I will try to prevent your discomfort by 
being observant and offering you the chance to take a break, and/or moving on to a different, lighter 
question. No injury is expected from this study, but if you believe you have been harmed, contact 
me or the Principal Investigator as soon as possible. Georgia State University and the research team 
have not set aside funds to compensate for any injury. 
 
Benefits 
Participation in this study may not benefit you personally. You may benefit personally if you did not 
complete your bachelor’s program but wish to do so, and you need and elect to accept my help to re-enroll 
in school. Overall, we hope to gain information about the factors that contribute to African American men’s 
successful college completion, specifically supportive relationship ties with faculty mentors and supportive 
peers, and to help close the achievement gap with respect to Black men and college degree attainment. 
 
Compensation 
You will receive a $25 gift card for participating in this study. 
 
Voluntary Participation and Withdrawal 
Participation in research is voluntary. You do not have to be in this study. If you decide to be in the study 
and change your mind, you have the right to drop out at any time. You may skip questions or stop 
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participating at any time. Whatever you decide, you will still be compensated and will not lose any 
benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.  
 
Confidentiality 
We will keep your records private to the extent allowed by law. The following people and entities will 
have access to the information you provide: 
 

• Dr. Tomeka Davis, Principal Investigator 
• Myself, Jacquelyn Strickland, Student Principal Investigator 
• GSU Institutional Review Board 
• Office for Human Research Protection (OHRP) 

 
We will use your initials rather than your name on study records. The information you provide will be 
stored on a firewall-protected computer. Your name and other facts that might point to you will not 
appear when we present this study or publish its results. When we present or publish the results of this 
study, we will not use your name or other information that may identify you. 
 
Contact Information 
Contact Dr. Tomeka Davis at (404) 413-6524; tmdavis@gsu.edu; or Jacquelyn Strickland at (678) 509-5543; 
jstrickland20@student.gsu.edu: 

• If you have questions about the study or your part in it. 
• If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about the study.  
• If you think you have been harmed by the study. 

 
The IRB at Georgia State University reviews all research that involves human participants. You can contact the 
IRB if you would like to speak to someone who is not involved directly with the study. You can contact the IRB 
for questions, concerns, problems, information, input, or questions about your rights as a research participant. 
Contact the IRB at 404-413-3500 or irb@gsu.edu. 
 
Consent 
Researcher Obtaining Consent: Jacquelyn Strickland 
 
________________________________________      _________________ 
Signature         Date 
(Researcher’s physical signature and date will be added.) 
 
 
I will give you a copy of this consent form to keep. You may opt to receive an electronic copy and/or a hard 
copy by mail. 
 
Please indicate the option for consent below. 
__ You consent, you would like to participate; you would like for me to contact you. 
__ You do not consent, you do not wish to participate; you do not wish for me to contact you. 
 
Do you identify as a U.S.-born, African American/Black male? 
__ Yes 
__ No 
 
Did you attempt a traditional - not online - bachelor's degree program at a college or university within the 

mailto:tmdavis@gsu.edu
mailto:jstrickland20@student.gsu.edu
mailto:irb@gsu.edu
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state of Georgia (regardless of whether you completed the degree)? 
__ Yes 
__ No 
 
First and Last Name: 
 
______________________________________ 
If you are willing to volunteer for this research, please sign within the box below. (On a computer: click, 
hold, and sign with mouse or touch pad. On a device, sign with finger.) I will not use nor distribute your 
data for future research studies even with your identifiers being removed. 
 

 
 
Date (MM/DD/YYYY): 
 
_____________________ 
 
Cell phone number (will remain confidential and will be used for study purposes only): 
 
__________________________ 
 
Email address (will remain confidential and will be used for study purposes only): 
 
__________________________ 
 
Mailing address where you would like to receive the $25 gift card for your participation (alternately, 
please indicate here if you would prefer to arrange for me to leave it for you at a secure location): 
 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix B 

 
Qualitative Interview Questions 
 
 
Participation Criteria: Each respondent must identify as an African American or Black male adult born 
in the U.S. who attempted a traditional bachelor’s degree program at a college or university in the state of 
Georgia. Respondents must be able to speak about their experiences as well as their relationships with 
faculty members, mentors, and student peers on campus during their undergraduate enrollment. 
 
 

Questions for Men who Completed College 
 
INITIAL BRIEF QUALTRICS SURVEY 
(Survey link: https://gsu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eEi5TdlNZKHDHjn) 
 
Demographic Information 

• Name ________________________________________ 
• What is your age? __ 
• Please indicate the city and state are you originally from, or where you primarily attended school 

from Pre-K/K-12: ___________________________ 
• What was your age when you began your undergraduate enrollment? __ 
• Did you complete a bachelor’s degree? __ Yes __ No 

 
Postsecondary Education Information 

o What bachelor’s degree program did you complete? _____________________________ 
o At what college or university did you complete your bachelor’s degree? ______________ 

o What year did you graduate? ____ 
o How many years did it take for you to complete the degree? 

__ 4 years or less 
__ 5 years 
__ 6 years 
__ More than 6 years 

o Did you take more than a summer off between graduating from high school and initially 
enrolling in college? __ Yes __ No 
 If so, how much time did you take before you enrolled in your bachelor’s degree 

program? 
__ 1 year or less 
__ More than 1 year 

o Did you attend another institution (such as a community college) before enrolling at the 
institution where you pursued your bachelor’s degree? __ Yes __ No 

o Please select the response that best represents the extent to which you were enrolled as a full-time 
student while you were an undergraduate student.  

__ I was enrolled full-time every semester/term.  
__ I was enrolled full-time for most of my semesters/terms.  
__ I was enrolled full-time for half or fewer than half of my semesters/terms. 

• Are you currently, or have you ever in the past, enrolled in graduate school? __ Yes __ No 

https://gsu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eEi5TdlNZKHDHjn
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o What is the first graduate degree program in which you enrolled, and at what institution? 
____________________ 

o What is your completion status for the first graduate degree program in which you 
enrolled? 
__ Enrolled now and making progress toward completion  
__ Plan to re-enroll to complete the program in the future  
__ Do not plan to complete the program  
__ Completed the program/Degree awarded 

o Have you completed more than one graduate degree? __ Yes __ No 
 If so, please give the name of the subsequent degree program(s) and the 

respective institution(s) where you attained the degree(s). 
_______________________________ 

 
Background – Family upbringing, socioeconomic status, and Pre-K/K-12 education 

o Were you primarily raised in a single-parent household, or a two-parent household? 
__ Single-parent household __ Two-parent household 

If you were primarily raised in a single-parent household, were you raised by your 
mother or a female guardian, or by your father or a male guardian? 

__ Mother or female guardian __ Father or male guardian 
o How would you describe your parent’s/parents’ financial standing during the majority of your 
youth through your high school completion, on a scale of 1 to 5? (1 = Low- 

Income/impoverished household; 5 = Financially well-off/wealthy) 
1 = Low-income household, poverty/significant financial strain 
2 = Lower middle-class household, some financial strain 
3 = Middle-class household, little-to-no financial strain 
4 = Upper middle-class household, no financial strain 
5 = Financially well-off/wealthy 

o What is the highest level of education that your mother (or female guardian) completed? 
o __ Not known/Unsure, or I was not raised by my mother nor by a     

     female guardian 
o __ Less than high school diploma or equivalent 
o __ High school diploma or equivalent 
o __ Vocational or technical certificate 
o __ Some college but no degree 
o __ Associate’s degree 
o __ Bachelor’s degree 
o __ Some graduate school but no graduate degree 
o __ Master’s degree 
o __ Doctorate or professional degree 

o What is the highest level of education that your father (or male guardian) completed? 
o __ Not known/Unsure, or I was not raised by my father or by a   

     male guardian 
o __ Less than high school diploma or equivalent 
o __ High school diploma or equivalent 
o __ Vocational or technical certificate 
o __ Some college but no degree 
o __ Associate’s degree 
o __ Bachelor’s degree 
o __ Some graduate school but no graduate degree 
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o __ Master’s degree 
o __ Doctorate or professional degree 

 
o To what extent did your parent(s)/guardian(s) communicate an expectation for you to  

attain a college degree?  
1 = Did not discuss, did not encourage me to go to college 
2 = Discussed/encouraged college very little 
3 = Discussed/encouraged college moderately 
4 = Discussed/encouraged college fairly often, and expressed some expectation for me to go to 
college 
5 = Extensively discussed and/or emphatically expressed expectation for me to go to college; 
expectation for me to go to college was always made clear 

o To what extent was/were your parent(s)/guardian(s) involved in assisting you with the  
process of transitioning to college, including help with gathering/organizing information about 
colleges, assisting with the application process, etc.? 
1 = Was/Were not involved, did not guide/assist me 
2 = Was/Were involved minimally, guided/assisted me very little 
3 = Was/Were involved moderately, guided/assisted me sometimes 
4 = Was/Were involved pretty actively, guided/assisted me fairly often 
5 = Was/Were very actively involved, guided/assisted me significantly and frequently 

o What was your level of awareness of negative societal stereotypes about African American 
males, including about Black males’ academic achievement? 
1 = I wasn’t cognizant of it/Did not think about it at all 
2 = I was somewhat cognizant of it/Thought about it sometimes 
3 = I was very cognizant of it/Thought about it a lot 

o When you first started your undergraduate education, did you aspire to pursue graduate school?  
__ Yes __ No 

• Regarding your academic preparation for college: What was your high school cumulative GPA 
upon graduation? (Please provide your estimated high school GPA to the best of your ability if 
you do not recall the exact GPA.) ____ 

• Did you take the SAT or ACT for your college entrance exam requirement? __ I took the SAT.  
__ I took the ACT. 

o What was your overall SAT score on the exam for which you submitted scores to 
your bachelor’s degree granting institution? (Please provide estimated score to 
the best of your ability if you do not recall the exact score; think of your highest 
score if you took the exam more than once and had multiple exam scores 
submitted.) _______ 

o What was your overall ACT score on the exam for which you submitted scores to 
your bachelor’s degree granting institution? (Please provide estimated score to 
the best of your ability if you do not recall the exact score; think of your highest 
score if you took the exam more than once and had multiple exam scores 
submitted.) ___ 

• How was your undergraduate education financed? 
__ My parent(s)/family paid for my education. 
__ I had grants (e.g., Pell Grant or other grant funding). 
__ I was awarded a scholarship(s). 
__ I paid via my employment (either on or off campus). Please describe the type(s) of  
     employment. 
__ I took out student loans. 
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__ My education was financed by other means. (Please describe.) _________________________ 
 

• Please describe any employment that you held while you were an undergraduate student. (Please 
indicate "N/A" for "Not applicable" if you did not hold any employment during your time as an 
undergraduate student.) 

• Were you responsible for financially supporting any dependents while in college (e.g.,  
spouse/partner and/or children)? 

o If yes, please provide the dependent relationship(s): 
_____________________________________ 

• Where did you live for most of the time that you were enrolled as an undergraduate student? 
o __ On-campus housing __ Off campus 

• What was your attitude towards asking your professors for help when you needed it?  
__ I was very reluctant to approach my teachers/professors for help. 
__ I was somewhat comfortable with asking professors for help. 
__ I never hesitated or had any problem with approaching my teachers/professors for help. 

• What was your attitude towards asking your student peers for help when you needed it?  
__ I was very reluctant to approach my peers for help. 
__ I was somewhat comfortable with asking my peers for help. 
__ I never hesitated to ask my peers for help. 
 

SEMI-STRUCTURED VIRTUAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
Informal Faculty Mentoring Relationship(s) in College: (In your responses, please do not use names or 
any identifying information about anyone else.) 
 

• Please talk about a relationship(s) that you had with one or more faculty mentors as an 
undergraduate student, that you consider to be important to your finishing college. 

• How did this person come to be your mentor? 
• What, if any, challenges did you encounter a.) trying to initiate a mentoring relationship(s), if in 

fact you were the initiator? b.) asking that person for time and/or help? 
• Please describe your faculty mentor(s). 

o Is the mentor male or female? 
o What is the race of the mentor? 
o For how long was this individual your mentor? 
o How frequently did you spend face-to-face time with your mentor (emphasis on time 

spent outside of class)? 
o What types of things did you primarily talk about and do together with your mentor? 
o What was the highest level of education attained by your mentor? 
o To what extent did your mentor assist you outside of class with academic skills and 

tasks? 
o To what extent did your mentor assist you with nonacademic skills, such as goal-setting, 

time management, or self-reflection? 
o Please describe any opportunities to which your mentor may have exposed you that you 

otherwise might not have known about or taken advantage of. 
o To what extent did your mentor discuss your career aspirations and assist you with career 

and professional development? 
o How did your mentor express his or her personal confidence in your abilities and your 

success, in terms of your accomplishing goals while in college and after college? 
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o To what extent did your mentor express and make clear his or her expectations regarding 
things they wanted to see you do? 

o How did your mentor connect you with other key people and resources on campus? 
o In what ways did your mentor assist you with problem solving? 
o In what ways did your mentor provide encouragement? 
o In what ways did your mentor redirect your thinking after you experienced failure, or 

disappointment? 
o Please describe anything your mentor may have shared with you about his or her own 

personal experiences, such as stories about their time in college or adversity they may 
have overcome in their own educational experience. 

o Please describe any negative experiences, if you had any, with a faculty member(s) in the 
context of a mentoring relationship? 

 
 
Peer Network Supportive Relationship(s) in College: 
 

This section explores participants’ relationships with supportive fellow students in their circles 
who were also pursuing their bachelor’s degree at the same institution, with the emphasis on time spent 
on academic support outside of class. 
 

• Were you involved in one or more student organizations on campus? Please describe any/all 
organizations in which you participated (e.g., clubs, fraternities, NCAA or intramural athletics, 
music/theater/arts, cultural organizations, etc.). 

• Did you participate in study groups? Please describe the size and nature of the study groups, and 
your level of participation. 

• Did you have significant individual peer supportive relationships that emerged out of your 
participation in student organizations and/or study groups? 

• Did you have a relationship(s) with one or more peers as an undergraduate student, that you 
consider to be important to your staying in college all the way through to bachelor’s degree 
completion? 

• In thinking of your most influential peer supportive relationships, what about them was most 
important in helping you to be successful and to finish college? 

• What, if any, significant challenges did you encounter a.) trying to initiate peer supportive 
relationships if, in fact, you were the initiator? b.) asking that person for time and/or help? 

• Please describe your most influential peer supporter(s). If you feel that you were most influenced 
by two or more peer network supporters, then please answer and include descriptions for both/all 
members, or for several members of the group. 

o Is the peer support person male or female? 
o What is the race of the peer support person? 
o How did you come to know this person, and for how long did you know them? 
o How frequently did you spend face-to-face time with the peer supporter (emphasis on 

time spent outside of class)? Approximately how much time did you spend with him/her 
on average? 

o What types of things did you primarily do and talk about together with your peer support 
person? 

o Did your peer support person assist you with academic tasks, nonacademic skills related 
to just navigating college, or both? 

o What did he/she teach you or share with you that you feel was most crucial to 
your success in college (and possibly beyond) and to your finishing college? 
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o Please describe any opportunities to which your peer support person may have exposed 
you that you otherwise might not have known about or taken advantage of. 

o In what ways did your peer support person assist you with problem solving? 
o In what ways did your peer support person provide encouragement? 
o In what ways did your peer support person redirect your thinking after you experienced 

failure, or disappointment? 
o Please describe anything your peer support person may have shared with you about his or 

her own personal experiences, such as stories about adversity they may have overcome. 
 

Questions for Men who Did Not Complete College 
 
INITIAL BRIEF QUALTRICS SURVEY 
(Survey link: https://gsu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eEi5TdlNZKHDHjn) 
 
Demographics: 

• Name ________________________________________ 
• What is your age? __ 

• Please indicate the city and state are you originally from, or where you primarily attended school 
from Pre-K/K-12: ___________________________ 

• What was your age when you began your undergraduate enrollment? __ 

• Did you complete a bachelor’s degree? __ Yes __ No 

o What bachelor’s degree program did you enroll in? 
____________________________________ 

o How long were you enrolled in the program? _ 

o Did you take more than a summer off between graduating from high school and initially 
enrolling in college? __ Yes __ No 

 If so, how much time elapsed before you enrolled in your bachelor’s degree 
program? __________ 

o Did you attend another institution (such as a community college) before enrolling at the 
institution where you pursued your bachelor’s degree? __ Yes __ No 

o While in your bachelor’s degree program, were you enrolled as a full-time student: __ 
Every semester/term __ Most semesters/terms __ Half or fewer than half of my 
semesters/terms 

 
Background: Your upbringing, socioeconomic status, and educational background through the beginning 
of your postsecondary education: 
o Were you primarily raised in: 

__ a single-parent household, or __ a two-parent household? 
 If you were primarily raised in a single-parent household, were you raised by: 
  __ your mother or a female guardian, or __ by your father or a male guardian? 

o How would you describe your family’s income level, on a scale of 1 to 5? (1 = Low- 
income household; 5 = Financially well-off) 

o What is the highest level of education that your mother (or female guardian) completed? 

https://gsu.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_eEi5TdlNZKHDHjn
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o __ Not known/Unsure, or you were not raised by your mother nor by a     
     female guardian 

o __ Less than high school diploma or equivalent 
o __ High school diploma or equivalent 
o __ Vocational or technical certificate 
o __ Some college but no degree 
o __ Associate’s degree 
o __ Bachelor’s degree 
o __ Some graduate school but no graduate degree 
o __ Master’s degree 
o __ Doctorate or professional degree 

o What is the highest level of education that your father (or male guardian) completed? 
o __ Not known/Unsure, or you were not raised by your father or by a   

     male guardian 
o __ Less than high school diploma or equivalent 
o __ High school diploma or equivalent 
o __ Vocational or technical certificate 
o __ Some college but no degree 
o __ Associate’s degree 
o __ Bachelor’s degree 
o __ Some graduate school but no graduate degree 
o __ Master’s degree 
o __ Doctorate or professional degree 

 
o To what extent did your parent(s)/guardian(s) communicate an expectation for you to attain a college 

degree? 
1 = Did not discuss, did not encourage me to go to college 
2 = Discussed/encouraged college very little 
3 = Discussed/encouraged college moderately 
4 = Discussed/encouraged college fairly often, and expressed some expectation for me to go to 
college 
5 = Extensively discussed and/or emphatically expressed expectation for me to go to college; 
expectation for me to go to college was always made clear 

o To what extent was/were your parent(s)/guardian(s) involved in assisting you with the process of 
transitioning to college, including help with gathering/organizing information about colleges, 
assisting with the application process, etc.? 
1 = Was/Were not involved, did not guide/assist me 
2 = Was/Were involved minimally, guided/assisted me very little 
3 = Was/Were involved moderately, guided/assisted me sometimes 
4 = Was/Were involved pretty actively, guided/assisted me fairly often 
5 = Was/Were very actively involved, guided/assisted me significantly and frequently 

o What was your level of awareness of negative social stereotypes that exist about African American 
males, including with regard to Black males and academic achievement? 
1 = I wasn’t cognizant of it/Did not think about it at all 
2 = I was somewhat cognizant of it/Thought about it sometimes 
3 = I was very cognizant of it/Thought about it a lot 

o When you started your undergraduate education, did you aspire to pursue graduate school  
at that point? __ Yes __ No 
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• Regarding academic preparation: What was your GPA upon high school graduation? (Please provide 
your estimated high school GPA to the best of your ability if you do not recall the exact GPA.) 

• Did you take the SAT or ACT for your college entrance exam requirement? __ SAT __ ACT 
o What was your overall SAT score on the exam for which you submitted scores to your 

bachelor’s degree granting institution? (Please provide estimated score to the best of your 
ability if you do not recall the exact score; think of your highest score if you took the 
exam more than once and had multiple exam scores submitted.) ____ 

o What was your overall ACT score on the exam for which you submitted scores to your 
bachelor’s degree granting institution? (Please provide estimated score to the best of your 
ability if you do not recall the exact score; think of your highest score if you took the 
exam more than once and had multiple exam scores submitted.) __ 

• How was your undergraduate education financed? 
__ My parent(s)/family paid for my education. 
__ I had grants (e.g., Pell Grant or other grant funding). 
__ I was awarded a scholarship(s). 
__ I paid via my employment (either on or off campus). Please describe the type(s) of  
     employment. 
__ I took out student loans. 
__ My education was financed by other means. (Please describe.) __ 
_______________ 

• Please describe any employment that you held while you were an undergraduate student. (Please 
indicate "N/A" for "Not applicable" if you did not hold any employment during your time as an 
undergraduate student.) 

• Were you responsible for financially supporting any dependents while in college (e.g.,  
spouse/partner and/or children)? 

o If yes, please provide the dependent relationship(s): 
_____________________________________ 

• Where did you live for most of the time that you were enrolled as an undergraduate student? 
o __ On-campus housing __ Off campus 

• What was your attitude towards asking your professors for help when you needed it?  
__ I was very reluctant to approach my teachers/professors for help. 
__ I was somewhat comfortable with asking professors for help. 
__ I never hesitated or had any problem with approaching my teachers/professors for help. 

• What was your attitude towards asking your student peers for help when you needed it?  
__ I was very reluctant to approach my peers for help. 
__ I was somewhat comfortable with asking my peers for help. 
__ I never hesitated to ask my peers for help. 
 
 

SEMI-STRUCTURED VIRTUAL INTERVIEW GUIDE 
 
Informal Faculty Mentoring Relationship(s) in College: (In your responses, please do not use names or 
any identifying information about anyone else.) 
 

• What would you say is the primary reason that you decided to leave college? 
• Please talk about a relationship(s) that you had with one or more faculty mentors as an 

undergraduate student. 
• How did this person come to be your mentor? 
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• What, if any, challenges did you encounter a.) trying to initiate the mentoring relationship(s), if in 
fact you were the initiator? b.) asking that person for time and/or help? 

• Please describe your faculty mentor(s). 
o Is the mentor male or female? 
o What is the race of the mentor? 
o For how long was this individual your mentor? 
o How frequently did you spend face-to-face time with your mentor (emphasis on time 

spent outside of class)? 
o What types of things did you primarily talk about and do together with your mentor? 
o To what extent did your mentor assist you outside of class with academic skills and 

proficiencies? 
o To what extent did your mentor assist you with nonacademic skills, such as goal-setting, 

time management, or self-reflection? 
o Please describe any opportunities to which your mentor may have exposed you that you 

otherwise might not have known about or taken advantage of. 
o To what extent did your mentor discuss your career aspirations and assist you with career 

and professional development? 
o How did your mentor express his or her personal confidence in your abilities and your 

success, in terms of your accomplishing goals while in college and after college? 
o To what extent did your mentor express and make clear his or her expectations regarding 

things they wanted to see you do? 
o How did your mentor connect you with other key people and resources on campus? 
o In what ways did your mentor assist you with problem solving? 
o In what ways did your mentor provide encouragement? 
o In what ways did your mentor redirect your thinking after you experienced failure, or 

disappointment? 
o Please describe anything your mentor may have shared with you about his or her own 

personal experiences, such as stories about their time in college or adversity they may 
have overcome in their own educational experience. 

o Please describe any negative experiences, if you had any, with a faculty member(s) in the 
context of a mentoring relationship? 
 
 

Peer Network Supportive Relationship(s) in College: 

This section explores participants’ relationships with supportive fellow students in their circles 
who were also pursuing their bachelor’s degree at the same institution, with the emphasis on time spent 
on academic support outside of class. 

• Were you involved in one or more student organizations on campus? Please describe any/all 
organizations in which you participated (e.g., clubs, fraternities, NCAA or intramural athletics, 
music/theater/arts, cultural organizations, etc.). 

• Did you participate in study groups? Please describe the size and nature of the study groups, and 
your level of participation. 

• Did you have significant individual peer supportive relationships that emerged out of your 
participation in student organizations and/or study groups? 

• Did you have a relationship(s) with one or more peers as an undergraduate student, that you 
consider to be important to you having stayed in college for the period of time you were there? 
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• In thinking of your most influential peer supportive relationships, what about them was most 
important in helping you during the time you were in college? 

• What, if any, significant challenges did you encounter a.) trying to initiate peer supportive 
relationships if, in fact, you were the initiator? b.) asking that person for time and/or help? 

• Please describe your most influential peer supporter(s). If you feel that you were most influenced 
by two or more peer network supporters, then please answer and include descriptions for both/all 
members, or for several members of the group. 

o Is the peer support person male or female? 
o What is the race of the peer support person? 
o How did you come to know this person, and for how long did you know them? 
o How frequently did you spend face-to-face time with the peer supporter (emphasis on 

time spent outside of class)? Approximately how much time did you spend with him/her 
on average? 

• What types of things did you primarily do and talk about together with your peer support person? 
• Did your peer support person assist you with academic tasks, nonacademic skills related to just 

navigating college, or both? 
• Please describe any opportunities to which your peer support person may have exposed you that 

you otherwise might not have known about or taken advantage of. 
• In what ways did your peer support person assist you with problem solving? 
• In what ways did your peer support person provide encouragement? 
• In what ways did your peer support person redirect your thinking after you experienced failure, or 

disappointment? 
• Please describe what your peer support person may have shared with you about his or her own 

personal experiences, such as stories about adversity they may have overcome. 
 
*Offer of assistance statement that I will make at interview conclusion to all participants who did not 
complete college:  
“I encourage you to consider finishing what you started, because you absolutely can go back and 
complete your bachelor’s degree. It doesn’t necessarily have to be at the same institution where you 
started out. If you would like for me to assist you with making the connections with either your previous 
institution or with another school, then please let me know. I would be happy to help you get started with 
answering any questions about what you would need to do to go back and finish your degree.” 
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Appendix C 

 
Nora and Crisp (2007:346-348) Survey Items on Student Perceptions of Mentoring 
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