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Abstract
The purpose of this study was the practice-based experiences of Black males enrolled in
predominantly White two-year institutions (PWIs), focusing on the influence of cultural identity,
academic pressures, and social integration shaped their educational outcomes. The research
addressed the persistent problem of low completion rates among Black males at two-year PWIs
and the stress-related barriers that influenced their academic success, sense of belonging, and
personal development. The purpose of the study was to explore the lived experiences of Black
males in a two-year PWI to identify the challenges they encountered and the strategies they used
to support their academic success. Tinto’s model of student departure served as the conceptual
framework, emphasizing the importance of social integration and belonging in student
persistence. This framework aligned with the phenomenological approach by centering
participants’ interpretations of the challenges they faced throughout their educational journeys. A
qualitative phenomenological design was used, employing semi-structured interviews as the
primary method of data collection. The study was conducted at a rural PWI selected for its
demographic compositions and institutional context. Ten Black male students participated in in-
depth interviews, and thematic analysis was used to interpret the data. Findings revealed that
participants experienced cultural dissonance and marginalization within the academic
environment, often struggling to gain respect from peers and faculty. These experiences
contributed to feelings of isolation and limited belonging. Despite these challenges, participants
demonstrated resilience by seeking peer support, engaging in cultural organizations, and utilizing
academic resources. However, systemic barriers, such as limited access to culturally responsive
mentorship and counseling continued to hinder their progress. The study’s implications

underscore the need for PWIs to cultivate inclusive environments that acknowledge and support

1



the diverse backgrounds of their students. Recommendations include strengthening cultural
competency training for faculty and expanding targeted support services for Black males. The
study contributes to the practice by offering insights that can inform institutional policies aimed
at improving equity and fostering meaningful educational experiences for underrepresented

student populations.
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Section 1: Foundation

The Department of Education reported that Black males have the lowest graduation rates
compared to other races and ethnicities at 2-year predominantly White institutions ([PWI],
Kelso, 2023). According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2023), the
graduation rate for Black males in 2-year institutions is 23% in 2019. Reports have shown that
Black African International students enrolled at PWIs feel a high sense of discomfort, or in many
instances, do not feel safe in regard to their overall learning environment (Yaro & Smith, 2024).
Other research has shown that students of color reported being disrespected, ranging from micro
aggression to blatant discrimination while either in the classroom, competing in athletics, or
seeking assistance or support within their academic environment. In short, Black males that
attend PWIs experience barriers that negatively impact their ability to graduate or even be
retained (Allen, 2022).

Evans (2023) reported that there are barriers that Black male students face who attend 2-
year PWIs in which these barriers negatively impact matriculation rates and retention. This is
important because a college education has been thought to be the bridge out of poverty (Davis &
Greenlee, 2023). According to Phillips and Lambert-Snodgrass (2021), College students who are
not retained will not only miss out on benefits college graduates receive but will most likely have
negative consequences that individuals who have not attempted college before.

Handy (2024) explored Black student's experiences in terms of the challenges they face at
PWIs that could lead to not graduating. Recommendation for future research suggested that
conducting a study that performs follow-up research with the same participants at the end of their
college journey would give a more comprehensive view of the participants overall experience

(Handy, 2024). Chrabaszcz (2014) suggested that having more insight concerning the



experiences of Black male students and graduation rate could be beneficial in reversing the
downward trend in terms of attrition. When diving deeper into Black students, there are multiple
studies that are current and can assist in understanding the phenomena in terms of some of the
challenges that are present amongst this particular student population (Handy, 2021). This is a
problem that exists within many 2-year institutions in the United States.

The previous research suggested that having more data in the area of Black male students
and why they experience these elements at PWIs could elucidate more effective ways to support
this demographic of students in terms of their learning environment at these institutions. Vincent
Tinto’s model of institutional departure theory has been consistently identified when looking at
the data that’s already available; as well as what other researchers have utilized in providing
theoretical framework to interpret data within their research (Shupp, 2023). Recommendations
for future research suggested that more research is needed in the same area in concerns with
understanding the experiences that impact graduation rates for first generation Black students,
newly high school graduates, and/or other ethnic groups.

Cross (2022) also made the recommendation to conduct a study at community colleges in
northern states as the researcher conducted the study in southern states. If the gap in knowledge
is not addressed regarding the problem, the barriers that impact Black males’ ability to stay in
school or graduate will continue to be a problem. The purpose of my qualitative
phenomenological study was to understand the lived experiences of Black males at 2-year PWIs
regarding strategies that will improve their overall academic success. The study aimed to identify
those stressed based barriers that could potentially impact their ability to stay in school or

graduate.



Statement of the Problem

The problem was that Black males have the lowest college graduation rate at 2-year PWIs
(McCullough-Wilson, 2023). The National Center for Education Statistics provides statistical
data that reflects graduation rates by race/ethnicity. The ranking for highest graduation rate to
lowest is as follows: Asian, Pacific Islander, White, Hispanic, American Indian/Alaska Native,
students of two or more races, and Black. More specifically, in 2019, the graduation rate for
Black males in 2-year institutions was 23%. The present information on Black college students
who attend 2-year institutions regarding the suggested recommendations for future research
allow for this topic to be continued.

Researchers have stated that having more insight concerning the experiences of Black
male students and the graduation rate could be beneficial in reversing this downward trend in
terms of attrition (Chrabaszcz, 2023). This study could possibly not only help Black male
students but can potentially provide solutions to help with attrition rates amongst all minority
students (Cappello, 2023). The current available literature regarding Black students at 2-year
institutions helped frame the problem within the larger context of the topic. When diving deeper
into Black students, there were multiple current studies that assisted in understanding the
phenomena in terms of some of the challenges present amongst this specific student population
(W. Turner, 2020).

If the problem of Black male students having low graduations rates at PWIs continues, it
can have multiple negative consequences (Jay, 2023). The educational gap regarding attainment
of Black males in comparison to other minority groups will likely continue to widen. Without
potential solutions, institutional reputations could be impacted for failing to create diversity

within their study body. Other negative consequences could be that Black males become limited



regarding career opportunities do to perpetuating cycles of economic disadvantage, and
educational inequality when dealing with the gap that exists concerning retention (DeCuir-
Gunby et al., 2023).
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this qualitative phenomenological study was to understand the lived
experiences of Black males at 2-year PWIs regarding strategies that will improve their overall
academic success. The National Center for Education Statistics provides statistical data that
reflects graduation rates by race/ethnicity. The ranking for highest graduation rate to lowest is as
follows: Asian, Pacific Islander, White, Hispanic, American Indian/Alaska Native, students of
two of more races, and Black in last. White and Asian students are at 45% and 43%. Hispanic
and Black students are at 33% and 25%. More specifically, in 2019, the graduation rate for Black
males in 2-year institutions was 23%. The present information on Black college students who
attend 2-year institutions regarding the suggested recommendations for future research allowed
for this topic to be continued. Using qualitative research allows the researcher to collect data and
analyze data using non numerical data. Non numerical data includes instruments such as audio,
video, or text. These instruments are used to understand the participants’ perceptions or
experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2017). Interviews were utilized to obtain understanding of the
Black experiences at 2-year PWIs. The doctoral candidate also utilized purposeful or purposive
sampling. Purposive sampling is used to intentionally select participants based on specific traits
and characteristics regarding experiences related to the research (H. Williams, 2021). The
population for the intended study was Black students that are enrolled at 2-year PWIs. Within my
current employment as the men’s head basketball coach at a 2-year PWI, I had access to

potential participants for my intended study. Hennink and Kaiser (2022) reported that interviews



should consist between 5-10 participants.

Research Questions

RO1.

What are the lived experiences of Black males at 2-year PWIs?
RQ2.

What challenges do Black males face in achieving academic success at 2-year PWIs?
RO3.

How do Black males describe their interactions with faculty, staff, and peers at 2-year

PWIs?
Conceptual/Theoretical Framework

Vincent Tinto’s model of institutional departure theory has been used in previous
research and was the theoretical framework to interpret the data (Samoila & Vrabie, 2023).
Tito’s model of institutional departure theory provided the framework needed to assist me in my
study as it provides insight into the success of students within higher education, specifically
PWIs (Hovdhaugen et al., 2023). Tinto’s model of institutional departure states that, to persist,
students need integration into formal (academic performance) and informal (faculty/staff
interactions) academic systems and formal (extracurricular activities) and informal (peer-group
interactions) social systems (George, 2020). This model aligned with my intended study and
purpose regarding addressing the purpose of the doctoral candidate’s potential study, which was
to understand the experiences that Black males encounter at 2-year PWIs concerning the stress-
based barriers during their time of enrollment.

Concepts such as academic barriers, Black students’ sense of belonging, racial identity,

and leadership were examined within the study. The present information on Black male college



students who attend 2-year PWIs regarding the suggested recommendations for future research
allowed for this topic to be continued. Tinto’s instructional departure model is the most
appropriate. Tinto’s theoretical framework will guide the doctoral candidates research regarding
looking at academic, social, institutional commitment; as well as other external factors that
contribute to the failure or success of Black male students at PWIs.
Definitions of Key Terms
Attrition

An individual who has failed to earn a college degree and is no longer pursuing that
degree (Anthias et al., 2020)
Black

Students that self-identify as Black are considered Black (Shupp, 2023).
Black African

International student matriculating in the United States however is from an African nation
(Yaro, & Smith, 2024).
Community College (2-Y ear Institutions)

Community Colleges are public 2-year institutions that offer associate degrees but not
bachelor’s degrees (Handy, 2024).
Institutional Departure Theory

Tinto’s model of institutional departure is a theoretical framework that aims to explain
student persistence and dropout in higher education. Developed by Vincent Tinto, this model
focuses on the integration of students into various aspects of the university experience (George,

2020).



Minority

Defined as a part of a population thought of as differing from the rest of the population in
some characteristics and often subject to differential treatment. Minority was initially used to
categorize racial or ethnic differences of persons in our society (Handy, 2024).
Perception

Perception is the act or faculty of apprehending through the senses or the mind;
cognition; understanding (Dictionary.com).
Predominantly White Institutions (PWI)

Public or private institutions of higher learning in which White students account for 50%
or greater of the student enrollment (Crye, 2023).
Retention

Students who remain at an institution of higher education until matriculation is retention
(Doughty & Martin-Parchment, 2025).
Sense of Belonging

An essential characteristic of student persistence where a student “comes to see
themselves as a member of a community of faculty, staff, and other students who value their
participation, and that they matter and belong” (Tinto, 2017, p. 258).
White

Students that self-identify as White are considered White (Shupp, 2023).
Review of the Literature

Oliver (2023) examined the perceptions of first year first-year African American males at
HBCUs in comparison to PWIs regarding the barriers they face. Oliver’s research analyzed the

comparisons in challenges in terms of barriers Black students experience at PWI in contrast to
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the barriers they did not at HBCUs. The recommendations for future research suggested using
different populations of African Americans to better serve the population (Oliver, 2023).
Previous research suggests that there is still insight to be gained regarding the population the
researcher intends to cover (Emerson et al., 2024).

The purpose of my qualitative phenomenological study was to understand the lived
experiences of Black males at 2-year PWIs regarding strategies that will improve their overall
academic success. The study aimed to identify those stressed based barriers that could potentially
impact their ability to stay in school or graduate. In Section 1, the researcher provided in-depth
discussion about the foundation of the study while covering in detail a review of current studies
and literature related to Black males’ students experience at PWIs. This includes some of the
challenges within Black students social, educational, and physical experiences. This will also
include key sources within the literature review that are being utilized to support the problem of

the study.

Numerous academic databases were utilized regarding searching for key terms to gather
information and sources for the literature. Having scholarly sources that are credible and reliable
will elevate the learners’ research in terms of using experts’ information in the field. Scholarly
sources not only help offer or provide quality information but are the foundation of credible
research. While developing the literature review, academic databases such as Google Scholar and
ProQuest were used to access data. Google Scholar is deemed as a reliable source when using it
for academic research. Google Scholar is a search engine that is free regarding usage and was
developed by Google to allow individuals to locate scholarly literature. Key words such as

predominantly White institutions, Black undergraduate men experiences, Black student’s



belongingness, and African American experiences were all entered in the search engines to
collect information.

Black college students who attend PWIs experience many challenges which include
institutional lack of resources which seems to be the most common for Black college students
who attend PWIs (Crye, 2023). Previous research shows that these challenges not only affect the
students, but the institutions as well in terms graduation and retention percentages. In previous
studies by Allen (2022), Emetu (2022), and Crye (2023) examined the Black experience in
PWIs. Results showed that PWIs are aware of the challenges Black students experience but are
looking for more effective ways to establish programs to help Black students be successful
(Emetu, 2022).

D. Williams (2021) examined Black male college student challenges and the results from
those challenges in terms of how it could impact their ability to complete their degree or stayed
enrolled. Researchers looked at factors such as lack of academic support, social abilities, and
student support while attending community college as being some of the potential challenges.
Based on the literature that is already available given this topic, there is a plethora of
recommendations for future research (Keeney, 2021). There seem to be multiple themes that
seem to be consistently showing up regarding this topic and the recommendations for future
research. One recommendation is that continued research needs to be conducted on the different
programs that supports Black males attending community colleges (Allen, 2022). Another
recommendation was to examine student athletes’ challenges based on local students versus
international students, as well as transfer students versus first time students (Doughty & Martin-

Parchment, 2025).
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Academic Barriers

Barriers that impact Black students at PWIs are essential in understanding when dealing
with creating a better learning atmosphere specific to this population (Stanford, 2023).
Institutions who consider these barriers and how they will affect Black students see better
academic performance from those students in comparison to the institutions that do not
(Stanford, 2023). Some of the barriers that impact Black students at PWIs starts as early as
admissions process. This can be seen within the application in concerns with questions that can
be deemed as racially biased (Theune et al., 2020).

In the current research, previous studies have shown that there are multiple barriers for
Black males at PWIs. Researchers found that even with these barriers and challenges present,
Black students were much more successful when they had the opportunities to take advantage of
the institutions academic support systems. Having the systems in place allowed the students to
take charge of their own academic decisions with the support of academic advising and the other
support services that were available (Theune et al., 2020).

Another barrier is the transition from community to university (Malaney-Brown, 2022).
The lack of preparation for Black males at PWIs is another common theme for academic and/or
social failures. Reports showed that many Black students felt they were not properly transitioned
into the collegiate environment effectively regarding preparation, more so knowing the
expectations regarding academic rigor. Participants reported that they had to change their study
habits, form study groups, and engage with professors to be successful (Brunson et al., 2024).
Collectively, results suggested that participants would have been more prepared if the PWI they
attended at a space they could seek support, even if it is a Black culture center that is available on

campus.
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Previous research also suggests that to help in the area of creating more support systems
for Black students, more specifically male students, is for PWIs to create more a more inclusive
learning environment (P. Turner & Zepeda, 2021). Having programs that cultivate cultural
competence throughout campuses, which include faculty and staff should be an ongoing effort as
far as being intentional in their efforts to create a better learning environment. Research shows
that having diverse representation can also assist in helping Black male students regarding
graduation (Craig, 2024). This also involves PWIs collaborating with historical black universities
and colleges in concerns with sharing ideas and resources in the effort to better serve this specific
population regarding the student body (Craig, 2024).

A Sense of Belonging

It is often reported that Black students at PWIs go through unique challenges such as
cultural differences, lack of representation regarding leadership, microaggressions, and racism.
These unique challenges can be detrimental to any student’s wellbeing concerning academic and
social success (Harris, 2024). All of these challenges affect students of color sense of belonging,
in particular Black students (Harris, 2024). Other studies have reported not only have Black
students not felt as if they belonged at the PWI they attend but also experience very hostile
campus atmospheres such as racial slights from other students and faculty (Badio et al., 2024).

It is important for PWIs to be consistent in providing support for students of color so that
the feeling of not belonging is not racial based or present (Doughty & Martin-Parchment, 2025).
Other researchers have reported that PWI universities have historically detached themselves
from Black identities. This has resulted with many Black African international students’ senses
of social identify being negatively affected. In other cases, Black African international students

have reported feeling a sense of isolation within PWIs (Yaro & Smith, 2024).
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The impact of not having a sense of belonging can be very detrimental to the successful
completion of a student’s program regarding graduation. This is even more present when looking
at Black male students at PWIs (Ofoegbu & Savage, 2024). The feeling of alienation and
isolation can negatively impact that student’s mindset when due to racial encounters, which
affects their academic success (Sturdivant, 2024). In a previous study, results showed that 25%
Black students felt physically or psychologically violated at their PWIs which influenced their
persistence to continue towards graduation or stayed enrolled (Jay, 2023). Having a sense of
belonging has been common throughout this topic of research and results show that more
research is needed to get a better understanding of the experiences of Black male students at 2-
year PWIs.

Racial Identity

Racial identity is internally imposing. When an individual starts to struggle with racial
identity, it can become a complex where they began to internally question how they view
themselves, as well as how others view them (Volpe & Jones, 2023). Racial identity is made of
experiences that are subjective to each individual. Racial identity can also be influenced by
multiple factors such as family, friends, and society. Black students at PWIs can start to struggle
with their own identity when support systems are not in place that support diversity (Bretous,
2023). Black students who attend PWIs may struggle with racial identity (Storey, 2023). Some
students that are Black will have the motivation to figure out how to assimilate and fit in but
could struggle internally in terms of how to successfully do so (Storey, 2023).

In attending PWIs, Black students could encounter racial injustices or discrimination
while on campus. These experiences could cause mistrust or the loss of desire to fit in. In some

cases, racial identity can be such a struggle that it can cause that individual to develop self-hatred



13

regarding holding negative views about themselves or race (Kelso, 2023). Predominantly White
institutions being diligent in the area of better understanding the Black student and how
significant the impact of having racial identity issues on campus; can be beneficial for the
institution as a whole. The PWIs that support and acknowledge their Black students in concerns
with racial identity can establish a positive learning atmosphere in terms of student well-being
and academic success (Brydon, 2023)

Racial Discrimination

The racial discrimination that exists at colleges and universities has always been a
complex issue. According to Shakoor (2022), “African American students have faced racial bias
and have been marginalized throughout the history of their higher educational experiences as
well as personally in their individually encounter” (p. 32). The historic racial bias and
discrimination against Blacks have limited this population when dealing with opportunities in
higher education as students. Minority are underrepresented regarding leadership and faculty at
PWIs which affects many areas of Black students’ success.

Black students that attend PWIs of higher learning have worse academic outcomes when
looking at graduation rates (Shakoor, 2022). Minority students face many barriers such as racial
discrimination and biases as stated prior. Institutions that have limited support systems to assist
Black students with some of these barriers can have a negative impact on those students
experience while in higher education (Briscoe, 2022). This can also impact how they view
education during future educational endeavors (Briscoe, 2022).

Ethnic and racial equity when dealing with student’s comfort, attending PWIs is still a
common theme and a critical issue. This theme needs to be further addressed to possibly assist

with attrition and retention rates amongst Black males (Allen, 2022). Research has also
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suggested that having more data to address racial discrimination at PWIs can assist in the areas
of diversifying the institution. These areas include curriculum, student perception, and the
improvement of retention and graduation rates amongst Black student population (Harris, 2024).
First Year Student

First year college students have the largest attrition rate across the United States
(Department of Education, 2022). Research suggests that Black students are at higher risk of
dropping out due to some of the challenges and barriers they face at PWI, such as mental health
and wellness issues that can affect their academic performance and social lives (Crye, 2023).
Leadership regarding student guidance is essential for students’ success when dealing with these
areas. Guidance counselors, administration, coaches, and professors must be skilled in the area of
assisting students in guiding them in the right direction concerning setting appropriate
expectations that will help them graduate (Girma et al., 2019).

Leadership can be viewed as effective when they hold the student’s overall well-being as
a priority in terms of how it relates to academic success, which includes their health, and
performance in the classroom (Cruz & Kim, 2017). Success in the classroom includes ensuring
the students are prepared for academic expectations well before they start classes. Post secondary
institutions are constantly looking into areas to help increase student retention. Figuring out how
to keep retention rates high regarding post-secondary institutions has been a challenge for over a
decade (Phillips & Lambert-Snodgrass, 2021).

The problem is that there is a fast-growing attrition rate when dealing with first year
college students withing the United States; and as a result, the college enrollment population has
been declining rapidly. The Department of Education (2022) reported that U.S. college

enrollment was down 4.4% in 2021 and is projected to decline by 4.9% with the majority of that
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percentage being first year college student dropouts. With attrition rates being this high for first
year college students, it is highly recommended that more research be conducted to examine first
year college students’ perspectives when dealing with causes of attrition.

Previous research suggests that attrition rates amongst first year college students needs to
include the perspectives of the first-year college students, which should include using various
first year student populations such as student athletes (Cappello, 2023). As mentioned, Black
students who attend PWIs of higher learning face many challenges. Black students not only have
to worry about academic barriers, but also racial discrimination, as well as battles with racial
identity regarding a finding a sense of belonging (Brydon, 2023). These barriers seem to be
consistent amongst Black students that attend 2-year institutions, which ultimately has been the
variable in why these students are negatively impacted when dealing with student success.
Student success includes graduation, admissions, and retention rates in comparison to non-
minority students (Allen, 2022). There is a lot of information in terms of research on barriers
students of color face while attending PWIs, but the information is limited when being applied to
first year Black student.

Tinto Institutional Departure Theory

Vincent Tinto (2024) highly influenced higher education in understanding academic
learning communities and student retention. Tinto made a significant impact on student success
and the learning communities regarding student growth and retention. Tinto’s research provided
great insight into college student dropout rates and the variables associated with keeping students
enrolled (Samoila & Vrabi, 2023). He is known as an expert enhancing student outcomes
through faculty development, holistic support services (students wellbeing and mental health),

and early intervention (providing targeted student support). Tinto’s research for improving
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student retention combines academic, social, and emotional support regarding student success
(Tinto, 2024).

Tinto’s institutional departure is a theoretical framework that covers why students leave
their institutions prior to obtaining their degree (Grant, 2023). Institutional departure theory was
first published in 1975 by Tinto and then altered to have more of a focus on the understanding of
why students leave college before graduating. Tinto’s model states that the departure of students
before they leave college is due to a complex process that is influenced by many factors.
Students are more likely to persist if they feel integrated into the academic and social systems of
the institution (George, 2020).

Some of the key components of institutional departure theory or focuses are academic
integration, social integration, and iterative process. These components assist institutions of
education when dealing with gaining a better understating in the area of student dropout prior to
graduation. Multiple studies have applied Tinto’s institutional departure theory to gain a better
understanding of the phenomena of the Black student experience at PWIs (Tinto, 2023).
Applying institutional departure theory to better understand the experiences that impact Black
male students attending PWIs regarding my intended study is the most appropriate, based on the
previous research that is available.

Academic Integration

Academic integration is an essential component within institutional departure theory.
Academic integration of a student happens with that student feels a sense of belonging or
attachment to their academic life. Elements that might hinder academic integration include

language barriers, cultural adjustment, financial stress, and social isolation. Institutions can
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establish academic integration by ensuring the student is engaged in their work, as well as the
faculty (Ortagus et al., 2021).

Examples of this occurring are if the student is consistent in attending classes.
Engagement can reflect that students actively participate in classroom discussions or lectures.
Utilizing academic support services is another example of academic integration. If the student is
communicating with advisors on a regular basis, or seeking help from tutors can show that
academic integration is established (Tinto, 2024). Institutions of higher learning can experience
lower dropout rates, even more so when looking at the minority student body population (Tinto,
2024)

Social Integration

Social integration plays a vital role within student success regarding reaching graduation
from a college or university. The connections students make outside the classroom in terms of
relationships is important when dealing with feeling accepted (Tinto, 2024). The more integrated
socially a student might feel, the greater their commitment. This can be applied through friends,
connections, or/and interactions, regarding their commitment when dealing with a successful
educational journey (Kamer & Ishitani, 2021).

Students that can socially integrate successfully contribute to the overall success of the
institution through fostering peer collaboration and promoting personal growth. This integration
is through interacting and networking with peers from diverse backgrounds. Institutions of
higher education can improve their social atmosphere through increasing their community
engagement, supporting a multi-cultural and religious learning environment, and having family

support systems for students (Kamer & Ishitani, 2021). Institutions creating a strong sense of
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belonging and social network amongst their students tremendously help in reducing feelings of
isolation and/or stress.
Iterative Process

Tinto’s institutional departure model also incorporates a student’s experiences throughout
their academic journey when dealing with their decision-making processes. This process is
heavily influenced by the decisions made by the student when dealing with time between the
dropout of their program or successful graduation. The aim within the iterative process is to
prevent and minimize the issues. The model also considers the students’ values as a variable in
concerns with how that student will be successful within graduating or dropping out (Ortagus et
al., 2021).

Throughout the framework of the model, the external factors that students face
throughout their academic journey are considered. Student retention can be better understood
through grasping the iterative process; as well as assisting institutions in the area of providing
better academic resources and support (Yaro & Smith, 2024). Within the Iterative process,
students can experience failure or success by how well they can integrate. By having a solid
foundation and understanding of this process, PWIs can improve student retention, even more so
specifically, Black male students (Tibbs, 2024).

Mental Health and Wellness

Mental health can play a serious factor when dealing with Black students’ successful
completion of their program at a PWI. The U. S. Department of Education reported that in the
2021 academic school year, over 60% of college students met the criteria for one mental health
issue. They also discovered that out of 60%, three-quarters of those students had severe mental

psychological problems (U. S. Department of Education, 2023). Previous research has shown
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that Black students have been able to thrive in learning conditions that are found at PWIs but
also recognize that some of the negative racial environments that are present do have a
detrimental impact on the successful completion regarding graduation (Oliver, 2023).

Some of the challenges that have been shown to have a significant impact on Black
students’ mental health who attend PWIs are hostile campus life, cultural alienation, lack of
representation, and cultural ignorance (Oliver, 2023). Being exposed to prolonged time periods
of discrimination that happen on campus can produce long lasting negative effects regarding the
student’s mental wellness. Institutions are now rethinking how they approach mental issues
amongst students, and establishing resources such as group therapy options, peer counseling,
telehealth, and culture of wellness training. Researchers have suggested that mental wellness
significantly impacts Black students’ success in terms of their academics while attending PWIs.
The stress and the negative racial environment, isolation, and discrimination heavily impact
those students internal and external well-being (Lovett, 2024).

Family Support

Family support has been shown to have a significant impact on college student success
(Shupp, 2023). A student’s family upbringing and the emotional resilience developed within that
student’s upbringing can have an effect on the way they handle challenges while in school. These
challenges can vary from microaggressions which can have a significant impact on self-esteem
and result in a student’s frustration. Families who provide comfort and emotional reassurance
can be beneficial for students when they face academic or social adversity while in an institution
of higher learning. Research suggests that having family encouragement can contribute to
academic success and be a key motivator (Cappello, 2023). Family support can also include

aunts, uncles, siblings, grandparents, and anyone individuals that are consistently present within
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the student’s academic journey. Family support not only assists students with resilience and
purpose but can serve as an emotional safety net and motivation to succeed towards graduation
(Shupp, 2023). Previous research has also suggested that when family support is established
regarding the student, emotional support, academic encouragement, and guidance can be the
backbone in concerns with their academic success and completion of their program (Stanford,
2023).
Faculty and Student Connection

The student and faculty connection within higher education and how it correlates with
student success is important when understanding retention, even more when speaking about
Black males at PWIs (B. Johnson & Best, 2024). The relationship that is development between
faculty and students is essential for student academic achievement. Research states that students
who feel supported both in and outside of the classroom have higher rates of academic
achievement regarding completion of their degree (McGinniss et al., 2020). Previous research
has also shown that institutions that have a learning environment that fosters student and faculty
connection, have a significant impact on the students’ professional and developmental growth.

This sense of belonging can raise graduation rates in which institutions of higher
education can see measurable rises of academic success (Yaro & Smith, 2024). Faculty members
play a pivotal role in student retention and can have a positive influence that reaches outside of
the classroom when dealing with students. Faculty can assist students in navigating challenges,
cultural discrepancies, student growth, and direct interaction in terms of direction (C. Smith,
2024). Previous research shows, PWIs who have faculty who can connect with Black students,
can positively affect those students’ self-efficacy, sense of belonging, and academic

encouragement (Lovett, 2024).
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The faculty at PWIs can serve as a positive role model for this population of students.
Whether they can connect from sharing similar backgrounds, and/or become an individual of
mentorship; it can be inspiring for those students (Stukes, 2021). This type of connection and
mentorship can be a boost of confidence for Black students which can reflect in their academic
achievements (Cokley et al., 2023).

Flexibility in Institutional Leadership

The term leadership has many different meanings. A leader is defined in most cases as a
person with an influencing role (formal or informal) on a team who can motivate the group to
accomplish team objectives (Soto Garcia et al., 2021). When looking at stress barriers that Black
male’s student face during their first year at PWIs, having leadership that is cognitive of the
requirements needed to be successful academically could assist those students regarding
preparation prior to starting classes. Within the different forms of leadership, the one variable
critical to success is the quality of leadership and how that leadership prepares students for
success (Cheatham, 2021).

In its most general form, a leader is any person who takes responsibility when it comes to
providing coaching to a student so that they can improve (Amato, 2019). Leadership
development is a major priority for institutions. Business leaders from various domains have
used it as part of their leadership style and proven its effectiveness through the overall success of
their organizations (Pearce et al., 2019). In addition, Pearce et al. (2019) closely examined
situationally conscious leaders and found that their effective leadership style was the significant
factor in generating institutional success. However, more studies focusing on leadership styles

may help determine whether this result can be duplicated outside the business sector and have a
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positive effect within education amongst minorities, even more so Black male students (Oliver,
2023).

Having a flexible leadership style provides opportunities for institutional leaders and
management to develop multiple ways of increasing follower production. This also includes
employee readiness for a diverse student population and individual commitment toward tasks or
goals under contemplation (Sperry, 2013). Having flexibility within leadership also allows
institutions of higher learning to adopt the style most suitable for the circumstances they are in
regarding effectiveness and efficiency (Bosse et al., 2017). According to Wright (2017), leaders
may struggle to determine which decision is most appropriate in various circumstances, for one
problem may involve multiple issues that need addressing. Therefore, having flexibility within
leadership styles when engaging in decision making helps leaders navigate this type of
conundrum (Wright, 2017).

There are many different methods regarding follower development at a leader’s disposal
to achieve team goals or vision (Wright, 2017). When followers can trust the ideas and strategies,
understand the instructions being given, and are witnesses to the effectiveness of the leadership
style, they feel more empowered and will exhibit higher levels of self-esteem and motivation to
reach their highest potential (Capello, 2023). Sengupta (2022) asserted that leaders, therefore,
should be in a constant mode of self-reflection and self-regulation, assessing their decision-
making in light of the leadership style they exhibit in a given situation, while striving for the
optimal performance of the institution or organization. An understanding of the relationship
between leaderships leadership style, together with what type of success is present or correlated
with that leader, could provide organizations with the necessary tools and insight to determine

whether their current leadership style is in alignment with the institution’s overall performance.
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As previously mentioned, institutions can benefit from utilizing a flexible style of
leadership. When in a place of leadership, there are many different principles to incorporate
within the vision for follower commitment, such as promoting diversity, leading by example, and
understanding individuals (Landin, 2017). Leaders must have effective communication skills to
influence followers, guide perceptions within the work setting, and build a team-cohesive
atmosphere (Pitts et al., 2018). Effective communication can assist in eliminating gaps that can
negatively affect outcomes regarding goal setting and cultivate an atmosphere of trust amongst
the team (Shafique & Bey, 2017).

Research also suggests that having a flexible and diverse leadership style helps keep a
group in sync when making strides toward the overall vision (Cote, 2017). Cote (2017) proposed
that when a group or team become synchronized, setbacks regarding goals and accountability
become easier to navigate when dealing with ownership and feedback to correct what is
presently unwanted or hindering the vision of the group. Another benefit of team synchronization
is creating an environment in which players commit to each other and the vision. This benefit is
useful when a change in strategy is needed throughout an educational institution, in which
leadership can implement that change with minimal-to-no pushback.

With communication being a key variable within any style of leadership, it is even more
essential when an institution has a diverse population (G. Smith et al., 2017). College institutions
are diverse in both students and staff. With higher education being global, students may have
different cultural values, which could hinder the process of synchronization because of different
expectations (G. Smith et al., 2017). Research suggests that when an institution has students from
various backgrounds, effective communication helps in managing the diverse perspectives, as

well as creating a positive atmosphere for learning (McGinniss et al., 2020). The research also
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suggests that having a flexible style of leadership might help guide institutions of learning in this
area, including how to communicate to improve overall integration (Grant, 2023).

Institutional leadership has the same responsibilities as organizational leaders in terms of
employee development; therefore, the concept of having a flexible leadership style can relate to
student success when dealing with academics (Sanders, 2024). Researchers suggest that having
flexible leadership present can increase employee performance (Gordon-Scott, 2024). Leaders
should focus on creating a learning and working atmosphere that is conducive to everyone’s
success in terms of student’s academics and faculty-student mentoring relationships (Cokley et
al., 2023). However, creating this kind of environment is difficult given the typical diversity of a
PWTI and in terms of the resources that are readily available for Black students (Leath et al.,
2022). Research suggests that the best way to achieve this goal is by being able to demonstrate
different leadership behaviors to accomplish a specific vision (Leath et al., 2022). Researchers
examined the different behaviors associated with flexible leadership and found that it is multi-
dimensional in terms of how leaders can influence.

Student Resilience

There are many common themes within the past and present literature regarding Black
students at PWIs. These challenges range from minor to major issues when dealing with
discriminatory learning environments. It has been a struggle for many colleges and universities
to create consistency within their campus in terms of establishing a diverse atmosphere that is
multi-culturally accepted (Evans, 2023). As mentioned, elements such as academic integration,
social integration, iteration, and mental health have been significant issues that affect academic

performance and social lives of the undergraduate Black students.



25

Previous research suggests that these common themes can make the student feel
vulnerable and stressed. This stress can also be detrimental to the socialization amongst their
peers and academic performance (Lewis & Shah, 2021). The unsuccessful socialization of Black
students amongst their peers can cause feelings of inadequacy. Black students report comparing
themselves with their peers concerning how they identify (Lewis & Shah, 2021).

Black students that are attending PWIs have shared that they felt uncomfortable while
enrolled; and that there seemed to a harmful nature of stereotypes present during their time of
enrollment (Crye, 2023). Other research has shown that Black students, specifically men, have
reported that seeing more men of color in leadership roles on campus would show commitment
to diversity. Results also showed that this could be helpful to the present issues on campus
regarding providing solutions in this area (Handy, 2024).

In present literature, research that has been conducted at historical PWIs show the same
themes concerning sociability. C. Smith (2024) conducted a study where the results were very
consistent with multiple other studies when dealing with Black students reporting that they feel
the inability to assimilate with the student environment. Students also shared that there is a lack
of campus institutional support or support systems in place. All of these factors are correlated
with a sense of belonging for students. On-campus student support services, peer relationships,
and faculty/staff relationships are all connected regarding a college campus atmosphere (M.
Williams et al., 2020).

Within the previous studies, participants revealed that they had to push past all of the
challenges they experienced to be successful at the PWI (Strayhorn, 2023). Participants shared
that same race to race interaction played a significant part of them feeling like they belonged to

the institution. Reports also showed that the interaction between the different races also mattered
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when feeling a sense of belonging. This also had a positive effect regarding the Black students
enjoying their time of enrollment (Strayhorn, 2023). Research emphasizes that leadership
implementation based on flexible leadership strategies can optimize and have a positive impact
on student success. Such as the same leadership strategies used in the business sector, Academic
leaders can apply those same leadership principles to positively impact student academic
achievement, especially within PWIs (Dawkins, 2023).

Ethical Assurances

Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval or certification was obtained to perform a
study on human subjects. Once granted IRB approval, the participants (Black males at PWIs)
were recruited using social media, personal contacts, and references. Participants receive a cover
letter with decision points at the bottom asking them to agree or disagree with it. There was no
person-to-person contact with participants. All identifying information regarding the participants,
as well as contact information for those participants, will remain confidential. A password-
protected electronic file will house all results. All participants have the option to discontinue
their participation at any point during the study. All human study requirements were respected
and adhered to during this study in terms of how they choose to participate. The researcher will
monitor the data collected to ensure the anonymity of the subjects.

The researcher will conduct the study within the guidelines of the Belmont Report,
published in 1979 by the National Commission for the Protection of Human Subjects of
Biomedical and Behavioral Research (1979). There are three principles that serve as the ethical
framework for research. The three principles are respect for people, beneficence, and justice
(Brothers et al., 2019). Respect for people entails that participants are given the choice to choose

what will or will not happen to them. In this study, participants will receive informed consent
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which will detail step-by-step of the study as well as be informed of their right to opt out of the
study, without penalty, as this is a voluntary activity.

The guidance given in this report highlights, as well as mandates that the researcher
demonstrates respect and justice for the participants. The second principle is beneficence.
Beneficence in research ensures participants are treated ethically. Ethical standards consist of
respecting participants’ decisions and keeping them from harm (Beauchamp & Emanuel, 2008).
By outlining the meaning of beneficence, which mandates that researchers do no harm to the
participants in the study, there was no physical contact, or use of instrumentation other than the
participants personal computer. A discussion of the limited risk and benefits in terms of the study
prior to participant agreement were outlined in the informed consent.

The third principle is justice. The justice principle supports fair treatment for all
participants, which includes the fair distribution of the risks and benefits of research. In addition,
the Belmont report forbids the exploitation of vulnerable people which also minimizes risk.
Vulnerable people include individuals who can easily become manipulated given a particular
circumstance or situation (Brothers et al., 2019).

Data related to the study will be retained for 3 years. Electronic data will be stored on a
password-protected computer while paper copies will be locked in a filing cabinet in the
researcher’s home office, both only accessible to the researcher. At the end of the 3 years, the
data will be destroyed. Electronic data will be double deleted while paper copies will be
shredded.

Summary
In Section 1, an in-depth discussion was provided about the foundation of the study, as

well as covering in detail a review of current studies and literature related to Black males’
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students experience at PWIs. This section also focused on the problem of the study regarding
Black male students and the challenges they face at PWIs that can impact their graduation or
remaining enrolled. Section 1 also provided the definition of key terms found throughout the
study, along with the purpose of the study. The most important common theme was that Black
students do not see the same success rates as other races while attending their PWIs.

The concentration of the proposed study was to analyze the barriers Black male students
face while attending PWIs. Tinto’s model of institutional departure theory was recognized as an
essential part of the theoretical framework. In Section 2, the doctoral learning will provide the
methodology and design of the study. The learner will provide extensive insight regarding the

study’s instrumentation, variables, limitations, and findings.
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Section 2: Methodology and Design
The problem being studied was Black males have the lowest college graduation rate at 2-
year predominantly White institutions ([PWIs], McCullough-Wilson, 2023). The purpose of my
qualitative phenomenological study was to understand the lived experiences of Black males at 2-
year PWIs regarding strategies that will improve their overall academic success. The study aimed
to identify those stressed based barriers that could potentially impact their ability to stay in
school or graduate. This research approach emphasized the lived aspects of a particular construct

(H. Williams, 2021).

Within qualitative research, the researcher had to obtain a deep understanding of an
individual’s perceptions regarding the phenomenon. The purpose of utilizing qualitative
phenomenological research was to grasp as much insight in terms of the thoughts and
understanding of the individual’s connection to the phenomenon (Grant, 2023). In this section,
the researcher elaborated on the design and method, as well as explain why the design and
method were the most appropriate in terms of being suitable for addressing the problem, purpose,

and research questions.

Design and Method

Using qualitative research allowed the researcher to collect and analyze non-numerical
data. Non-numerical data includes instruments such as audio, video or text. These instruments
are used to understand the participants’ perceptions or experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2017).
As mentioned previously, the feature I am looking to utilize was obtaining data through the use
of interviewing participants (Black students) to obtain understanding of the Black experiences at

2-year PWIs.
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In using qualitative research, the researcher has to establish trustworthiness regarding the
four elements of research which are credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability
(Sale & Carlin, 2025). Credibility refers to the trustworthiness of the data that was collected,
transferability assesses whether the researchers’ findings can be applicable to other groups
regarding population, dependability primarily focuses on the consistency of the results, and
comfortability is the objectivity of the research (Closa, 2021). To help ensure that
trustworthiness was obtained, the research built trust with the participants as a strategy. This
could assist in unbiased and objective results. The researcher will also use reflexivity as a
strategy. Reflexivity is associated with qualitative research when dealing with the process of
relationship building with the participants throughout the research (Sale & Carlin, 2025).

A qualitative methodology was best suited for my proposed study. Utilizing a qualitative
phenomenological approach helped with the researcher’s alignment when dealing with the
purpose and research questions. I was looking to obtain a deeper understanding of a group’s
lived experiences; and the research questions acted as a frame to obtain data in terms of the
research (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). Although quantitative methodology offered several research
designs such as descriptive, quasi-experimental, and true experimental, it was not appropriate for
this study.

The primary goal of utilizing a qualitative phenomenological approach is to understand a
group’s lived experience (H. Williams, 2021). Quantitative research serves a distinct purpose
which is to provide researchers with the structure to obtain understanding, predicting, and
controlling phenomena through the use of numerical data (Nickerson, 2022). My study was
qualitative regarding methodology. Qualitative research is used to collect and assess non-

numerical data such as video and audio (L. Johnson et al., 2020).
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Using a qualitative phenomenological approach allows the researcher to take advantage
of features that are associated with the design when dealing with being able to use interviews to
obtain data (Roberts, 2020). Some of the benefits or features that the design provides consist of
deep data collection through the use of exploration text, audio, or/and video instruments
(Roberts, 2020). Qualitative phenomenological approach is also very cost effective while still
being able to obtain insight from the research participants without the use of complex resources
(Gill, 2020). My objective within my proposed research was to understand the phenomena of a
specific group and utilizing qualitative phenomenological research as the approach will allow me
to do so.

Descriptive comparative research design could have been beneficial, but my proposed
research goal was to understand the phenomena of one group. Schenker and Rumrill (2004)
suggested that comparative research design seeks to identify differences between two or more
groups of individuals; subsequently, this research design would not be advantageous for this
study. Both quasi-experimental and true experimental designs attempt to establish and show
cause and effect relationships (Cook, 2015); neither of these would be appropriate because the
purpose of my study is not to determine cause-and-effect. Previous research was conducted in
the same field as my proposed research. The research utilized a phenomenological approach to
get a more in depth understanding of the lived experiences of Black students at PWIs. A
qualitative phenomenological approach helped identify the similarities and differences of Black
students regarding the phenomenon (Handy, 2024).

Throughout the previous research, findings indicated that Black males face numerous
challenges while attending community college withing their first year. Although this problem is

well documented, there is a gap in the literature concerning Black males and the stress barriers
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that impact their ability to stay in school or graduate. In a previous study, researchers examined
first generation Black students at 2-year community colleges and the barriers that affect their
graduation.

Recommendations for future research suggested that more research is needed in the same
area in concerns with understanding the experiences that impact graduation rates for first
generation Black students, newly high school graduates, and/or other ethnic groups. Cross (2022)
also made the recommendation to conduct a study at community colleges in northern states as
the researcher conducted the study in southern states. In another study, researchers examined
Black Male retention in community colleges using a case study as the design. It was
recommended that this research should be continued using a different research design, such as
qualitative. Previous research has provided the gap in knowledge concerning how the problem
has not been addressed regarding the barriers that impact Black males’ ability to stay in school or
graduate. The purpose of my intended qualitative phenomenological study was to understand the
experiences that Black males encounter at 2-year institutions concerning the stress-based barriers
during their first year at PWIs. More specifically, to identify those stressed based barriers that
could potentially impact their ability to stay in school or graduate.

Population and Sample

For my study, I utilized purposive sampling. Purposive sampling is used to intentionally
select participants based on specific traits and characteristics regarding experiences related to the
research (H. Williams, 2021). Researchers should use purposive sampling when their research
has a focus on a particular group or individuals that can provide insight on a phenomenon
(Ahmad & Wilkins, 2024). Purposive sampling process is a method that allows researchers to

tailor their participant selection to their research goals (Campbell et al., 2020). Within purposive
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sampling, the researcher must define the problem, identify the criteria needed from the
participants, obtain informed consent for collecting data, chose appropriate methods for data
collection, and must be able to look for recurring themes within the data that’s collected
(Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2007). These steps were the most appropriate to take given the doctoral
candidate’s topic and goal regarding understanding Black male’s experiences at PWIs.

The population for the intended study was Black students enrolled at 2-year PWIs.
Within my current employment as an athletic director at a PWI, I have access to potential
participants for my intended study. Previous research suggested that there is no specific sample
number, but researchers should interview between 5-10 participants (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). I
interviewed a minimum of 10 participants for my study. For phenomenological qualitative
research, achieving data saturation is vital. Saturation explains the appropriateness of the
population for your research. Saturation is important because it indicates that the sample is
appropriate for phenomenological study. There are multiple ways that saturation has been
reached within qualitative studies. The researcher must look for certain themes or recurring
patterns through the data they collect from the participants (Oliver, 2023). Data can be obtained
through the use of interviews and audio such as digital recordings (recorders or smartphones with
microphones), voice memos, or online meeting recordings. An important saturation indicator is
when the researcher starts identifying the exact themes through the different uses of data
collection resources (James, 2021).

Materials/Instrumentation

Interviews were used as the instrument to collect data. The interview questions have been

independently formulated by the researcher to capture insight of the perceptions of the

participants. Phenomenological research aims to get a better understanding of the participants’
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experiences. Using interviews allowed me to gain insight from the participants on their
experience. Through conducting face-to-face interviews, I obtained information through diving
deeply into the perceptions of the participants while capturing what they considered barriers
when working toward graduating from their institution (Roberts, 2020). The researcher created
interview questions as the primary instrument to obtain and collect data.

Within qualitative phenomenological research, there are multiple instruments researchers
can use to collect data. The main goal for researchers to understand is to use these instruments to
understand the phenomenon being studied through the lens of their participants regarding the
experience (Sale & Carlin, 2025). To do so, researchers can utilize interviews, observation, focus
groups, and documentation review. As previously mentioned, I used one-on-one interviews as
the primary instrument to collect data. Through the use of interviews, I gained a deeper
understanding of the participant’s lived experiences at PWIs.

To establish credibility and reliability, I kept a detailed record of all my research
decisions. This includes the data collection and analysis process. I formulated interview
questions as the key instrument for collecting and gathering my data. The purpose of the
interview questions regarding the data collection were to obtain information to better understand
the college graduation rates of Black males at 2-year PWIs. More specifically, to identify those
stressed based barriers that could potentially impact their ability to stay in school and graduate.

The use of interview questions provided validity and credibility to my findings (Sale &
Carlin, 2025). Focus groups and review of documents could be used to collect and review data,
but subjectivity and researcher induced bias could be present which would make interpretation of
the results difficult when dealing with accuracy, thus eliminating these two options. Subjectivity

occurs when the researcher becomes not neutral and can influence the research process or
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outcomes (C. Smith, 2024). Facilitator bias could also occur if a focused group were used.
Facilitator bias can influence participants discussions, and maintaining neutrality is essential for
accurate interpretation of results (Liamputtong, 2011).

Data Collection and Analysis

The researcher obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval or certification to
perform a study on human subjects. Once granted IRB approval, the participants (Black males at
PWIs) were recruited using social media, personal contacts, and references. Potential participants
were provided with a cover letter that includes decision points at the conclusion, requesting them
to indicate their agreement or disagreement. The cover letter was sent by email. The participants
that agree to be part of the study received an additional email that contained information about
the study and the researcher’s contact information should they have additional questions. A
second email contained time slots that were available to meet for the interview.

The researcher had a private neutral location to conduct the one-on-one interviews. This
helped ensure the participants felt comfortable and speak freely. Upon participant approval, the
researcher recorded the interviews using an audio device to capture the participants’ answers so
that no excessive note taking was required. After completing the interviews, the researcher
transcribed all recordings to ensure accurate data analysis. Data was examined to identify
patterns or themes within the interview data helping to draw conclusions concerning the
research. Recognizing any themes present helped better understand any significance and how the
data related to the research questions (Gatling, 2024).

There are multiple models available for data analysis in phenomenological research. Each
method or approach can assist in helping to reveal a participant’s lived experiences regarding

research (Sherman, 2025). These methods consist of Colaizzi’s method, Van Kaam’s method,
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Moustakas method, and Giorgi’s method (Giorgi, 2020). I utilized Giorgi’s method in my
approach to analyzing the qualitative data within my research. Giorgi’s method is also known as
the descriptive phenomenological method. When using the descriptive phenomenological
method, there are 5 steps to follow to ensure the research accurately reflects human experiences
in a systematic manner (Leigh-Osroosh, 2021).

The first step is for the researcher to be non-bias when dealing with setting aside their
own preconceptions. The researcher must have their focus on the descriptions of the participants.
Studying the data is the second step in terms of trying to grasp a full picture of the participants’
experience. The third step is to identify phrases or themes that are pertinent to the research
questions. Step 4 involves interpreting the data that can capture the psychological essence of the
participant’s lived experiences. The goal is to discover the deeper psychological significance
regarding the participant’s experiences (Land, 2024). The fifth and last step is to synthesize a
general psychological structure. The researcher needs to validate that the synthesized structure
accurately portrays the participant’s lived experiences (H. Williams, 2021).

Before applying a descriptive phenomenological method, I needed to clean and prepare
the data. The preparation of data required collecting, organizing, and cleaning the data (Wutich
et al., 2024). After the data was prepared, I collected the primary data from the interviews and
thoroughly went through the transcribed interview answers from the participants. The responses
were transcribed verbatim to ensure that consistency was present regarding format. The data was
systematically organized in a specified folder and securely stored on the computer. The folder
contained subfolders representing each participant. The subfolders housed each participant’s data

including the audio, audio transcripts, and any notes.
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I looked at identifying key phrases and concepts within the participants responses. I
grouped the similar responses into categories that represent themes concerning the analysis.
Being able to capture the themes of the participants’ experiences lived experiences was the goal
within qualitative research concerning the method (B. Johnson & Best, 2024). I reviewed the
themes captured to ensure that those themes accurately represent the data. Making sure that the
themes were accurate helped me with the last step of synthesizing when dealing with developing
a narrative that captures the participant’s experience. This helped validate the accurate
representation of participant’s lived experiences.

Regular backups were performed to minimize data corruption or loss. The data were
stored securely on a restricted-access laptop. Any responses from the participants that found to
be incomplete were removed and not used. The identifying information and contact details of the
participants were kept confidential. A password-protected electronic file houses all results. All
participants had the option to discontinue their participation at any point during the study. All
requirements for human studies were strictly respected and adhered to during this research,
including participants' choices regarding their involvement. The researcher will monitor the data
collected to ensure the anonymity of the subjects.

Assumptions

According to Bardwell (2025), assumptions are the elements that we hold to be true
without proof. Assumptions can be statements made within research that are understood to be
true or mere loose claims. Assumptions also have the ability to affect the results of a study as
results can be subjective when dealing with the social environment as far as the individual
interpretation that cannot being generalized (Bardwell, 2025). The first assumption is that the

participants will understand the interview questions and directions. This also includes that it is
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assumed the participants answer the interview questions honestly and accurately. Without
accuracy in recorded answers, the research could be negatively affected. According to Butler
(2025), the incorrect perception or interpretation of the questions can lead to inaccurate results.
Honesty plays a vital role within this assumption, assuming that all participants were truthful in
their answers to the interview questions about their experiences. The last assumption is that these
findings can be beneficial for other colleges or universities when dealing with increasing Black
male students’ retention and graduation at PWIs.
Limitations

The study was limited to Black males who are attending PWIs in concerns with
completing their degree program. The exclusiveness of the study can be considered a limitation.
Porter-Liddell (2023) suggested that qualitative studies are sophisticated regarding methods for
research and that this design leaves room for limitation within the research. Another limitation is
my position at the school where I conducted my study. The fact that I work on site of the study
could influence the participants to answer interview questions based on what they believe I want
to hear or record. To help mitigate this factor, the research addressed each participant and asked
that they answer each question honestly so that answers can be as accurate as possible.

Confidentiality is another limitation to consider. Answers to questions could be discussed
between participants regarding information sharing when dealing with their peers. To reduce this
limitation, the participants were asked not to share with other participants until the study is
completed. The last limitation could be the sample size when dealing with the restricted number
of participants available to gather data for the study. The use of smaller sample sizes is

appropriate for qualitative studies, but this method could limit generalizability (Samage, 2024).
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Delimitations

Delimitations are the boundaries of the research regarding what the researcher decides to
include and exclude (J. Johnson et al., 2020). Delimitations are essential to research because they
assist the researcher in helping the reader understand the aim of the study, as well as the research
questions regarding what they will and will not include. They can also assist in preventing
certain results or outcomes by focusing on population demographics (Onwuegbuzie, 2000).
Delimitations can shape and inform the research objectives and methodology (Wutich &
Bernard, 2024). Delimitations fall within two areas, which are sample and data collection.

One of the delimitations of the study is sample size. The researcher opted to focus the
study on just Black males at PWIs. The findings of this study cannot be generalized.
Generalizability is vital for research study’s having validity and reliability. If the study has poor
generalizability, then it will narrow down the scope of the researcher’s study. Another
delimitation of the study is by gender. The study excludes female students. Data collection was
also delimited to interview questions, which could affect extraneous data like self-consciousness,
anxiety to perform within the study, and cognitive intensity. Within qualitative research,
extraneous data refers to the data collected that may not be directly relevant to the research
questions but still is present during data collection (Olfert et al., 2018). To reduce the possibility
of inaccuracy regarding the data, the instructions for answering the interview questions prior to
start requested participants to be as open and reflective as possible.

Summary

The problem was that Black males have the lowest college graduation rate at 2-year PWIs

(McCullough-Wilson, 2023). The purpose of my qualitative phenomenological study was to

understand the lived experiences of Black males at 2-year PWIs regarding strategies that will
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improve their overall academic success. The study aimed to identify those stressed based barriers
that could potentially impact their ability to stay in school or graduate. For my study, I utilized
purposeful or purposive sampling. Purposive sampling is used to intentionally select participants
based on specific traits and characteristics regarding experiences related to the research (H.
Williams, 2021). The population for the study was Black students that are enrolled at 2-year
PWIs. Within my current employment as an athletic director at a PWI, I had access to the
participants for my intended study. Previous research suggested that there is no specific sample
number, but researchers should interview between 5-10 participants (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). I

interviewed 10 participants for my study.

Additionally, interviews were used as an instrument to collect data. For my study, the aim
was to get a better understanding of the participants’ experiences using a phenomenological
approach. Utilizing interviews as an instrument allowed me to gain insight from the participants
into their experience. Face to face interviews were the strategy to obtain information for the
study. The purpose was to gain a deeper understanding of the perceptions of the participants,
while being able to capture what the participants consider barriers while working towards
graduation from their institution. The researcher used independently formulated questions to
capture insight of the perceptions of the participants.

Section 2 could be the most important section of the study. Section 2 covers thoroughly
the methodology and data collection I found appropriate and the rationale behind the selections.
Section 3 provides step-by-step procedures in terms of the process taken to analyze the results of

the data. In addition, the results presented in Section 3 will support the premise of the study.
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Section 3: Findings, Implications, and Recommendations

The purpose of my qualitative phenomenological study was to understand the lived
experiences of Black males at 2-year PWIs regarding strategies that will improve their overall
academic success. The study aimed to identify those stressed-based barriers that could
potentially impact their ability to stay in school or graduate. The problem was that Black males
have the lowest college graduation rate at 2-year PWIs (McCullough-Wilson, 2023). The study
centered on participants’ perspectives, offering insight into the colleges and support that shape
their educational journeys. Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was obtained from

National University prior to the commencement of data collection.

Section 3 presents the key findings of the study, organized around the emergent themes
identified through qualitative analysis of participants’ interviews. The emergent themes reflect
the narratives and viewpoints gathered in response to the interview questions. The section also
examines the implications of these findings within the broader context of Black male students at
2-year PWIs. Finally, it offers recommendations grounded in the data, with attention to both
immediate practical applications and directions for future research.

While this study provides valuable insight into the lived experiences of Black male
students at PWIs, one limitation could be considered when interpreting the findings. The sample
size and recruitment strategy may introduce potential biases. Participants were selected based on
availability and willingness to engage in the study, which may reflect a degree of self-selection.
Individuals who chose to participate may have held particularly strong perspectives, either
affirming or critical, regarding their institutional experiences. Conversely, those who declined
participation may have done so due to discomfort, distrust, emotional fatigue, or competing

demands, thereby limiting the diversity of the perspective represented. Additionally, because the
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study was conducted within a single institutional context, the transferability of the findings is
inherently constrained. The applicability of these insights should be interpreted within the
boundaries of the study’s institutional context, recognizing that the experiences described may
not fully represent those of Black male students at other PWIs with different cultural climates,
institutional structures, or support systems.

Findings

The 10 participants in this study consisted of Black male students who were actively
enrolled at the same 2-year PWIs at the time of data collection. All individuals met the inclusion
criteria of self-identifying as Black males and being enrolled in associate degree programs at the
institution where the majority of the student population is White. Participants ranged in age from
late teens to mid-twenties, representing a spectrum of academic standings including first-year,
second year and returning students. While specific socioeconomic data were not collected,
anecdotal insights during the interviews reflected a range of financial backgrounds, with several
participants referencing work obligations, financial aid, and family support as factors influencing
their educational persistence.

Each participant engaged in a one-on-one, structured interview conducted in a private,
neutral location to ensure confidentiality and comfort. Interviews typically lasted between 45 and
60 minutes and were audio-recorded with participant consent to ensure accuracy and
completeness. All recordings were transcribed verbatim using a secure transcription process, and
transcripts were reviewed for accuracy prior to analysis. The interviews focused on participants
lived experiences navigating academic and social life within PWI environments, including
encounters with microaggressions and racial discrimination from faculty, staff, and peers, as well

as the psychological and academic implications of these experiences. Participants also described
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the influence of family, the availability and effectiveness of institutional support, and the
personal strategies they employed to persist in their educational journeys.

The demographic group was intentionally selected to provide insight into the nuanced
challenges faced by Black males in 2-year PWIs which can often be seen as an underrepresented
population in higher education research. Their narratives offer critical perspective on identity,
resilience, and institutional climate within these settings (Dowdy, 2019). The data collected from
the participants revealed several recurring themes. These themes reflect the lived experiences of
navigating cultural identity, accessing support, managing academic pressures, and integrating
socially within institutional environment.

In qualitative research, establishing trustworthiness is essential to ensure that findings
genuinely reflect participants lived experiences. To honor the integrity of their voices, this study
aligned with the four criteria outlined by Enworo (2023): credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was strengthened through intentional rapport-
building with each participant before and during the interview process. Conversations were held
one-on-one in private, neutral settings to foster psychological safety and create space for honest
reflection. The semi-structured format encouraged participants to share personal narratives
related to racialized experiences, academic persistence, and social navigation within the PWI
context. Member checking was incorporated by inviting participants to clarify or expand on their
responses, ensuring that their perspectives were represented with accuracy and care. These
strategies helped cultivate trust and authenticity throughout the data collection process (Azeh,
2025).

Transferability was supported by offering rich descriptions of the institutional context,

participant demographics, and the challenges they encountered. By detailing the shared identity
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of participants as Black male students within a 2-year PWI, the study provides contextual depth
that allows readers to consider how these insights might apply to similar educational
environments. Thematic analysis further illuminated patterns that may resonate with broader
populations navigating racialized academic spaces (Bohn, 2025).

Dependability was addressed through a clearly documented and replicable research
design. Throughout the study, I maintained detailed records, including interview protocols,
transcription procedures, coding frameworks, and analytic notes to ensure consistency and
transparency. The structure of the interviews and the systematic approach to analysis allowed
findings to emerge through a dependable and traceable process. Ongoing feedback from
academic mentors added another layer of scrutiny, helping refine both the interpretive lens and
methodological rigor.

Confirmability was supported by a reflexive approach to data interpretation. Direct
quotations from participants were used to anchor findings in their own words, minimizing
researcher imposition and keeping their voices central. An audit trail and reflective memos were
maintained throughout the analytic process, documenting how interpretations evolved, and
decisions were made. These materials offer a transparent account of the study’s progression,
allowing others to trace the logic behind the findings and confirm that they were grounded in the
data rather than shaped by personal bias or assumption (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Analysis of the interview data revealed that participants lived experiences at the 2-year
PWI were shaped by recurring patterns related to racialized interactions, academic navigation,
institutional support, and personal resilience. As meaning units were transformed into
psychologically sensitive statements, clear thematic structures emerged that reflected how

participants made sense of their environment and the factors influencing their persistence. The
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essence of their experiences centered on negotiating cultural identity within predominantly white
spaces, managing the emotional and academic impact of discrimination, and seeking support
systems that affirmed their belonging. These themes collectively illustrate how participants
interpreted their challenges and strengths, offering insight into how their lived experiences
directly addressed the study’s research questions. For Research Question 1 and Research
Question 2, the themes were as follows:

RQI1. What are the lived experiences of Black males at 2-year PWIs?

The lived experiences of Black males at 2-year PWIs are shaped by a complex interplay
of cultural identity, academic navigation, social integration, and the pursuit of meaningful
support. These dimensions surfaced consistently across participant narratives and reflected the
challenges and strengths embedded in their daily campus experiences. Through systematic
qualitative analysis, the data were coded and organized to highlight recurring patterns and
emotionally resonant insights. Together, these themes provide a deeper understanding of how
participants made sense of their environment and the factors influencing persistence.

Theme 1: Cultural Identity and Acceptance. Participants consistently emphasized the
importance of maintaining cultural identity within PWI spaces. This emphasis extended beyond
self-expression to include a sense of integrity and resistance. One participant advised incoming
students to “be yourself, be comfortable in your own skin, be comfortable in your culture,” even
when institutional norms made that difficult. He described cultural expression as a constructive
act—one that could foster understanding and, potentially, acceptance. Another participant
reflected on the role of the minority excellence organization (MEQO) in affirming his cultural

background and providing a space where identity could be safely expressed.
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Theme 2: Support Systems. The necessity of culturally responsive support systems was
a recurring theme. Participants identified mentorship and counseling as essential, particularly
when those services were provided by individuals who shared or understood their cultural
context. Participant 4 explained, “Just having someone Black in that position would be great to
talk to ... they’d be able to know where we’re coming from.” The MEO was frequently cited as a
valuable resource, offering scholarships, guidance, and a sense of community that helped
students navigate institutional challenges.

Theme 3: Academic Challenges and Environment. Academic pressures were described
as both structural and psychological. Several participants reported feeling “set up for failure” due
to limited access to resources and inconsistent support from administration. Others noted a lack
of respect for athletic coaches and mentors who advocated on their behalf. These accounts
suggest that institutional barriers, both formal and informal, shaped participants’ academic
experiences and contributed to feelings of marginalization.

Theme 4: Social Dynamics and Integration. Participants described social integration
within PWI environments as a persistent challenge. Feelings of being watched, judged, or
misunderstood were common. Participant 3 recalled, “It felt like we were being watched every
time we walked into school ... it got uncomfortable.” Despite these dynamics, many emphasized
the importance of building community and finding spaces of belonging. Participant 2 described
adapting aspects of his cultural expression to make it more accessible to peers, while still
maintaining authenticity: “I try to make it more comfortable for them while still being myself ...

I add something to the side, so they also feel included.”
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Theme 5: Advice for New Students. Participants offered guidance to incoming Black
students, often rooted in personal experience and resilience. Their advice included being
proactive in seeking help, engaging with available communities, and staying focused on
academic goals. They encouraged new students to embrace their uniqueness and contribute
positively to the institutional environment, even when doing so required emotional labor and
cultural negotiation. Participants’ feedback also highlighted the value of embracing one’s
uniqueness and maintaining cultural authenticity.

RQ?2. What challenges do Black males face in achieving academic success at 2-year PWIs?

The challenges faced by Black males in achieving academic success at 2-year PWIs were
identified through a thematic analysis of participant narratives. These challenges reflect recurring
patterns across individual experiences. These patterns highlighted the structural and interpersonal
barriers and were organized into six primary themes: cultural disconnection, lack of institutional
support, academic pressure, social integration, administrative challenges, and time management.
Together, these themes illustrate the multifaceted nature of the academic journey for Black males
navigating PWIs.

Theme 6: Cultural Disconnection. Participants reported a sense of alienation within
PWI environments, which impacted on their ability to engage academically. Being one of the
few Black students often led to feelings of being watched or judged, contributing to discomfort
and distraction in academic spaces. Participant 6 reflected:

My biggest challenge was trying to find the right crowd to fit in ... everybody already has

their clicks or people just already looking at me as if I’'m some kind of ... outsider. So

just trying to find out where you fit in or figuring out if you just gotta stay to yourself.
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Theme 7: Lack of Institutional Support. A significant challenge identified was the
absence of adequate institutional support. Participants described feeling “set up for failure” due
to limited access to academic resources and culturally responsive support systems. Participant 1,
who was also a student-athlete shared:

It was just very difficult for us ... I had a lot of teammates who ended up failing off ...

we weren’t set up like we were essentially set up for failure for most kids ... it took a

select few who had good academic routines and habits to really bust their ass to succeed.

Theme 8: Academic Pressure. Participants discussed the stress of maintaining high
academic performance while simultaneously navigating cultural and personal challenges. The
expectation to excel in environments that may not be welcoming added emotional strain and
contributed to feelings of isolation and burnout. Participant 5 described:

Patience is the number one thing ... understanding that not everyone sees life the same ...

I keep telling myself why I’m there ... I’'m trying to get my degree, trying to go to school

for free ... reminding myself and being patient and open really helps me stay on task.

Theme 9: Social Integration. Difficulty forming connections within the PWI student
body was a recurring theme. Participants emphasized the importance of community-building,
noting that social isolation negatively affected their academic focus and motivation. Participant 8
explained:

Just getting out more ... try not to be in my room as much ... try to go out on campus,

talk to people ... you could build little bonds and those little bonds over time could form

into a steady group ... something more inclusive.
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Theme 10: Administrative Challenges. Negative interactions with faculty and
administration were reported by several participants. These included perceptions of unequal
treatment, dismissive responses to concerns, and a lack of respect for culturally relevant
programming. Participant 1 stated:

Counseling would be something ... not super therapist-like, but the opportunity to talk to

someone who understands ... we were the only Black people in town and everyone knew

where we were ... it’s different ... knowing you’re not alone is the first thing.

Theme 11: Time Management and Balancing Responsibilities. Participants
highlighted the challenge of managing academic responsibilities alongside work, family
obligations, and other life demands. The cumulative effect of these responsibilities was described
as a source of stress that, if not managed effectively, could lead to academic difficulties. This

theme was consistently mentioned as a barrier to sustained academic performance.

RQ3. How do Black males describe their interactions with faculty, staff, and peers at 2-year
PWIs?

Participants’ narratives revealed a range of experiences in their interactions with faculty,
staff, and peers at 2-year PWIs. These interactions were described as mixed, reflecting both
supportive and challenging elements shaped by the broader institutional and social context. The
analysis demonstrated that these varied experiences contributed to identifiable patterns across the
dataset. From this process, six recurring themes emerged.

Theme 12: Negative Perceptions of Faculty Interactions. Several participants reported
feeling disrespected or not taken seriously by faculty members. Concerns raised by students were
often perceived as overlooked or dismissed. Faculty were described as lacking cultural

awareness or understanding of the student’s lived experiences, which contributed to strained
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communication and limited academic support. Participant 9 expressed that he didn’t feel that
there was a lot of help from administration, and it often felt that administration came across more
racist than some of the students.

Theme 13: Mixed Experiences with Staff Support. Interactions with institutional staff
were described as varied. While some participants noted that staff members were approachable
and made genuine efforts to assist, others reported that staff did not provide adequate support or
failed to respond effectively to their needs. Positive staff interactions were acknowledged but not
consistently experienced across the institution. Participant 2 stated:

I wouldn’t have made it as far as I did if I didn’t have the faculty that was there to help

me. They were there with me step-by-step like even when times were like so gray and it

looked like I wasn’t gonna pull through.

Theme 14: Social Isolation Among Peers. Participants frequently described feelings of
isolation in their interactions with peers. Being one of the few Black students on campus was
associated with challenges in forming friendships and building a sense of community. Several
participants reported feeling watched or judged by their peers, which contributed to discomfort
and limited social engagement. These experiences collectively limited their social engagement
and reinforced a sense of separation within the campus environment.

Theme 15: Desire for Connection and Understanding. A strong desire for increased
understanding and inclusivity from peers was expressed. Participants indicated that their
interactions could improve through more opportunities for cultural exchange and open dialogue.
These efforts were viewed as meaningful avenues for fostering stronger interpersonal
connections. Participants also believed that such approaches could help reduce social distance

and create a more supportive campus environment.
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Theme 16: Importance of Mentorship. Mentorship was identified as a critical
component of participants’ institutional experiences. Participants emphasized the value of
mentors who understood their cultural and academic challenges. These relationships were
described as essential for navigating the educational environment. They also played a key role in
helping students and maintain academic focus and persistence.

Theme 17: Recognition of Efforts by Some Individuals. Despite the challenges
reported, some participants acknowledged that certain faculty and staff made meaningful efforts
to engage with them positively. These individuals were appreciated for their attempts to
understand and support Black students, and their presence was noted as a source of
encouragement. Participant 3 shared that:

my instructor would try to help me out with homework and things that I had problems

with. If T asked a lot of other staff or administration, they would be nice as well. Nothing

was bad on their end when it came to support.
Evaluation of the Outcomes

Black males continue to have the lowest college graduation rates at 2-year PWIs. This
persistent disparity limits access to economic mobility, personal fulfillment, and broader societal
participation. The purpose of this study was to understand the lived experiences of Black males
at 2-year PWIs regarding strategies that will improve their overall academic success. The study
aimed to identify those stressed based barriers that could potentially impact their ability to stay in
school or graduate. The findings directly respond to this purpose by offering participant-centered
insights into the emotional, social, and structural realities these students navigate. These insights

help explain the graduation gap not just through data, but through the voices of those living it.
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The thematic analysis of participant narratives revealed recurring themes that reflect the
lived experiences and academic challenges of Black males attending 2-year PWIs. These themes
were identified through a multi-phase coding process, including open coding to capture initial
concepts, group coding concerning grouping related ideas, and selective coding to refine and
organize the final thematic structure. The resulting themes and descriptions are presented as

descriptive summaries of each in Table 1.
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Table 1. Questions and Theoretical Alignment

Interview Question  Giorgi/Tinto Factor Theoretical Factor Description
What challenges have ~ Navigating the Captures the emotional and social complexities
you faced as a Black Challenges of of being a minority in settings where one is
male at a PWI? Minority Identity in  outnumbered. Includes the struggle for

PWI Environments  inclusion and acceptance while maintaining
identity, reflecting both external perceptions and
internal responses.

Can you describe any
experiences of racial
discrimination or
microaggressions you’ve
encountered on campus?

The Complexities of Highlights emotional and social challenges,

Minority Identity in  including stereotypes, need for community

PWI Spaces support, cultural adjustment, and
discrimination. Reflects broader societal
dynamics within campus life.

How do you feel your
cultural identity has been

Cultural Identity and Emphasizes the resilience required to maintain
Resilience in PWIs  identity amid stereotypes, cultural adjustment,

supported or challenged and limited support. Reflects the ongoing

at the institution? struggle for inclusion and belonging.

What role have faculty  Faculty/Staff Explores how interactions with faculty and

and staff played in your Influence on administration shape academic progress,

academic journey? Academic and emotional support, and overall well-being.
Emotional Well-being

Have you participated in The Role and Highlights the absence of necessary programs,

any support programs or Limitations of importance of emotional support, experiences

organizations for Black  Support Programs of racism and isolation, and the need for

males? If so, how
effective were they?

inclusive social and academic spaces.

How do you perceive the
campus climate and its
impact on your academic
success?

Campus Climate and Emphasizes the need for tailored support,

Academic Success  mentorship, and cultural education. Shows how
campus climate directly affects academic
outcomes and inclusion.

What resources or
services do you think the
institution should
provide to better support
Black males?

Institutional Support Explores how social support, diversity, and

and Student Well- institutional resources affect mental health and

being academic success. Highlights the importance of
belonging and adequate support systems.

How has your family
influenced your decision
to stay in school and
pursue your degree?

Family Influence and Reflects how family support fills gaps left by

Institutional Gaps institutional shortcomings. Highlights the
motivational role of family amid limited
institutional understanding.

What strategies have you
used to overcome
academic and social
challenges at the PWI?

Strategies for Captures the diverse strategies students use to
Resilience and navigate challenges, including engagement,
Adaptation support networks, and adaptability.
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What advice would you Empowerment Encourages self-acceptance, cultural pride, and
give to other Black males through Authenticity active participation. Emphasizes authenticity as
entering a PWI? and Engagement a strategy for overcoming challenges and

fostering understanding.

Research Question 1 - Lived Experiences: Cultural ldentity, Acceptance, and Belonging

Participants described their experiences as shaped by a tension between affirming their
cultural identity and adapting to their institutional norms. When students felt seen and supported,
their engagement deepened. When they did not, disconnection followed. Organizations like the
minority excellence organization (MEO) provided validation and belonging for some, but that
sense of acceptance was not universal.

The desire for connection emerged as a central theme. Participants shared that
involvement in campus activities helped ease isolation and foster relationships. Their feedback
suggests that institutions must move beyond passive tolerance of identity and toward active
celebration. Intentional programming that encourages social engagement and community
building is essential for student well-being and retention.

These findings align with previous literature, emphasizing the role of cultural affirmation
in student persistence. In a previous study, it was argued that culturally responsive campus
environments are critical for Black male success, particularly in PWI settings (Swayze, 2022).
Similarly, Strayhorn (2023) reinforced that a sense of belonging is not optional but foundational
regarding Black male student success. Within Tinto’s framework, these experiences reflect the
domain of social integration. When students find spaces that affirm their identity, they are more

likely to persist. When those spaces are absent, disengagement becomes more likely.



55

Research Question 2 — Barriers to Academic Success: Support, Resources, and Climate

When asked about academic success, participants pointed to three key challenges: lack of
support systems, limited academic resources, and a difficult campus climate. Their responses
made it clear that academic success isn’t just about ability. It’s about access, affirmation, and
environment. Many called for culturally responsive counseling and mentorship. The absence of
relatable support structures contributed to emotional strain and academic uncertainty.
Participants stressed that having diverse staff and tailored mentorship programs could directly
impact persistence.

Frustration with limited resources and a perceived lack of institutional investment was a
common thread. Some felt the system wasn’t designed with their success in mind. Equitable
access to tutoring, advising, and culturally relevant programming was missing and when it was
present, it wasn’t prioritized. Navigating campus culture was another layer of challenge. The
emotional labor of existing in PWI spaces was marked by microaggressions or a sense of
invisibility and was a recurring barrier. These experiences weren’t just uncomfortable; they were
exhausting.

Recent studies confirm that structural barriers continue to undermine Black male success
at PWIs. For instance, recent studies found that the absence of culturally attuned support services
contributes to academic disengagement (Emerson et al., 2024). Similarly, previous research
highlights how racialized campus climates erode students’ sense of safety and belonging
(Bretous, 2023). These findings align with Tinto’s model when examining these findings reflect
weak academic integration and limited institutional commitment. Without intentional support
and investment, students may internalize systemic failures and disengage emotionally, socially,

and academically.
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Research Question 3 — Interactions: Faculty, Peers, and the Need for Inclusivity

Participants reflected on their interactions with faculty, staff, and peers. While some
described faculty and staff as friendly, the need for deeper understanding and mentorship was
clear. Surface-level kindness wasn’t enough, and participants felt they wanted connection,
guidance, and cultural awareness. Peer dynamics were often fraught. Many shared feelings of
being watched, judged, or tokenized. These experiences reinforced outsider status and created
discomfort in social settings. Some participants withdrew socially, even if they remained
academically present. There was also a strong call for inclusivity. Participants wanted more
activities and education that reflected their cultural backgrounds. The lack of representation in
campus life wasn’t just disappointing; it was a missed opportunity for connection.

These findings mimic recent work, which emphasized that inclusive peer and faculty
relationships are essential for retention (Muhamed, 2025). They also align with the concept of
community cultural wealth in terms of institutions must recognize and build upon the cultural
assets students bring (Butler, 2025). As it relates to Tinto’s framework, these experiences
highlight gaps in social integration and institutional commitment. Without inclusive practices
and culturally aware mentorship, students may remain academically present but socially
withdrawn, which can be seen as an early sign of departure.

Tinto’s institutional departure theory assumes that student’s persistence is shaped by
three interrelated areas which are academic integration, social integration, and institutional
commitment. When students experience disconnection in these areas, their likelithood of
departure increases (Tinto, 2023). The study offers a nuanced, context specific application of
Tinto’s framework. Participants’ experience reflects that academic integration hindered by

limited resources and lack of culturally responsive support. Social integration was perceived or
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shaped by feelings of isolation, tokenism, and the search for belonging; and institutional
commitment was viewed as conditional or absent when diversity and inclusion are not
prioritized.

The alignment between the study’s purpose, findings, and Tinto’s model underscores the
importance of academic support, social belonging, and institutional responsiveness in promoting
persistence among Black males at PWIs. The lived experiences also challenge the institutions to
go further beyond the surface level inclusion and towards transformative practices that affirm
identity, foster connection, and demonstrate a real commitment to equity (Swayze, 2022).
Implications and Recommendations for Practice

This study explored the lived experiences, academic challenges, and interpersonal
interactions of Black males at 2-year PWIs. The findings reveal patterns that, while context-
specific, offer meaningful implications for institutional practice. These implications are drawn
directly from participant narratives and feedback; and are interpreted with care regarding
accuracy.

Participants reflections underscore the centrality of cultural identity and belonging in
shaping their educational experience. The affirmation of one’s cultural background, whether
through student led organizations like the minority excellence organization (Participant 6) or
through personal expressions of authenticity (Participant 2) emerged as a stabilizing force. These
findings suggest that culturally affirming spaces are not peripheral but foundational to student
well-being and engagement, echoing recent studies which emphasize the role of racial identity in
persistence and self-efficacy (Kezar et al., 2024).

Academic challenges were frequently linked to the absence of tailored support systems.

Participants 1, 3, and 5 described a lack of culturally relevant counseling, limited mentorship,
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and a broader campus climate that often felt unwelcoming or misaligned with their needs. These
accounts point to systemic gaps in institutional responsiveness and highlight the need for more
intentional, equity centered support structures. This aligns with previous research when dealing
with the assertion that culturally unresponsive environments contribute to diminished academic
outcomes for Black male students in community colleges (J. Turner, 2023).

Interactions with faculty and staff were described as generally positive, with faculty often
perceived as friendly and approachable. However, participants expressed a desire for deeper
relational engagement. For example, Participant 6 emphasized the need for faculty to advocate
for more tailored resources that address the specific needs of minority students. Peer dynamics,
in contrast, were more fraught, with several participants describing feelings of isolation and
marginalization.

Participant 4 described the learning environment as intimidating, particularly when
navigating classroom spaces as one of the only minority students. They reflected on a recurring
internal question, “Does my teacher really know me or understand where I come from?” This
questioning underscores the emotional complexity of feeling unseen or culturally disconnected
within academic settings. These experiences suggest that while institutions may offer surface
level support, deeper cultural understanding and inclusive practices are needed to foster genuine
connection.

The findings of this study point to several practice-oriented considerations that may
enhance the educational experience of Black males at 2-year PWIs. Five recommendations are
presented, each rooted in participant narratives and informed by relevant literature to ensure
alignment with both lived experience and current studies. First, institutions should sustain

culturally affirming student spaces. Participant 6’s experience with the minority excellence
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organization illustrates how such environments foster belonging, pride, and connection. This
aligns with Marlow-McCowin (2025) work, which emphasized the role of identity-affirming
communities in promoting engagement and persistence.

Second, participants expressed a need for culturally responsive counseling and
mentorship. Participant 4 called for support that resonates with their lived experience, while
Participant 5 highlighted the importance of mentorship in navigating academic challenges.
Brooms (2020) underscore the value of relational, culturally attuned support in fostering student
success. Third, inclusive programming and diversity education emerged as meaningful.
Participants described a desire for campus activities that reflect their cultural backgrounds and
for efforts to educate the broader student population. Literature suggests that inclusive
engagement can reduce isolation and foster mutual respect (Braxton, 2019; Byrd, 2022).

Fourth, while faculty were generally perceived as approachable, participants hoped for
deeper relational engagement. Structured opportunities for mentorship and professional
development in culturally responsive pedagogy may strengthen faculty-student relationships
(Todman, 2025) out campus climate such as feeling “set up for failure” (Participant 3), point to
the need for institutional reflection. Equity audits and mechanisms for elevating student voice
may help identify and address systemic barriers. These recommendations are not prescriptive but
suggest pathways for institutions to more fully honor the experiences and needs of Black male
students. Further inquiry is needed to explore their relevance across varied educational contexts.
Recommendations for Future Research

This study offers insight into the lived experiences of Black males at PWIs that highlights
the significance of cultural identity, support systems, and campus climate. Guided by Tinto’s

model of student departure, which emphasizes the importance of academic and social integration
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in student persistence, this study also provides insight that reveals areas that future research can
assist in expanding understanding. To build on this study, future researchers might examine how
Black males negotiate cultural identity in academic spaces where they are underrepresented.

Participant 2 emphasized cultural authenticity which suggests a need to explore how
students maintain a sense of self while adapting to institutional norms. This line of inquiry could
deepen understanding of how identity affirmation intersects with academic and social integration
which is also central to Tinto’s framework. Support systems also warrant further investigation.
Participants described mentorship, culturally responsive counseling, and peer networks as
essential to their success, yet access to these resources was uneven. Future studies could evaluate
the design and impact of such programs, particularly in relation to persistence and belonging.

Campus climate emerged as a significant factor in students’ sense of inclusion.
Participant 3’s account of feeling “set up for failure” points to systemic barriers that merit
longitudinal study. Researchers might assess how diversity initiatives, student engagement
efforts, and faculty development shape outcome over time. This study’s scope was limited to one
institutional type and demographic group. Future research should expand to include multiple
institutions and racially diverse populations, allowing for comparative and intersectional
analysis. Mixed methods designs may also enhance future studies by capturing both broad
patterns and individual narratives.

The next logical step was to move from descriptive inquiry to evaluative and
intervention-based research. Rather than solely documenting student experiences, future studies
should examine how institutions can respond in ways that are culturally sustaining, relationally
attuned, and structurally responsive. Tinto’s framework emphasizes that persistence is not simply

a matter of individual motivation, but of institutional conditions that support meaningful
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engagement. Future research could also focus on identifying, implementing, and assessing
practices that directly respond to the barriers and opportunities surfaced in this study. By
centering student voice and applying equity focused frameworks, future research can contribute
to institutional change that supports persistence not only in theory but in practice.

Conclusions

This study explored the educational experiences of Black males at one 2-year PWI, with
a focus on how cultural identity, institutional support, and campus climate influence academic
persistence. Using Tinto’s model of student departure as a guiding framework, the research
revealed that students’ ability to integrate socially and culturally within their institutions plays a
critical role in their success. The study addressed a pressing practice-based concern: Black males
continue to graduate at disproportionately low rates from PWIs, a pattern that reflects broader
systemic inequities in higher education.

Participants shared narratives of navigating environments that were often culturally
unfamiliar or unwelcoming, underscoring the importance of maintaining their identity while
seeking meaningful connection. Their reflections pointed to a consistent need for intentional
institutional support, particularly through culturally competent counseling, identity-affirming
student organizations, and inclusive programming. These findings highlight how experiences of
isolation and marginalization can erode students’ confidence, sense of belonging, and academic
engagement. The implications for practice are clear. Institutions must move beyond symbolic
diversity efforts and commit to culturally responsive strategies that affirm identity, foster
relational trust, and address structural barriers (Dowdy, 2019).

Participants called for mentorship programs that reflect their lived realities, diversity

training for faculty and staff, and campus spaces that celebrate cultural heritage. These
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recommendations align with Tinto’s assertion that student retention is not solely a matter of
individual determination, but of institutional responsibility (Tinto, 2023). To advance equity,
colleges must implement practices that attend to both relational and structural dimensions of
student experience (D. Williams, 2021). Culturally affirming spaces cultivate belonging and
pride; mentorship and counseling grounded in cultural understanding support both academic and
emotional resilience; inclusive engagement through diversity education and faculty development
reduces isolation and fosters mutual respect; and structural reflection, through equity audits and
student voice mechanisms enables institutions to identify and address systemic inequities
(Strayhorn, 2023).

Looking ahead, future research should evaluate the effectiveness of cultural sustaining
practices, expand to varied institutional contexts, and employ mixed methods to capture both
broad patterns and individual depth. The next logical step is intervention-based inquiry,
examining how institutions can actively create conditions that support persistence through
culturally responsive, relationally attuned, and equity-driven approaches. By addressing these
areas, institutions not only improve outcomes for Black males but also cultivate a more inclusive

and enriching educational environments for all students.
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Appendix A
Recruitment Letter
Recruitment Email/Letter

My name is Nile Finney, and I am a doctoral student at National University. I am
conducting a research study to understand your experiences and the college graduation rates of
African American males at predominantly white 2-year institutions.

I am recruiting individuals who meet all of these criteria:

e Have to be an African American male student who are enrolled at 2-year PWTI’s.
If you decide to participate in this study, you will be asked to do the following activities:

e Participants will be asked to be a part of an interview. The interview will be in a private
neutral location and will be conducted 1 on 1.

During these activities, you will be asked questions about:

e The topics you will be asked about throughout the interview consist of challenges or
barriers you have faced during your enrollment. Anything from microaggressions and
racial discrimination while on campus from faculty, staff or/and students. You will also
be asked if these factors hindered your ability to learn or overcome academic and/or
social challenges. Some questions will include have these factors or family influenced
your decisions to stay enrolled in school.

If you are interested in participating in this study, please contact me at (321)-917-8835 or email
n.finney3952@o0365.ncu.edu.
Thank you for considering participating in this voluntary research!

Nile Finney


mailto:n.finney3952@o365.ncu.edu
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Appendix B
Interview Protocol (including Interview Questions)
Interview Protocol

Hello, and thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview today. My name is Nile
Finney, and I am a doctoral student at Northcentral University conducting my dissertation
research.

This interview is expected to last 60 minutes. I will be recording our discussion and
taking notes to make sure I have complete information. Your responses will be held in
confidence.

I would like to review the letter of consent with you before we begin the interview.

Do you agree to participate in the study?

Participant: Yes, or No,

Lead into the Interview: Thank you. I am interested in learning about your experiences. This
information will be confidential, and your individual answers will not be shared with anyone.
Your perspectives and understanding of your experiences regarding any barriers that were
present that affected your academic success are essential to my study.
e Do you have any questions before we get started?
Consider beginning the interview with questions that put the participants at ease before moving
onto the more complex or sensitive questions.
Interview Questions
1. What challenges have you faced as an African American male at your institution?
2. Can you describe any experiences of racial discrimination or microaggressions you’ve
encountered on campus?
3. How do you feel your cultural identity has been supported or challenged at the
institution?
4. What roles have your faculty and staff played in your academic journey?
5. How do you perceive the campus climate and its impact on your academic success?
6. What resources or services do you think the institution should provide to better support

African American males?
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7. How has your family influenced your decision to stay in school and pursue your degree?

8. What strategies have you used to overcome any academic and social challenges at your
institution?

9. What advice would you give other African American males entering a PWI?

10. Have you participated in any support programs or organizations on campus? If so, how

effective were they?

Conclusion: Thank you for taking the time to meet with me today and to share your
perspectives/experiences.
Close the interview with some debriefing questions. This can serve as a process for clarification
or as review of the interview.
Sample debriefing questions:
e Ask if they have any questions or concerns

e [s there anything you would like to add or clarify about.
Supporting Resources

Consider providing participants with a list of resources they can access if needed following the
interview. Resources may include a list of counseling services or hotlines. This is most

appropriate when interviewing individuals about sensitive topics.

Next Steps: If there are other research activities that participants are expected to complete,
remind them of the next activities before ending the interview. For example, if you are planning
on doing member checking on the accuracy of the interview transcript, let them know when,

where, and how member checking will occur.

If you are offering incentives for participating in the study, remind participants of how and when

they will receive their incentive.
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Appendix C
Consent Form

Consent Form

My name is Nile Finney, and I am a doctoral student at National University (NU).
I’m asking you to take part in a research study about the college graduation rates of African
American males at predominantly white 2-year institutions when understanding and identifying
those stressed based barriers that could impact their ability to stay in school and graduate. The
name of this research study is “Navigating Challenges: A Qualitative Phenomenological Study of
African American Male Experience at Two-Year Predominantly White Institutions.”

You may participate in this research if you meet all of the following criteria:

e You are aged 18 or older.
¢ You are an African American male.
¢ You are currently enrolled as a student at a 2-year predominantly white institution in the
United States.
I hope to include 10 people in this research.
Please read this form carefully and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to
take part in this study.
What you will be asked to do: If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked

to do the following activities:

e Participating in a face-to-face interview for 60 minutes
e Review interview summary via email for 10-15 minutes

During these activities, you will be asked questions about:

e Any challenges or barriers you may have faced while attending school a PWI.
e Your perception of the campus climate and impact on your academic success.
e Strategies you have used to overcome academic and social challenges.
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e Risks: There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts associated with this study. You can
still skip any question you do not wish to answer, skip any activity, or stop participating
at any time.

o Benefits: If you participate, there are no direct benefits to you. This research may
increase the body of knowledge in the subject area of this study.

e Recording: [ would like to audio record your responses during the interview.

e Confidentiality: I will keep records of this study private and take reasonable measures to
protect the security of all your personal information. In any report I make public, I will
not include any information that will make it possible to identify you. I will securely store
your data for 3 years. Then, I will delete electronic data and destroy paper data.

e Taking part is voluntary: Participation in this study is completely voluntary. You may
quit at any time.

If you have questions: Please ask any questions you have now. If you have questions later, you
may contact me at n.finney3952@o0365.ncu.edu or at (321)-917-8835

If you have any questions or concerns regarding your rights as a subject in this study, you may
contact the Institutional Review Board (IRB) via email at irb@nu.edu


mailto:irb@nu.edu
mailto:n.finney3952@o365.ncu.edu
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