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Abstract

Higher education has made progress in the enrollment of under-represented minorities, yet
very notably, African American men continue to enroll in college at very low rates. The
current study explores the factors that lead to the college enrollment of African American
men, using the lived experiences of 8 undergraduates at mid-western universities. The study
findings are consistent with the emerging theory of Community Expectancy, suggesting that
many informal factors play important roles in encouraging the academic performance and
ultimately the college enrollment of African American men.
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1. Introduction

Race continues to be a significant social issue in the United States. Whether discussing
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political elections, buying patterns, or earning potential, an individual’s racial identity has
become one of the defining criteria for understanding societal behavior. In addition, recent
and recurring social challenges that highlight violence against different racial identities, the
topic can incite a tremendous emotional community response.

Within the spectrum of racial identity, the African American man is perhaps one of the most
studied and least understood. Individuals who claim this racial identity are among the least
likely to graduate from high school, attend and graduate from any postsecondary education,
and are among the most likely to be incarcerated or unemployed (Browne & Battle, 2018;
Eckholm, 2006). Even as all racial identities are experiencing historically high enrollment in
postsecondary education, African American men continue to lag in their enrollment (Snyder
& Dillow, 2011).

Postsecondary enrollment has been identified as having a positive impact on an individual.
College graduates have not only higher lifelong earnings, but they are less likely to engage in
unhealthy behaviors such as substance abuse, are less likely to be obese or have extreme
health problems, are more likely to be engaged in their communities, vote, and report a higher
level of satisfaction with their lives. The implication is that if African American men are not
participating and graduating from college, they opportunities and choices are less likely to
result in positive, meaningful lives that engage with their communities. Eckholm (2006)
found that nearly three-fourths of African American men who did not go to college were
unemployed.

The result of this problem is that there is an articulated and real need to understand how
African American men get into and graduate from college. Browne and Battle (2018)
identified a range of services that might assist students once in college, such as mentoring
services, academic support services such as tutoring, and socialization programs that lead
students to build and develop social support networks. However, as Causey, Livingston, and
High (2015) noted, there is a need to understand the pre-college variables that can influence a
student’s postsecondary enrollment, particularly an individual’s family.

A young adult considering post-secondary school options can be influenced by a wide-range
of variables. The family plays an important role in helping the individual identify what is
valued in life and society, but there are other variables that can situationally have as strong of,
if not stronger, impact. These might include peer group, formal education bodies such as
schools, neighbors, community members, and those involved with civic life. These
associations have been described as ‘community expectancy,’ that is, the growing field theory
that suggests that communities can exert expectations on their members (Derden & Miller,
2014; Deggs & Miller, 2011).

The purpose for conducting the study was to identify and describe the perceived and
self-reported enabling factors that aided African American men in enrolling and graduating
from college. The qualitative study was designed to specifically to tell the stories of
undergraduates and what they perceived as meaningful to them throughout their
decision-making process for attending college, and then the critical variables that they
experienced in making their way through college. The results of the study can then lead to the
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possible creation of policies and practices that help improve the opportunities for African
American men to attend college and benefit from the outcomes associated with higher
education attainment.

2. Background of the Study
2.1 African American Men in College

The National Center for Education Statistics (2014) indicate that about a third of all African
American men enroll in college (28.5%), but that only 7.8% of adult African American men
are college graduates. These college going students come from just over two-thirds of African
American men who graduate from high school (Cook & Cordova, 2007).

The decision to attend college has been described as being influenced by a wide variety of
interactions and experiences. Participation in high school activities, for example, has been
noted for broadening student thinking and helping the student understand or appreciate the
idea of further education (Newton, & Oné&imo Sandoval, 2015). This involvement leading to
an openness of thinking also includes participation in high school sports (Braddock & Hua,
2006), as well as the academic-focus of the student’s high school (Kim, Chatterjee, Young, &
Moon, 2017).

The decision to attend college, including either a community or a 4-year college, has also
been correlated to parental education levels and expectations (Newton & Onesimo Sandoval,
2015). These correlations typically suggest that the higher the parental education level, the
more likely they are to support the child’s desire and effort to enroll in postsecondary
education. The higher education level has also been visible in the involvement of the parent
in the child’s education and life-decisions, including supporting academic achievement and
finding help for academics if necessary (Teklessassie, Mallery, & Choi, 2013).

Even with strong family and school support, some students struggle with the protocols of
gaining admission to college and funding their educational experiences (Elliott & Nam, 2012).
Many institutions have attempted to target their enrollment support services particularly for
African Americans, yet these programs are sporadic and often inconsistent in their
effectiveness to reach under-represented populations, particularly those who are
first-generation college students (Venezia & Jaeger, 2013; Price & Sheftall, 2015).

Once enrolled in college, African American men face a variety of challenges and barriers,
both real and perceived. These roadblocks to graduation have been identified at both
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) as well as Primarily White Institutions
(PWIs), and include issues such as an inability to build cultural capital to support them during
difficult personal and academic challenges (Tobolowsky, Outcalt, & McDonough, 2005).
Access to supportive academic services, financial aid counseling, and peer and faculty
mentoring have all been identified as critical to the persistence and graduation of African
American men (Warde, 2008). Their absence, however, has resulted in greater part-time
enrollment, a greater likelihood of inconsistent enrollment, and a greater likelihood of
dropping out (Ewert, 2010; Warde, 2008).
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Other elements that have been identified as positively influencing African American men
graduating from college include strong family and community support networks (Scott,
Taylor, & Palmer, 2013), and on campus, responsive academic support services (Kim &
Hargrove, 2013). Brooms (2018) and Yosso (2005) both identified the importance of social
and cultural capital for African American men for college completion. They noted that skill
and intelligence were critical for academic performance, but that shortcomings could be
remedied and students could work through difficult times if they had networks of support and
encouragement that ultimately helped them strengthen their personal resiliency.

The research on the African American man attending college is complex, diverse, and offers
no singular solution to improving attendance and graduation. The research does, however,
stress the duality of supporting these students as they consider college as a postsecondary
option, and then providing key supports to them while they are enrolled. Although in-college
supports have been identified as critical, there is little consensus as to what these might
include or how they might be structured, reinforcing the need for the current study to tell the
stories of men who have been successful in their college experiences.

2.2 Parent and Family Influence

The family environment provides potentially the most intimate, consistent, and strongest
pressure on an individual, particularly during early youth. There are, however, multiple
definitions and perspectives as to what constitutes a family structure. For some, strong
grandparent involvement is visible, in others, a single parent raises a child, and in others,
aunts and uncles play important parental roles. These family structures have the potential to
impact the development of a youth, often with varying outcomes. Ginther and Pollak (2004)
found that traditional nuclear families with two parents were more likely to raise children
who performed well academically and went to college then non-traditional family structures.
Madyun and Lee (2010) found the same results as evidenced by higher secondary school
grade point averages for students from traditional family backgrounds. DeBell (2008)
reported that 69% of African American men live in fatherless homes.

Part of the difficulty of a single parent family has to do with the availability of the parent,
balancing work, household management, and parenting, typically tasks and responsibilities
that can be shared in at two-parent home (Hines & Holcomb-McCoy, 2013). Additionally, the
ability to share responsibilities in parenting can result in different parenting styles. Turner,
Chandler, and Heffer (2009), for example, found that parenting that includes warmth,
supportiveness, and encourages motivation can significantly predict better academic
performance in school. Conversely, punitive-based parenting has been found to result in
lower academic performance (Robinson & Harris, 2013), although Hines and
Holcomb-McCoy (2013) could not find any predictive correlations between parenting style
and academic performance.

A wide variety of parenting-related issues have also been found to impact a student’s
perceptions of the value of education and academic achievement. Some of these align parent
and student values of education (Purtell & McLoyd, 2013), especially for African American
men who are apt to be more greatly influenced by their parents’ attitudes toward the value of
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educational attainment than others (Zhang, Haddad, Torres, & Chen, 2011). African American
men were also found to be highly influenced by the behaviors and messages of their parents,
especially in the areas of academic effort, achievement, future educational goals (Kerpelman,
Eryigit, & Stephens, 2008).

The particular challenge for African American men, then, is their reliance on their family
structure. If the family structure is supportive of doing well in school, these men do well.
Coming primarily from fatherless homes, however, they face the difficulties of being in
single-parent homes where the value of education may be repressed in favor of work and
making financial contributions to the family.

2.3 Community Expectancy

Identity formation has been linked to multiple variables and different life stages have been
reported to be susceptible to different types of pressures and influences. Notably studied by
psychologists such as Erikson (1950; 1968; 1982), as an individual lives and ages, different
stimuli interact with the individual causing responses, and some of these responses have a
larger impact on who that individual becomes. The concept of community expectancy is
particularly focused on individual identity formation during adolescence to early-adulthood, a
time range that Erikson (1968) referenced as Identity versus Role Confusion (Sokol, 2009).
In this age range, adolescents question themselves, who they are, and who they are becoming
as they move closer to the adults who they will become.

Community expectancy broadly proposes that individuals are influenced not just by their
family, which is indeed a powerful factor in a person’s development (Bourdieu; 1986; Putnam,
2000), but by the various human elements that comprise a community (Deggs & Miller,
2011A). The title of the emerging field theory references these community elements, and
suggests that combined, they can exert an expectation on an individual (Miller & Tuttle,
2006).

Community expectancy typically involves five elements of influencers, including formal
education bodies, civic agencies, informal associations, religious affiliations, and home life
(Deggs & Miller, 2011A; 2011B). As an individual lives in society, these influencers can
touch and challenge the worldview and expectations of an individual, resulting in such
decisions and perceptions as attending postsecondary education or making determinations
about appropriate roles in society (Derden, 2011; Derden & Miller, 2014). Examples of
influencing identity formation might include particularly stringent religious adherence which
does not allow for questioning authority, strong formal educational environments which
promote attending postsecondary education, and largely educated or uneducated local
workforces that either value or do not value furthering education.

Community expectancy is based largely on the notion of cultural and human capital as
studied and reported by Bourdieu (1986) and Winkle-Wagner (2010). Merolla and Jackson
(2014) in particular, along with Lareau and Horvat (1999) related the importance of cultural
capital activation on the decision-making process of attending formal education. Calarco
(2011) similarly found that cultural capital also played a key role in an individual’s decision
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to ask and seek help in both education and life planning.

A\ MacrOthlnk Journal of Public Administration and Governance

The current study acknowledges the importance of capital activation within the framework of
community expectancy, suggesting that African American men form their attitudes, beliefs,
and perceptions about themselves and their future not just from immediate family members
or school, but from the community around them. Therefore, discussions about making
postsecondary decisions must incorporate this worldview of community expectation.

3. Method

As the purpose of the study was to identify and describe, a qualitative methodology was
identified as the most appropriate data collection and analysis framework. As Creswell and
Poth (2018) noted, this type of research method is most appropriate in developing a detailed
understanding of an issue or problem. Within the qualitative framework, phenomenology was
identified as the most appropriate response, as it allows the researcher to access the world of
the subject through ordinary experiences (van Manen, 2014), and as Creswell and Poth (2018)
wrote, the process can “describe the essence of a lived experience” (p. 81).

Within the phenomenological category, the transcendental phenomenological approach was
selected to guide the interview process. This approach stresses a systematic approach to data
collection along with a refrain from value judgements. In particular, as Moustakas (1994)
stressed, the process requires the researcher to set aside prejudices, egos, values, or biases.

Data reliability and trustworthiness were aided by transcribing each interview and then
providing the transcript of the interview back to the participant to review for accuracy and
intentionality. Researcher field notes and journaling provided a triangulation of data and
interpretation, and an independent third-party scholar was provided all data and coded
responses and identified themes. This analysis was then compared to those codes and themes
identified by the researcher, thus allowing for a verified identification findings.

Data for the study were collected from 8 African American men who were currently enrolled
as undergraduate students in good academic standing at two public, Midwestern, Primarily
White universities. These individuals were identified for participation in the study through
the senior student affairs officers at their respective institutions and each were contacted
initially through email to request participation in the study. Follow-up phone calls were then
used to arrange for interviews, and interviews were conducted at ‘safe spaces’ that the
individuals either identified or helped to identify, including closed conference rooms, a coffee
shop, and an unused classroom.

The sample included 3 sophomores, 2 juniors, and 3 seniors, and these individuals were
interviewed during the Spring 2020 academic semester. The interviews averaged 59 minutes
in length, and each participant signed an approved informed consent form. The interview
protocol was reviewed by non-participant African American men at the researchers institution,
and the protocol was approved by the researcher’s Institutional Review Board for human
subject protection.
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4. Results

The first section of the interview protocol provided questions for the interview participants
about their descriptions of personal experiences that led them to enroll and persist in higher
education. The narratives from the eight students were reviewed with comments categorized
by topic, and these topics were then validated by an external reviewer. The result was the
identification of comments and topics that fell into three categories of themes: involvement
related to academics and community, people make a difference, and personal motivation.

The involvement related to academics and community theme was comprised of multiple
comments from all individuals. These comments included direct involvement with academic
organizations in high school, college bridge programs, and their involvement with
community organizations. For example, some students reported being involved in a TRIO
program that provided them trips to and tours of different colleges during their summers.
Other students discussed being involved with academic societies and clubs in school that
exposed them to other students who talked about going to college and teachers who stressed
the importance of their work and academic achievement as important to their future studies.
And other students focused their comments on the things that they did and people they
engaged with outside of school, particularly attending church. One student commented:

| have always been active in my church and would attend church events with my

mom. People in my church would always talk to be about going to college. They
sponsored a special event at church when me and other students graduated from high
school. Different people talked about continuing my education by going to college
when they spoke during that program. Now, the same people ask about how I'm
doing in school and that I make them proud that I will graduate with my degree.
They make me feel good about what I’'m doing. They keep me motivated to finish.

The theme of people making a difference included a broad swath of individuals that ranged
from immediate and extended family members to school counselors, coaches, teachers. Aside
from the intentional interactions that many of these individuals had that were directly focused
on going to college, the participants also indicated that some unintentional conversations
were also influential in their decision to go to college. These included next door neighbors
who would ask about their plans after high school, part-time job supervisors who without
prompting would encourage college, and even community members who would encourage
college attendance without prompting. One student commented that a woman he did not
know said to him in a store “you better go to college because if you stay around here you are
just going to get in trouble.”

The third broad theme dealt with a personal motivation to use education as a change agent in
their lives. These included motivations being derived from negative scenarios in the student’s
home or neighborhood, illustrated by comments such as “some of the negative things that I
see in my neighborhood made me want to leave home and go to a college far away from
home. | just knew that | needed to be distant from home so | could have a different
environment.” Another student said “I got distracted in high school by people I felt like I
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outgrew. They kept making the same childish mistakes, like partying and making bad
decisions. It made me want to go to college somewhere they weren’t going to be.”

The idea of motivation, however, was also seen in a personal desire to improve a life situation,
to be seen in a better light by community members, to have respect, and even to think long
term about the kind of life the students wanted to live. They also, though, saw continuing
their education and eventually graduating as a tool to help their parents and families. A
student said “my grandparents didn’t graduate from college and they struggled to take care of
me because they didn’t have jobs that paid much money. I wanted to attend college because I
didn’t want to have to go through the same struggles that they had to go through.” Another
said “my mom doesn’t make a lot of money and its hard for her to take care of my little sister
and me. She did a lot for me and | just want to be able to take care of my momma and my
sister.”

The second section of the interview protocol focused on describing the role and perceived
power of parental influence in the decision to enroll in higher education. The interview
questions specifically focused on the roles of that these students’ families played in
developing perceptions, ideas, and attitudes about education as the students were growing up.
The interviewed student comments were clustered into three themes: parents as resources,
parental support, and parental expectations.

As resources, 6 of the 8 students interviewed indicated that their parents were strong, helpful
resources in completing application materials and financial aid forms for college because the
parents themselves had attended college. One student, for example, said “my parents could
help me with applications because my dad recently completed a graduate degree and my
mom has a nursing degree.” Another said simply, “my mom had done everything before.” For
two students, however, the process was new, different, and difficult. One reported relying on
a high school teacher to help him figure out how to apply to college and another had to find
help from a neighbor.

All 8 of the students stressed in various comments that even if their parents and family
members did not understand or completely agree with their choices and plans for the future,
all felt that they had strong support from their families. Comments were short and direct, and
stressed that the parents wanted success for their children. Such comments included “my dad
really had my back,” my mom “would give me the energy to keep going and not quit,” and
another said his dad would tell him to “keep his mind on the future” and that together they
would “we can support each other and hold each other accountable.”

The third theme identified in the comments was that of parental expectations of students to go
to college and further their education. One father discouraged his son from enlisting in the
military, as he had done, instead encouraging him to go away to college. A different student
indicated that his mother had taken him to college classes when she was attending college
through night school. These expectations were also manifest in comments like “my mom was
really strict about school-work and taught me right from wrong,” and that doing well in
school was important. Three of these parents extended their thinking about going to college
to giving back to their communities, churches, and families, and that they were expected to
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not only go to college and graduate, but to encourage others, such as their siblings and friends,
to also go to college; they were expected to be role models.

5. Discussion

The stories of these 8 African American men reflect the ideas of Community Expectancy, that
is, individuals incorporate their surroundings to make important, life changing decisions. In
the case of these men, the community surrounding them was comprised of many different
individuals, prominently their families and school communities, but also, importantly,
organizations that carried a secondary function of socialization, namely, their church
communities.

The result of communities expressing an expectation on an individual in the current study
reinforced previous study by the research team (Tolliver, Kacirek, & Miller, 2019), and a
logical extension of these works would be to continue creating descriptions of interactions
that might result in higher college going rates for African American men. Beyond continued
descriptions of how coaches and teachers take a personal interest in a student, though, there
must be some attempt to measure the meaningful impact of these interactions. Derden (2011)
made one such attempt, focusing on small, rural communities and the variables that might
impact postsecondary enrollment, but ultimately, his work was limited by an attempt to
incorporate too many variables, resulting in inconclusive predictors of college attendance.

These findings, as an introduction to the emerging theory of Community Expectancy, do
suggest that higher education institutions along with public agencies promoting greater
African American participation in higher education need to think somewhat differently about
their approaches to growing participation. Many programs currently exist to provide exposure
to higher education to many under-represented populations, but they tend to be targeted at
high school aged students, and targeted to the students themselves. Although such messaging
is important, these descriptions suggest that parents and others are communicating
expectations long before a junior or senior year in high school. Programs that target parents
early in their child’s life about educational opportunities and the power for continuing
education past the age of 18 might well result in differing patterns of educational support.
Colleges and universities might also be well served if they incorporated a variety of social
agencies in their attempt to educate potential students about higher education access, and this
could, for example, include messaging and collaborating with church leaders or others about
how to mentor and support a student’s interest in college.

These students’ stories are important for multiple reasons, perhaps most importantly because
they demonstrate the need to create meaningful, positive interactions with young adult men
about what is expected of them. This can occur in many ways, both formally and informally,
and suggest that mentoring activities can particularly serve an important element in creating
opportunities for these men.
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