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Abstract 

The study explored the concept of disagreement within family and societal structures, 
hypothesizing that for certain individuals to dramatically break with family and social 
traditions, they must have a high level of disagreement. Using McCroskey’s Tolerance for 
Disagreement scale, the findings indicated that those African American men who were 
included in the study had significantly higher levels of Tolerance for Disagreement than 
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African American men who did not pursue postsecondary education. 

Keywords: Postsecondary access, African American men, Tolerance for Disagreement, 
Communication measures, Social capital, Community expectancy 

1. Introduction 

Multiple efforts have been made over long periods of time to increase the enrollment of 
underrepresented populations in higher education. These efforts date to the founding of many 
institutions, with mission statements specifically tied to the enrollment and education of 
certain populations, including Native Americans and the 1890 land grant universities 
designed to offer an education to African Americans. These efforts have produced positive 
results in many settings, particularly noting the rise in Hispanic and Asian American 
enrollments in higher education. 

The enrollment of African Americans in higher education has continued to be somewhat 
problematic. Although the number of African Americans in higher education has increased 
over the past 40 years, this populations increase has been lower than other underrepresented 
populations. Additionally, and perhaps more importantly, the number of African American 
men in higher education has grown more slower than other populations. For example, in 1970, 
NCES estimated that 20% of African American men attended some form of postsecondary 
education, and by 2018 that percentage had increased to about 33%. For African American 
women, however, their participation in postsecondary education grew from 15% to 41% 
(NCES, 2018). During this same period of time, Hispanic participation in postsecondary 
education grew from 13% to 36%. In addition to lower levels of postsecondary participation, 
African American students, particularly men, tend to be disproportionately represented in 
non-4-year institutions. 

A challenge to these institutions is how they can go about increasing enrollment of African 
American males. Tolliver (2020) studied the issue from the perspective of family and home 
life, a perspective also taken by Dowe (2020). In Tolliver in particular, but alluded to by 
Dowe, the role of the family and home life was identified as an critically important variable 
in deciding to pursue a postsecondary education.  

Tolliver’s suggestion and finding that the family is an important element in deciding to attend 
college has been explored by a variety of scholars (LIST 2 OR 3 HERE), however, his 
research introduced the element of inter-family disagreement as a possible inhibiting variable 
in the decision to attend postsecondary education. Basing his study within the framework of 
Community Expectancy (CITE), he notes that a first-generation student might encounter 
resistance or even hostility from a community or family in making the decision to move away 
from home and a hometown to attend college. This means that an individual must have some 
level of willingness to challenge and disagree with those who have been caregivers to the 
individual in the past. 

Based on Tolliver’s findings that those African American men who were successful in 
attending and matriculating through college, the current study was designed to explore the 
variable of disagreement among African American men with their families. The purpose of 
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the study was to identify the acceptance of disagreement among college and non-college 
going African American men and to identify if there is a positive correlation with accepting 
disagreement. 

2. Background of the Study 

A central tenet to the emerging theory of Community Expectancy is that different agencies 
(groups, both formal and informal) can exert a power over the identity formation of an 
individual. This identity formation includes the construction and foreclosure on values and 
moral development, meaning broadly, that a person’s identity is shaped by the world in which 
they mature. 

Tolliver (2020) noted that within a community exerting expectations and influences upon an 
individual, there may be a dissonance between a community and family, resulting in tension 
and disagreement between the youth and family (or guardians). The premise of this argument 
is visible and has an historic foundation in educational psychology, and is particularly noted 
in college student development literature that highlights emerging adults pushing back 
against the authority figures in their lives in order to come to independent conclusions of 
identity. Tolliver’s argument, however, is unique in recognizing that not all familial structures 
might be encouraging of attending postsecondary education or finding a job or moving away 
from a family’s hometown. 

As an emerging adult questions authority, including legal, real, and perceived authority, one 
path might be to agree with the influencers encountered in their lives (parents, teachers, peers, 
local citizens, church leaders, etc.), and another might be to radically resist their ideas, values, 
and even life choices. This thinking typically is that these influencers want the young adult to 
go off to college and find a job; Tolliver suggests, however, that there are many environments 
and homes where the opposite is true. He notes that in some cases parents and guardians do 
not want the young adult to leave home, to move away to a college town, to find a life that is 
different from what the parents and guardians have offered to the youth. 

Derden (2011) made similar observations on the contradictory roles that agencies can play in 
identity development. Although he found few correlations between community agencies and 
postsecondary enrollment, he did suggest that some variables, such as strong religious 
adherence, for example, might have the ability to restrict how an individual creates meaning 
and identity in life and subsequently, life choices such as enrolling in postsecondary 
education. Some religious denominations, for example, might discourage questioning of 
elders or doctrine, might express upon an individual certain attitudes about sexual exploration, 
and might even place strong gender stereotypes on the roles that women can play in society. 
In each of these scenarios, individuals’ identity can be constructed and linked to the world 
around them. 

Tolliver, then, attempts to argue that an individual must have a strong or high level of 
tolerance for disagreement within the family (or similar) environment. The concept of 
Tolerance for Disagreement was initially developed by McCroskey, Knutson, and Hurt (1975) 
and McCroskey, Richmond, and Stewart (1986), and as a communication-related trait that 
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reflects an individual’s ability to accept disagreement (Knutson, McCroskey, Knutson, & 
Hurt, 1979). Specifically, tolerance for disagreement has been defined as “the amount of 
disagreement an individual can tolerate before he or she perceives the existence of conflict in 
a relationship” (McCroskey, Richmond, & Stewart, 1992, p. 125). 

Richmond and McCroskey (1979) first studied the concept of tolerance for disagreement as 
an element of organizational behavior and how individuals interact with supervisors.in an 
organizational setting. This communication construct eventually became caste on a scale 
ranging from negative interpersonal outcomes (destructive) ranging to purposeful 
disagreement (constructive; Teven, McCroskey, & Richmond, 1998). The idea was further 
refined in an attempt to classify disagreement, where opinions differ yet something 
productive and helpful can arise from the encounter, to conflict, often resulting in hostility 
(McCroskey & Wheeless, 1976). This range was described as balance theory, as personal 
affinity could move encounters and communication to either a more or less constructive 
encounter. 

Tolerance for disagreement includes both verbal and non-verbal components of 
communication (Richmond, McCroskey, & Hickson, 2007). Extreme conflict and hostility 
can lead to acts of violence, and this can occur in environments where individuals have high 
levels of interaction and knowledge of each other as well as in communication with random 
individuals. Martin and Rubin (1994) stressed that individuals with high tolerance for 
disagreement tend to have strong cognitive flexibility, meaning that they are able to 
understand other viewpoints and are open to differences. 

If African American men are to transform their stereotypes and create opportunities for 
themselves, both in higher education and in professional environments, they will have to 
confront societal expectations of their roles. This means that they have to have the cognitive 
flexibility to challenge those around themselves to envision, and through work change, their 
postsecondary options by challenging what is expected from them. They must have a 
tolerance to disagree with those who might have lower expectations for their lives. 

3. Research Methods 

Data were collected using the Tolerance for Disagreement scale originally developed by 
McCroskey and several different colleagues. The original iteration of the scale resulted in 
a .90 level of reliability (Hurt & Tiegen, 1977). Richmond and McCroskey (2001) similarly 
found the alpha reliability score to consistently be around .85. 

The Tolerance for Disagreement scale consists of 15 items, some of which are reverse coded. 
The total possible score on the scale ranges from 15 to 75 with a midpoint of 45. Any score 
46 and higher is considered to be ‘high,’ and any score 32 or lower is considered to be ‘low.’ 
A high score indicates that an individual has a high tolerance for disagreement, and that the 
individual can accept other peoples’ points of view, worldview, attitudes, etc. Conversely, a 
low score would represent an individual who is unwilling to accept someone else’s ideas, 
convictions, etc. (Teven, Richmond, & McCroskey, 1998; Richmond & McCroskey, 2001). 

In addition to the 15-items that comprised the tolerance for disagreement scale, an additional 
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question was added asking the participant to identify whether or not he was attending college, 
did not attend college, or planned to attend college. 

Three sets of African American men over the age of 18 but under the age of 30 were included 
in the study. The first group of 100 men were enrolled at a comprehensive, mid-western 
university. They were identified through the institution’s multicultural center as having a 
membership in the African American (Black) student congress. These men received the 
survey in a paper form over a two-week period of time in the fall 2020 academic semester. 
The surveys were made available through the multicultural center, and an email message was 
sent to the sample of men to visit the center and fill out the survey. Completion of the survey 
was also encouraged by the director of the multicultural office, and at one meeting of the 
institution’s Black student congress, the survey was made available for students to complete.  

The second group, consisting of 75 African American men, were participants in a local social 
club targeted at young adults in a mid-western community. This social club was designed 
primarily to offer after-school programming for students who did not have a home or place to 
go after the typical school day. The 75 men identified were peer-mentors, volunteers, and 
symbolic ‘older siblings’ who had a formal, volunteer role at the club. Due to the COVID 
pandemic changes, these individuals had a combination of live, in-person and virtual 
relationships with students. The Tolerance for Disagreement instrument was described to the 
men in a training session, and the instrument was sent to them electronically to complete.  

And the third group consisted of 48 men who were identified with a local African Methodist 
Episcopal Church. These men had some formal affiliation with the church, such as having 
participated or active participation in the church youth group. Recognizing that they were all 
over the age of 18, the organization was identified as a ‘young adult ministry’ for those who 
were out of high school. The 48 African American men received an email from a church 
official asking them to participate by completing the survey. The church also hosted several 
in-person events, and the attending men were asked to participate in the survey and were 
given an opportunity to complete the tolerance for disagreement survey in a paper-format. 

The variation in tolerance for disagreement survey completion does raise concerns for 
possible bias related to completing the survey in person or online. The descriptive and 
exploratory nature of the study, however, provided a justification for accepting this limitation. 

4. Findings 

Of the 100 possible student identified at the college engaged in the study, 61 (61%) fully 
completed the Tolerance for Disagreement (TFD) survey. As shown in Table 1, this group had 
a TFD average score of 53 which was one standard deviation higher the hypothetical 
midpoint, indicating that the overall group had a high tolerance for disagreement. An added 
question to the survey was about the respondent’s intention to enroll in college. Nearly all 
students who were enrolled at this college indicated that “yes” they were intending to or were 
currently enrolled in college, resulting in a strong, positive correlation between attending 
college and the TFD score. Additionally, the TFD scores were separated by low (32 or lower), 
standard (33-45), and high (46+), and separate correlations were run for each category of 
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respondent, all resulting in strong positive correlations (.999 for all three groups). 

The second group of participants were the African American men from the local social club. 
Out of the possible 75 respondents, 44 fully completed the survey (58% response rate). These 
men, as a group, had an average TFD score of 47; a score in the “high” range, meaning a high 
tolerance for disagreement (range 28-55). When the scores for this group were separated by 
low, standard, and high, the resulting correlation with current or intended enrollment in 
college was strong for the “high” group (r=.761) progressing to a lower correlation of r=.337. 
These scores (see Table 1) illustrated a trend of less tolerance for disagreement being 
correlated with lower expectations of enrollment in college. 

Table 1. Tolerance for disagreement scores and college correlation by sample location 

 College students 

n=61 

Boys club 

n=44 

AME church 

n=24 

Average TFD 53 47 32 

Range 44-71 28-55 19-48 

r1 .999 .761 .500 

r2 .999 .503 .228 

r3 .999 .337 .099 

 

The third group of participants, those affiliated with a local church youth group, had an 
overall group TFD average score of 32, the base score for the category of “low” tolerance for 
disagreement (range 19-48). The scores for the group, when considering TFD level and 
college had correlations of r=.500, r=.228, and r=.099, meaning there was a very low 
correlation between the individuals with low TFD and the expectation of attending college. 

5. Discussion 

The findings of the current study demonstrate a positive correlation between tolerance for 
disagreement and attending postsecondary education for African American men. This broadly 
means that those men who decide to continue their education are accepting a level of 
disagreement most likely in their home life about the decisions they make to attend college. 
The positive correlation provides some support for the ideas advanced by Tolliver and the 
emerging theory of Community Expectancy, among many others, that contend that the power 
of the family, home life, peers, and society can strongly influence what a young person 
decides to view as acceptable. 

The power of informal influences can be substantial, and the identification of these actors in 
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the identity formation process can be critical in the public sphere in discussions and setting an 
agenda to create a more equitable society. These types of influences might be playing a 
significant role in the sustaining of generational poverty, and the ability to isolate informal 
actors that pressure an individual might result in breaking these cyclical tendencies. From a 
practical perspective, this means that programs, policies, and efforts that are targeted at 
late-youth are probably already too late to make a meaningful change in a person’s identity. 
These interventions need to be structured so that the young person has a level of exposure to 
ideas about tolerating differences early in the identity development process, and more than 
likely, such interventions would be framed around public education. 

In addition to efforts developed through public education, the study findings stress the need 
for positive home life environments where parents or guardians are supportive of their 
children on a conscious and sub-conscious level. This means that not only do they have to be 
openly supportive of their children charting their own directions, but that their actions, 
behaviors, and values need to align with the language of allowing their children to be 
different than themselves. This kind of thinking that might encourage parents to allow their 
children to be ‘different’ might mean that they need exposure, discussion, education, and 
even training about parenthood or guardianship that extends beyond basic care of infants. 

Additional programming might be considered in the public realm that supports young people 
in exploring who they are and who they want to become. These cannot be restricted just to 
public education, although those schools can be a highly influential venue for 
experimentation and exploration, and need to include influential community actors and 
agencies that have different touchstones in a person’s life development. 

Ultimately, public agendas need to recognize that identity formation at a very early age can 
result in an individual’s decision to remain enrolled in school and to pursue different 
postsecondary options. That means that there have to be meaningful, constructive, and 
significant interventions and propelling interjections into communities about the powerful 
outcomes that can come from a continued education or meaningful job training. 

6. Conclusion 

Individual identity can lead a person to make decisions and choices based on what they see 
value in. For the African American men in this study, those who enrolled in college or 
intended to enroll in college had high levels of tolerance for disagreement, meaning, they 
were able to frame what they wanted (presumably further education and its benefits) against 
expectations of themselves by others. 
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