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ABSTRACT 

 

MILANDA ALANE CURRY 
SPEAKING THEIR TRUTH: THE UNIQUE EXPERIENCES THAT CONSTRUCT 
AFRICAN AMERICAN MALE COUNTERNARRATIVES  
Under the direction of SHARON MURPHY AUGUSTINE, Ph.D 
 
 �
 

The purpose of this qualitative research study was to explore the ways in which 

family, school, and community environments contribute to the academic success of 

young African American males. During a three-month period, in-depth individual and 

focus group interviews were conducted with four African American males between the 

ages of 25-35 who excelled academically despite adversity and are considered successful. 

The participants were also asked to identify at least one person in their lives who were 

considered important sources of support. The perspectives of these male participants on 

how they overcame adversity and achieved success are essential for identifying and 

understanding the support structures that facilitate and foster support in young African 

American males. Ideally, the results of this study may enlighten the development of 

interventions, programs, and counseling practices focused on creating and enhancing the 

personal and environmental attributes that promote successful outcomes for other African 

American males.  

Findings from the present study revealed that shielding factors across multiple 

contexts of these males’ lives contributed to their success despite adversity. Four themes 
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emerged from participants responses: principles instilled during adolescence have an 

impact on success, parental/role model support had an important effect on success, 

overcoming adversity contributed to success, and society’s negative perception of 

African American males play a role in challenging and creating successful men. 

Recommendations for useful applications and future research are included.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Social improvement that has been made in the United States, primarily, 

progression related to race; however, the transparent inconsistencies and struggles that 

exist within the educational, social, political, and economic arenas for young African 

American men are still alive and well. The election of President Barack Obama, who 

classifies himself as African American, has provided optimism to many U.S. citizens 

from many different backgrounds. President Obama’s election has also encouraged some 

to point to him as evidence that the adverse life conditions that have historically plagued 

many African American men are becoming less of an issue.  

While we commemorate the individuality of Black boys and Black men living in 

America and the diversity of standpoints, talents and involvements that exist among 

them, we also recognize a shared experience that has resulted in triumph, and in tragedy. 

Hanson, McArdle, and Wilson (2007) discuss this double-edged nature of two different 

worlds exist for African American men. In one world, the number of Black men 

graduating from college has quadrupled since the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act; in 

the other, more Black men are earning high school equivalency diplomas in prison each 

year than are graduating from college. In one world, Black families consisting of a father 

and a mother have a median family income nearly equal to White families; in the other, 

more than half of the nation’s 5.6 million Black boys live in fatherless households, 40% 
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of which are impoverished. Hanson, McArdle, and Wilson (2007) also discuss the 

existence of these two worlds as both an example of what is possible, and a warning 

about the consequences of racism, inequality, and marginalization. After decades of 

neglect, the glaring disparities and injustices faced by Black males in America are finally 

beginning to receive the national attention they deserve.  

Bush (1999) clearly defines why understanding the history of Black men is 

important. What defines a man? There is a paradigm that proposes that if one is born 

biologically a boy than as he grows up and reaches a certain age then he becomes a man. 

This becomes more complex for African Americans because, in the United States, there 

was a period of time where they were denied the ability to be viewed as a man in society. 

Bush (1999) further shared how researchers have noted that historically Black men 

experienced a stripping of their masculinity due to (1) slavery, not having the opportunity 

to protect and provide for themselves or their family, (2) a matriarchal system in their 

communities where fathers are often absent and women are dominant, and (3) a lack of 

economic opportunities limiting the ability of African American men to provide for their 

family. Many African American males have a unique, challenging, and often 

misunderstood journey they embark on from birth to manhood. Some face a variety of 

challenges that their White counterparts may not, which dramatically impacts their 

development and understanding of what it is like to be a man. It is imperative to 

recognize that many African American males are often met with opposing forces and 

barriers that challenge their success. 
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In Hunter and Davis’s (1992) study, the African American males collectively 

defined manhood in terms of self, self-determination and accountability, pride, family, 

the human community, and spirituality. This description could lead men to center their 

self-worth and satisfaction of life either positively or negatively due to the circumstances 

in those realms. In addition, Black men are expected to meet the dominant roles in 

society such as being successful, aggressive, and competitive; while meeting the cultural 

expectation of being cooperative, promoting the group, and providing survival tactics for 

their group. There are many internal and external struggles African American men 

experience that may significantly affect their success in both life and in school. 

Personal and Professional Connection 

February 26, 2012 marks a date that would change the lives of African American 

young men forever. I remember this date, as someone would recall a complete nightmare. 

National news covered a story that many failed to realize was a continued unraveling of 

justice issues in our government system. The news stated that a security officer, George 

Zimmerman shot Trayvon Martin, a 17-year-old African American male. Trayvon was 

reported walking back from a convenience store in Sanford, Florida, where he purchased 

a pack of Skittles and iced tea. Zimmerman later told police he killed the African 

American teen in self-defense after a scuffle. He was taken into custody but soon after 

was released with no charges.  

Beyond being utterly confounded hearing about this tragedy, I instantaneously 

began to think of my life as an African American woman with two older brothers. Many 

times when listening to tragedy in the news, it rarely becomes personal, but in this case, it 
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did. My brothers are five years older than I am and are regarded as successful men. 

However, I could only reflect on their approaches as more and more tragedy began to 

plague the news regarding African American men being shot and killed by police officers 

with no credible cause. The number of Black people killed by police officers in "post-

racial America" continues to rise (Chaney & Robertson 2015, p. 46). Police in America 

kill citizens at a higher rate than any other developed nation (Chaney & Robertson 2015, 

p. 46). My brothers were undoubtedly raised in a systematized home that fostered love 

and praised successes; however, at any place or any time one of the stories so often heard 

on the news, could have been their story. It could have been our family who was 

heartbroken.  

Years later when I was expecting my first child, I was both enthusiastic and 

anxious, but not just about having a healthy baby. Internally, my fear was much greater 

than I knew. I feared having a boy. Why? The rate that African American men were 

being killed was exceptionally disheartening. I had to acknowledge that we live in a 

society that does not praise the successes of our African American men, but places 

greater emphasis on the tragedy of loss and the hopelessness of incarceration.  

Professionally I have worked with African American boys that come from low-

income homes, single parent homes, and middle class homes, that were similar to the 

upbringing of my brothers and I. Reflecting upon each African American boy that I ever 

encountered while teaching, it became crucial that I needed to shed light on what helped 

African American men overcome obstacles and become successful. My research and the 
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personal experiences of each participant in this study may be the driving force in saving 

one young African American male’s life.  

Background of the Problem 

 Though self-concept and- identity development are important for all youth who 

are members of racial minority groups, the prospect of developing a healthy and positive 

identity can be particularly complex and challenging due to the potential influence of 

racism. Adolescents, identity development is particularly important because youth are 

distancing themselves from parents through increasing expressions of autonomy 

(Erikson, 1968). In exploring who they are as individuals, adolescents depend on cues 

from the social environment (Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995). In regards to the 

development of healthy and positive identities for African American youth, particularly 

African American adolescent males, there are several key concepts that must be 

considered; racial identity, stereotypes and media images of African American men, 

microaggressions, the intersection of race and gender for African American young men, 

cultural contexts that influence identity, and racial socialization messages.  

Self-Concept 

At this point, it is important to establish basic understanding and differences, if 

any, between self-concept and identity. Self-concept is often described as a global entity: 

how someone feels about himself or herself in general. Self-concept is similarly 

composed of beliefs about different aspects of the self, such as social skills, intelligence, 

and morality. These conceptions of different aspects of the self may differ, which helps 

explain how behavior varies in different circumstances. Whether individuals’ self-
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concept is accurate is significant. People tend to have “multiple selves,” who is, the 

person they are, the person they think they are, the person others think they are, the 

person they think they will become, and the person they think others want them to 

become. Self-concepts may or may not be close approximations of reality, and self-

concepts are always in the process of change, particularly during childhood and 

adolescence (Dolgin, 2011). McAdams (2001) states that identity is an understanding or 

way in which the self can be arranged and configured to the extent that a person’s self-

understanding is integrated in such a way that it situates him or her into a meaningful 

position and provides his or her life with some degree of unity of purpose, that person has 

identity. During adolescence there are a myriad of changes involving for example, 

changing cognitive abilities, rapid physiological growth, changing expectations from 

family, school, and society, and increasing social opportunities for the young person to 

assert his or her independence (Brittian, 2012; Eccles, Brown, & Templeton, 2008; 

Steinberg, 2005 ). Adams and Marshall (1996) seek to explain that individuals may 

identify themselves by their physical appearance, their gender, their social relationships, 

and membership in groups. Identity is personal because it is as sense of “I-ness,” but it is 

also social, for it includes, “we-ness,” or one’s collective identity. Identity is intrinsically 

both an individual and social process. Erikson suggested that when an adolescent 

achieved an identity, he or she would know how to successfully navigate the demands of 

different social contexts (Dolgin, 2011).  
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Identity Development 

It seems that we are in the midst of an era in which researchers are putting forth 

more effort in regards to attempting to achieve a better understanding of African 

American men. Identity development is process that can be described as continuous and 

lasts throughout the life span. As the exploration and development of identity can be 

challenging at any stage of life, the prospect of developing identity can be particularly 

daunting during youth, as one begins to transition from his or her childhood self to his or 

her adult self. The African American adolescent identity process can be particularly 

unique and challenging due to the prospect of racial identity development. Racial identity 

development is an area of research that continues to gain more attention, particularly as it 

relates to the experiences of African Americans. In regards to race and identity, the 

genetic and/or phenotypic makeup of minority youth may expose young people to 

particular stereotypes or discrimination, and in turn challenge the search for positive self-

identity (Brittian, 2012). 

This study aims to explore the identity of African American men and the types of 

experiences that contribute to the perception of being a successful African American 

male situated within this society. While some generalizations can be made about the life 

experiences of all African Americans, African American men certainly encounter some 

unique experiences that potentially are not as salient for say, African American women. 

For example, there is some evidence that Black men experience more intense 

discrimination than Black women across several domains, including education, criminal 

justice, and retail sales (Pieterse & Carter, 2007; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). As an African 



8 

 

American woman in my late 20s, with two older brothers, I have observed over the years 

the “two worlds” that tend to exist for Black men, the triumphs and the tragedies. The 

successes of African American men do not receive nearly the amount of attention in our 

society as the struggles this group encounters. While I can say that many could stand to 

learn from successes that many Black men obtain, we should not ignore the despair that is 

representative of the lives of so many.  

Statement of the Problem 

This study will focus on the social construction of identity based on race, gender, 

and historical events of young African American men between the ages of 25 and 35.  

Malaby (2005) suggests that young males are often unaware of how to situate themselves 

within society, it is important to research and understand their experiences with 

schooling. In addition, maturation has not presented itself in men directly after 

graduation; therefore, I decided to interview men within the young adult age frame. The 

purpose of this study was to find out how black males make meaning of their adolescent 

social and schooling experiences and the impact these experiences had on their lives.   

Experiences that influence identity development during adolescence can 

potentially have long lasting effects. As this study explores meaning of being African 

American for young Black men and the types of experiences that contribute to the 

perceptions of being an African American young man, identity development will be a 

central focus. As this study will explore the meaning of being an African American 

young man and the experiences that contribute to the perceptions of being an African 

American young man, it should be noted that the unique intersection of gender and race, 
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vital aspects of identity, will be examined. Some have asserted that there is a lack of 

information in the literature pertaining to the intersection of multiple identities such as 

race and gender. Racial identity will be a key concept in this study. Racial identity has 

been defined as attitudes and beliefs an individual holds about his or her particular racial 

or ethnic group (Rotheram & Phinney, 1987; Thomas & Speight, 1999).  

Research Questions 

In considering possible research questions to guide this study, the following 

research questions address topics within the African American community. The 

following research questions state: 

1. How do race, gender, sexuality, and historical events construct the identities of 

young adult African American males in a rural middle Georgia town?  

2. How does intersectionality influence the identity development of young adult 

African American males? 

Methodology 

Qualitative research methods will be used to conduct this study. Qualitative 

research methods represent useful approaches to understanding the meanings people 

make of their experiences and can be used in situations where there is little or no previous 

research or when a process or phenomenon is not well known (Walker & Myrick, 2006). 

A primary purpose of qualitative research is to describe and clarify experience as it is 

lived and constituted in awareness. Qualitative methods can enable researchers to better 

understand the meanings that oppressed people make of their experiences and give voice 
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to people who have been traditionally marginalized, made invisible, or silenced (Walker 

& Myrick, 2006).  

This qualitative study will use semi-structured interviews as the primary strategy 

for data collection in conjunction with focus group interviews, artifacts, and other 

techniques to enhance triangulation (Patton, 1990). In particular, qualitative face-to-face 

interviews, with pre-specified, open-ended questions, will provide focus and structure 

while allowing for flexibility and scope to probe beneath the surface of the responses 

(Patton, 1990). Similarly, two focus group interviews with pre-specified, open ended 

questions will be utilized to elicit information and insights that are rarely derived from 

“unidirectional” information collection devises such as observation, surveys and less 

interactional interview techniques (Patton, 1990). In order to maintain consistency in data 

collection, individual interview and focus-group interview guides will be developed and 

used for this study. The interview guides will be used to provide students with a thematic 

focus during interview sessions and to reduce the task of organizing and analyzing 

interview data during the analysis process (Patton, 1990). Moreover, the interview guides 

will allow the researcher to probe unanticipated responses and issues as they emerged, to 

stay focused, and to ensure consistency between each interview without deviating from 

the core interview questions (Rubin and Babbie, 1997).  

Theoretical Framework 

Using Critical Race Theory, this study will investigate the identities of African 

American males between the ages of 25 through 30. Seeing the world through the eyes of 

adolescent black males’ calls for a shift away from our reliance on meta-narratives and 
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dominant discourses that frame how we come to know them. In order to address the 

ontological claims made about black males we must solicit their perspectives. Capturing 

their perspectives requires a conceptual framework that recognizes the social construction   

of racially defined experiences, and the importance of historical context and contingency 

in the framing of racial categories (Omi & Winant, 2005).  

Largely speaking, Critical Race Theory in education allows this shift to occur in 

our orientation toward the schooling of black males precisely because we are affording 

them space to name their own adolescent realities while challenging any dominant 

narrative that is inconsistent with their stories. Through Critical Race Theory, we 

establish a new set of questions to ask and a new way of asking about adolescent black 

male social and schooling experiences in order to reveal new ways of conceiving their 

relationships with institutions such as schools. As with CRT, racial formation theory 

(Omi & Winant, 2005) provides a lens through which one recognizes the social 

construction of race and the meaning and salience of race and racial identity that is 

reconstituted over time in particular social structures such as schools, communities, and 

families. Racial identity development theories (Cross, 1991; Franklin, 1999; Helms, 

1995; Tatum, 1992; Trimble, Helms, & Root, 2003) also help to inform our 

understanding of the subjective ways black males interpret and manage racialized 

experiences over their lifespan. No theory can illuminate everything (Maxwell, 2005), but 

CRT and other related race and racial identity theories, such as Multidimensional Model 

of Racial Identity (MMRI), will provide a framework for asking new questions and 

understanding the stories that black males tell about their adolescent experiences. 
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Significance of the Study 

 This study is highly significant because African American men, particularly 

young African American men continue to struggle to achieve full participation and value 

in our society. While research related to the experience of being African American and 

male is growing, one could argue that we still know relatively little about how African 

American young men are impacted by the messages that they receive about the meaning 

of being a young Black man.  

The negative life circumstances that African American young men face have been 

well documented. The inequalities and injustices that African American young men face 

in the educational, political, economic, and social arenas can make establishing positive 

and healthy identities extremely difficult. As research and the harsh realities that men of 

color face seem to stimulate conversation, the need to address circumstances many young 

Black men face is more important than ever. The current study aims to add to 

understandings of young African American male experiences. Much can be gleaned from 

the narratives of adult black males speaking retrospectively about their adolescent social 

and schooling experiences. Listening to these experiences provided much needed 

direction for educational practice and programming, while healing the wounds caused by 

relegation as well as exclusion. 

Many studies have examined underachievement relative to parental education 

level, marital status, and socioeconomic status; however, most fail to look beyond such 

variables to the values African American parents, particularly fathers, place on academic 

achievement (Lareau, 2002). Even though previous literature has stated the importance of 
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maternal support concerning future orientation toward education, I seek to show how 

intergenerational transmission of educational values by rural African American fathers 

and mothers has a significant impact as well on the lived experience of rural youth, 

particularly men, whether this impact is positive or negative. Overall, research on 

parental involvement among African American families has been primarily limited to a 

focus on low-income urban communities and comparisons with parents of other 

ethnicities. In an effort to address these limitations, I designed a qualitative study that 

explored how young rural African American men placed meaning in their experiences, as 

well as how these African American men identified themselves within society. 

Summary 

  As I reflect upon my 5 years of classroom teaching, I am reminded of how 

important it is for me to establish trust with my students. I aim to achieve a level of trust 

with my students, largely, by getting to know and appreciate them individually. 

Understanding black male’s attitudes that influence their perceptions of schooling and 

their perception of themselves will enable educators to engage with them where they are 

academically and will allow educators to develop the necessary trust to inspire and 

motivate them.  

 Omnipresent negative social and schooling experiences for young black males 

often present significant barriers to the construction of identities that would serve as 

protective mechanisms for academic engagement and achievement. I have seen the toll 

that pervasive negative experiences take on adolescent black male psychological, 

emotional and physical well being, as well as the identities they construct. Life, at times, 
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can be overwhelming. My exploration into the meaning that adolescent black males make 

from pivotal life experiences reveal the intense effect they have on identity, choices, and 

life and educational achievements.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

As an involved member of the African American community, it is very apparent 

that some things within our community need to be highlighted. Of these things are the 

educational and life experiences of our African American. As an educator, and an 

intricate member of the education community, there is also a professed link between 

environmental and cultural challenges that could be a probable influence on how African 

American males between the ages of 25 and 35 perceive their experiences in life. As this 

study is related to the experiences of existing as an African American male and the 

influence of life experiences and societal messages on perceptions of being African 

American, this chapter will review the existing literature on various aspects of identity 

that may be relevant for young Black men.  

In addition to identity development, other factors that could influence identity will 

be reviewed in this chapter including, self-concept, racial identity, individual and 

institutional racism, microaggressions, the intersection of race and gender, stereotypes 

and societal messages, and racial socialization. The review and critique of the literature 

associated with the above factors will assist in strengthening the rationalization of my 

qualitative study that will explore the meaning of being an African American male and 

examine the experiences and societal messages that may influence perceptions of being 

young, African American, and male.  
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A Background of Critical Race Theory 

 Many trace the foundations of CRT to the work of Derrick Bell in the 1960s and 

Alan Freeman and Richard Delgado in the 1970s and 1980s. Critical race theory 

developed in the United States in the 1980s as an artifact of political, intellectual, and 

sociological developments in American legal academia. Politically, the 1980s were a time 

when many American civil rights activists and left-wing legal scholars felt themselves 

caught up in a conservative counterattack against the gains of the 1960s. The scholars 

who would later call themselves critical race theorists hunted clarifications for why 

formal legal equality had produced only modest accomplishment in improving the lived 

experiences of most African–Americans and other people of color, and why hopes for 

social “integration” with whites seemed largely to have faded (Crenshaw, 1988; Ansley, 

1989).  

 Intellectually, the early 1980s saw the peak of Critical Legal Studies (CLS) in the 

American legal academy. CLS introduced into legal studentship poststructuralist ideas 

that had already saturated other disciplines focused on the interpretation of texts, 

including philosophy, literary criticism, and anthropology. Within legal studies, CLS 

scholars challenged the divide between “law” and “politics,” arguing that legal rules were 

radically unknown. CLS called for the deconstruction or “trashing” of legal doctrine in 

order to expose the reification of legal concepts and the hegemonic function of traditional 

legal-reasoning(Kelman,1987). CLS also provided an intellectual opening for broad-

based critiques of law based on hidden norms of race and gender exclusion. For example, 

the first collection of essays in critical race theory appeared under the title “Minority 
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Critiques of the Critical Legal Studies Movement”; its authors were CLS sympathizers 

who nonetheless were disappointed with CLS’s failure to extensively engage with racism 

(Delgado, 1987; Williams, 1987). 

Sociologically, the 1980s saw the slow entry into legal academia of African–

Americans and other people of color in small numbers. Many of these new scholars, who 

were drawn to study race and law, were frustrated by the disappointing outcomes of 

traditional avenues of legal reform in an era of backlash, and perceived traditional civil 

rights scholarship as a literature that ignored the voices of people of color (Delgado, 

1984). Several key figures in what would become critical race theory were radicalized as 

students by the departure of Derrick Bell, from Harvard University, one of the pioneering 

African–American scholars from Harvard Law School. Bell departed  Harvard because of 

their failure to hire an African-American woman to the tenure track faculty. These 

Harvard students created their own course on race, racism and the law, and staffed it with 

visiting scholars from around the country. The movement known as “critical race theory,” 

and the term itself, emerged from this working group of students and teachers (Crenshaw, 

1995).  

Ladson-Billings and Tate (1995) are credited with introducing Critical Race 

Theory to the field of education. Critical Race Theory was introduced to investigate the 

socio-structural and cultural significance of race in education and has emerged as a 

powerful theoretical and analytical framework within educational research (Dixson & 

Rousseau, 2006; Duncan, 2002; Howard, 2008). Focusing directly on the effects of race 

and racism, while simultaneously challenging hegemonic systems of white supremacy 
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and meritocracy in the United States, CRT is a theoretical framework for the 

scholar/activist who is primarily concerned with initiating change that promotes social 

justice for marginalized racial groups (Crenshaw, 1995). Crenshaw describes CRT as 

insurgent scholarship because of its activist agenda to transform and redeem, not just to 

critique and deconstruct. Viewed through a CRT lens, race is always the central construct 

for understanding inequality (Dixson & Rousseau, 2006); however, critical race theorists 

also recognize the complex ways that race intersects with ethnicity, class, gender, sexual 

orientation, and other systems of power by drawing on scholarship that addresses other 

forms of subordination (Crenshaw, 1995; Delgado & Stefanic, 2001).  

CRT is interdisciplinary, benefiting from sociology, history, literary theory, and 

philosophy (Dixson & Rousseau, 2006). Dixson and Rousseau describe CRT as problem-

centered rather than a qualitative approach to educational research. When using CRT as a 

framework for analysis, the problem determines the method; thus, multiple methods may 

apply (Dixson & Rousseau, 2006). CRT works toward the elimination of racial 

oppression through theory and action, as part of the larger goal of eliminating all forms of 

oppression in order to bring about the necessary changes for social justice (Crenshaw, 

1995; Delgado & Stefanic, 2001).  

Tenets of Critical Race Theory 

 Critical Race Theory involves five insights or tenets. First, CRT accepts the 

assumption that racism is not an outlier, rather a normal and perpetual artifact of 

American society. CRT explores how race has been socially constructed throughout the 

history of the United States. Harris (2008) reiterated that issues of race and racism 
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continue to be significant in determining inequity and success for African Americans and 

other underrepresented populations. Further, CRT examines how underrepresented 

populations (people of color and women) have been challenged by the hierarchical 

system of racism. Therefore, the perspective needed to explore the experiences of African 

American collegiate men is the understanding that race and racism (overt or covert) exist 

in their everyday lives as natural phenomena (Delgado, 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 

2001; Yosso, 2006a, 2006b). 

 Second, Critical Race Theory challenges hegemonic social norms (such as gender 

norms) and counter knowledge claims that educational institutions make toward 

objectivity, meritocracy, color-blindness, race neutrality and equal opportunity. CRT’s 

commitment to social justice sheds light on the “interest convergence” between privilege 

and civil rights. Interest convergence is exposed when the “gains” of underrepresented 

groups are only met when they promote the self-interests of the majority (Delgado, 

1995). CRT scholars argue that traditional knowledge claims “camouflage” or serve as 

smokescreens to preserve or advance the self-interests and power of American social and 

racial hierarchy (Yosso, 2006a, 2006b). As described by Delgado and Stefancic (2001), 

“Because racism advances the interests of both white elites (materially) and working 

class people (psychically), large segments of society have little incentive to eradicate it” 

(p. 7).  

 CRT affirms its third tenet’s commitment toward social justice—one that 

underrepresented populations find empowering and one that is socially transformative 

(Matsuda, 1991; Yosso, 2006a, 2006b). This social justice perspective exposes the 
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hegemonic self-interests of the dominant group and seeks to work toward the elimination 

of racism, sexism, and poverty as well as the empowerment among African Americans 

and other oppressed groups (Delgado-Bernal, 2001).  

           The lived experiences of marginalized groups are legitimized in CRT’s fourth 

tenant. Critical race theory affirms the experiences of people of color are valid and 

recognizes their experiential knowledge is “legitimate, appropriate, and critical to 

understanding, analyzing and teaching about racial subordination” (Yosso, 2006b, p. 7). 

Moreover, it is an essential element in this study towards deepening the understanding of 

what is known about African American collegiate men’s experiential knowledge. Counter 

storytelling, which establishes space for a narrative counter to majority knowledge 

claims, provides an opportunity to value the voices of those who have been 

overgeneralized and silenced. 

Lastly, Critical Race Theory provides an interdisciplinary perspective and 

welcomes multiple methods to examine critical discourse in education (Yosso, 2006a). 

According to Delgado (1995), CRT dismantles intellectual disciplinary boundaries to 

critically examine race and racism in a historically and contemporary context. CRT is 

trans disciplinary because it incorporates scholarship from ethnic studies, women’s 

studies, sociology, psychology, history, humanities, law, and other disciplines (Delgado, 

1995). 

The Context of African American Males 

          W. E. B. Du Bois (1903/2003) in his pioneering book, Souls of Black Folk, 

exposed the racial strife that shrouded the lives of men and women of African descent in 
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America. Since the chattel of western slavery, African Americans have been challenged 

with a society where they have been historically burdened with limited political, 

economic, and cultural capital. Socially isolated, where could African American males 

locate their place in a modern “American world—a world which yields him no true self-

consciousness, but only lets him see himself through the revelation of the other world” 

(Du Bois, p. 5)? 

          Throughout modern history the significance of Africa in relation to the rest of the 

world has been devalued by Western and European worldviews due to the exploitive 

nature of the Atlantic slave trade (Gilroy, 1993). Accordingly, it is of no surprise the 

ethnic significance of displaced Africans around the world and in the United States is 

racially segmented, ideologically integrated, historically hollow, and seemingly 

undiscovered. The Atlantic slave trade shaped the ethnic demarcation and racial 

dehumanization of African descendants. The Atlantic Slave Trade and its aftermath 

brought with it, as W.E.B. Du Bois (1903/2003) put, “the sum of all villainies, the cause 

of all sorrow, the root of all prejudice” (p. 7). What also came forward was the dilemma 

of confronting themselves as the estranged “problem” of society: being torn into at least 

two struggles of making meaning of their own identity and a “white humanity” (Du Bois, 

1903/2003; Gilroy, 1993). Both Gilroy and Du Bois argued the modernity of Black 

people have been ignored and, essentially, lumped into the fabric of a dominant European 

worldview. Yet, historically, not all prominent African American intellectuals credited 

society with the underlying problems of African American men and African American 

family life. As fathers and husbands, it is believed slavery systematically denied African 
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men the opportunity to serve in significant roles within the Black family. As slaves, the 

Black family could not assume the “ideal” family structure of stay-at-home moms and 

fathers who went off to work. African women were forced to assume responsibilities that 

were, by tradition, contradictory to feminine roles, thus performing otherwise masculine 

roles. Accordingly, African men were constrained to an “inferior” function within the 

Black family (Taylor, 1977). In an extreme illustration, Taylor (1977) argued the 

performance of masculine roles by women therefore identifying women superior to men 

were not only inconsistent with the mainstream male/female societal roles, but were 

regarded as “unnatural.” Nonetheless, African men were left in a socializing paradox that 

made it nearly impossible for them to conform to traditional normative masculine roles 

within the Black family and within a patriarchal society. Du Bois rejects the hegemonic 

patriarchal structure of African American men in the African American family 

traditionally ascribed to the dominant culture (Majors & Gordon, 1994). 

Black Male Stereotypes and Societal Messages 

          More nuanced conceptions of black racial identity are required to fully comprehend 

the complexity and fluidity of its construction (Nasir, McLaughlin, & Amina, 2009). The 

prevailing negative sociocultural discourse and judgmental stereotypes about black males 

affect identity building and increase their ostracism and exclusion in schools. Making 

reference to the strength of identities being co-constructed and managed in the school 

context, Nasir et al. draws the distinction between strong notions of blackness that are 

related to street activity for low-achieving students and those of high-achieving students 

that equate academic achievement with blackness. Huck (2008) also argues that the home 
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culture and community with which a black student identifies has a significant influence 

on school performance and notions of blackness. Hucks (2008) avows that negative 

stereotypes hinder the academic performance of young black males who adopt a “cool” 

stance in school, which is often connected with mirroring media images of themselves. 

Johns (2007) speculates that the “spoiled identities” resulting from pejorative images cast 

upon black males inhibit social and educational achievement. Additionally, Stinson 

(2008) suggests that persistent negative sociocultural conversations coupled with a 

scarcity of success stories about black male academic achievement collaborate to 

diminish self-perception and inhibit support. Black male academic success is attributable 

to the degree they identify with academics, nonetheless, Hucks (2008) argues that many 

adolescent black males question if the academic environment of schools identifies with 

them.  

          Vital to the academic success of black male students are educators who recognize 

the links between racial and academic identity construction and educational outcomes for 

this population (Nasir et al., 2009). According to Nasir et al. (2009), the contextual 

complexity and fluidity of racial and academic identity construction and management for 

adolescent black males requires a more sophisticated conception of how these identities 

are developed. The varying strengths of identities that are neither self-evident nor distinct 

call for a more nuanced approach to conceptualizing identity construction (Nasir et al., 

2009). Furthermore, the damaging effect that dominant negative sociocultural discourses 

and accompanying stereotypes have on black male academic achievement and their sense 

of self-worth, have fallen well beneath the radar as a determinant for educational failure 
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(Beckles, 2008). By rejecting the negative language in public discourse that catalogues 

deficits and by paying closer attention to examples of how young black men achieve 

success while overcoming historical and societal barriers, may help educators develop 

more relevant and successful programs to build the academic self-efficacy of black male 

students (Matthews & Williams, 2007). Although cultural stereotypes plague black men 

as well, black males are more aware of the sociocultural, historical, and political roots of 

these misconceptions and the factors that were determinants in their life paths. There is a 

lack of research that addresses the need for African American narratives on success. 

Microaggressions 

          In recent history, racism in North America has undergone a transformation, 

especially after the post-civil rights era, when conscious democratic belief in equality for 

groups of color directly clashed with a long history of racism in society (Jones, 1997; 

Thompson & Neville, 1999; Sue, 2007). The more subtle forms of racism have been 

labeled modern racism and are described as (a) being more likely than ever to be 

disguised and covert and (b) evolved from the old fashioned form, in which overt hatred 

racial hatred and bigotry is consciously and publicly displayed, to a more nebulous and 

ambiguous form that is more difficult to identify and acknowledge (Sue, 2007). 

           In Sue’s (2007) review of the literature on more subtle and contemporary forms of 

modern racism, they found the term “racial microaggressions” to best describe the 

phenomenon in its everyday occurrence. First coined by Pierce in 1970, the term refers to 

“subtle, stunning, often automatic, and non-verbal exchanges, which are “put downs.” 

Racial microaggressions have also been described as “subtle insults” (verbal, non-verbal, 
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and/or visual) directed toward people of color, often automatically or unconsciously 

(Solorzano et al., 2000). Simply stated, microaggressions are brief, everyday exchanges 

that send denigrating messages to people of color because they belong to a racial minority 

group (Sue, 2007). Microaggressions can be detrimental to persons of color because they 

impair performance in a multitude of settings by sapping the psychic and spiritual energy 

of recipients by creating inequities (Franklin, 2004; Sue, 2004; Sue, 2007). The power of 

racial microaggressions lies in their invisibility to the perpetrator and often times, the 

recipient (Sue, 2005). Microaggressive acts can usually be explained by seemingly 

nonbiased and valid reasons. For the recipient of a racial microaggression, however there 

is always a nagging question of whether it really happened (Crocker & Major, 1989; Sue, 

2007). It is difficult to identify a microaggression, especially when other explanations 

seem plausible. Many people of color describe a vague feeling that they have been 

attacked, that they have been disrespected or that something is not right (Franklin, 2004; 

Reid & Radhakrishnan, 2003; Sue, 2007).  

 Based on research by Sue (2007), racial micoraggressions seem to manifest 

themselves in three distinct forms. This study examined microaggressions by White 

supervisors through a qualitative analysis of 10 self-identified Black doctoral supervisees 

in counseling and clinical psychology. The results of this study indicated 7 

microaggression themes that were directed toward this group of black doctoral 

supervisees. Overall, the study summarized that the impact of these racial 

microaggressions was found to be detrimental to Black trainees, the supervisory 

relationship, and, indirectly, to clients of color. Sue (2007) also discussed micro-assaults. 
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A micro-assault is an explicit racial derogation characterized by a verbal or nonverbal 

attack meant to hurt the intended victim through name-calling, avoidant behavior, or 

purposeful discriminatory actions. Micro-insults are characterized by communications 

that convey rudeness and insensitivity and demean a person’s racial heritage or identity. 

Micro-invalidations are characterized by communications that exclude, negate, or nullify 

the psychological thoughts, feelings, or experiential reality of a person of color (Sue, 

2007).  

 Research on racial microaggressions has created the suggestion that many African 

American students experience micoaggressions through invisibility on campus, 

differential treatment by faculty members, and the feeling of being stereotyped based on 

derogatory perceptions (Allen, 2010). These microaggressions are impactful as they can 

psychologically and spiritually affect students’ experiences in schools ore in other 

settings (Franklin, 2004; Sue, 2004). Allen (2010) conducted a study that explored the 

school experiences of African American middle-class males in Arizona’s secondary 

schools. The African American young men who participated in this study reported that 

they felt invisible to many of their school teachers and administrators and were treated 

“differently” when they were acknowledged. The young men and their families also 

expressed the feeling of being undervalued or less important than their Latino peers, who 

represented the majority at the participating schools. These feelings led to tension 

between Black and Latino students. Allen asserted that this tension, which led to 

interracial microaggressions demonstrates the effects of race in society as racially 

oppressed groups, in the struggle for power and representation often internalize and 
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appropriate the racist ideology and subordinate techniques historically imposed upon 

them by Whites. The feeling of not having the same academic and cultural opportunities 

as their Latino counterparts often resulted in increased tensions between African 

American and Latino students within the schools (Allen, 2010). While the current 

research on racial microaggressions has created important contributions for society at 

large, there are also important questions/areas of concern related to the study of racial 

microaggressions that need to be addressed. Sue (2007) asserts that the study of racial 

microaggressions have to become more prominent in the study of racism. The omission 

of subtle forms of racism from research agendas related to the study of racism conveys 

the notion that covert forms of racism are not as important as racist events that can be 

quantified and “proven.” Studying the long-term impact that racial microaggressions 

have on mental health functioning, self-esteem, self-concept, and racial identity 

development appears crucial to documenting the harm microaggressions inflict on people 

of color. Sue (2007) suggests that more research needs to be done into how frequently 

different racial/ethnic groups encounter racial microaggressions.   

 These areas of future study have important implications for African American 

males. Given that it is the belief of some that African American men occupy the lowest 

levels of the United States’ social hierarchy, are young African American males more 

likely to encounter racial microaggressions that other groups? Building on Sue (2007) 

work, this research study focuses on experiences of young African American males, it 

will be important to know if and how experiencing racial microaggressions impact racial 

identity development for this population.  
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Individual and Institutional Racism 

 Racial groups in the United States have a long history of encountering racism. 

Those of African descent have a long record of harsh oppression rooted in legally 

sanctioned slavery and segregation (Fischer, Wallace, & Fenton, 2000). In spite of 

phenomenal progress made over the past 400 years by America’s former enslaved 

captives, racism remains as a major barrier to actualization of the American dream for the 

majority of African Americans. Even for those fortunate enough to have achieved a high 

level of professional standing and economic security, being Black in America still exacts 

a heavy psychological, emotional, and somatic toll. Because racism is embedded in the 

social, psychological, cultural, and institutional structure of American society, for most 

African Americans, there is little chance of completely escaping from its deleterious 

effects (Hacker, 1992; Utsey, 1998).  Racism has been defined as an ideology of racial 

superiority followed by discriminatory and prejudicial behavior in three domains: 

individual, institutional, and cultural (Jones, 1997; Neville & Pieterse, 2009). Jones and 

Carter (1996) defined racism as  

The transformation of racial prejudice into individual racism through the use of 

power directed against racial groups and their members, who are defined as 

inferior by individuals, institutional members, and leaders, and which is reflected 

in policy and procedures with the intentional and unintentional support and 

participations of the entire race and dominant culture. (p. 3) 

Racial stratification and systemic racism have been and continue to be endemic and 

ingrained in all aspects of American life: in customs, laws, and traditions (Carter, 2007). 
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Given the history of race relations in the United States, it is inevitable that African 

Americans are routinely exposed to discriminatory employment and educational practices 

as part of their daily life and career experience (Allman-Brissett & Turner, 2010; Evans 

& Herr, 1994). Researchers (Klonoff, Landrine, & Ullman, 1999) suggest that in any 

given year, 98% of African Americans experience some type of racism. For many 

African Americans, the consequences of experiencing racism on a daily basis can be 

severe. 

 Due to the social construct known as race and the presence of racism in the U.S., 

social scientists have consistently reported that, as a group, Blacks tend to be at the 

lowest levels of social stratification (Marger, 2003) and continue to experience significant 

disparities in the areas of health, education, and wealth (Pieterse & Carter, 2007; 

Williams & Collins, 2004). Marginalization characterizes the African American 

experience, particularly for Black men. Social scientists often reference two indicators of 

social participation, namely rates of incarceration and employment, when discussing the 

current status of Black men within American society (Western & Pettit, 2005). Mauer 

(2003) reported that almost one in three young Black men, ages 20-29, were under some 

form of criminal justice supervision. Moreover, half of all prison inmates are Black, a 

statistic that is significantly disproportionate to the percentage of Blacks in the general 

population. When one looks at employment rates, it is evident not only that Black men 

experience higher rates of unemployment, but that even when they.are employed, their 

 

 



30 

 

incomes are significantly less than those of their White counterparts (Western & Pettit, 

2005). These types of statistics reflect the profound impact of structural racism (Pieterse 

& Carter, 2007).  

 It is critical to remember that racism, a particular form of oppression, is not only 

interpersonal but also cultural and structural. Racism is not just people mistreating others 

through avoidance, name-calling, stereotyping, or racial profiling. Racism is 

“systematically reproduced in major economic, political, and cultural institutions,” and it 

operates through “the normal processes of everyday life” (Speight, 2007). Sue (2005) 

details three forms of racism that impact all of us. Individual racism is the form of racism 

that we most associate with personal acts of racial prejudice and discrimination. 

Individual racism is any attitude or action, whether intentional or unintentional, conscious 

or unconscious, which subordinates a person or group because of their color (Sue, 2003). 

The implication here is that individual racism may be manifested in well-intentioned 

people who are unaware that their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors may oppress people of 

color (Ridley, 1995; Sue, 2003). Thus, it is the outcome, subordination because of color, 

which is the important element. 

 A second form is called institutional racism. Rather than residing in people, it is 

present in many organizations in our society. Institutional racism is any organizational 

policy, practice, and structure in government, business, unions, schools, churches, courts, 

and law enforcement agencies by which decisions are made as to unfairly subordinate 

persons of color while allowing other groups to profit from such actions (Sue, 2005). 

Examples include housing patterns, segregated schools, discriminatory employment and 
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promotion policies that ignore and distort the history of minorities (Sue, 2005). Cultural 

racism is the third form of racism. Cultural racism is the umbrella that influences and 

allows individual and institutional racism to flourish (Sue, 2001a). Cultural racism is the 

belief that one group’s history, way of life, religion, arts and crafts, language, values, and 

traditions are superior to others makes up this particular category (Sue, 2005). 

 Improving the life circumstances of young African American men and continuing 

to diminish the impact and presences of racism seem to go “hand-in-hand.” Included in 

improving the life circumstances of young African American men, is the need of a 

collective effort to re-adjust society’s views and values of young Black men and reinvest 

and begin to view this group as a vital asset to society and tied to the growth of local 

economies and social order (Jenkins, 2006). A better understanding of the complete range 

of psychological consequences associated with societal racism and oppression can prove 

to be a significant factor in developing the appropriate interventions for improving 

African American’s quality of life and the formation of identity and self-concept (Utsey, 

1998). 

Identity and Self-Concept Development 

Even before young people have developed identities, they have developed certain 

views of themselves. A critical developmental task of adolescence is the formation of a 

cohesive and positive sense of self (Mandara, Gaylord-Harden, Richards, & Ragsdale, 

2009). Self-concept is a conscious, cognitive perception and assessment by an individual 

of himself or herself; it is one’s thoughts and opinions about oneself. However it is worth 

mentioning that self-concept is more limited in scope than identity. Self-concept implies 
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a developing awareness on a person’s part of whom and what he or she is. It describes 

what individuals see when they look at themselves, in terms of their self-perceived 

physical characteristics, personality skills, traits, roles, and social status. It might be 

described as a system of attitudes they have about themselves. It is the sum total of their 

self-definitions or self-images (Dolgin,2011; Harter, 1990). Self-concept is important 

because it can motivate and direct one’s behavior. There are a number of factors that can 

contribute to the development of positive self-concept; including family, socioeconomic 

status, and race. James Marcia (1966, 1980) noted that two other identity statuses exist. 

Foreclosure occurs when there is no search but an identity exists. People with foreclosed 

identities usually assume the identity of their parents or guardian (Dolgin, 2011). 

Moratorium occurs when an active search for an identity takes place, but the individual 

forms no commitment. Marcia agreed with Erikson that identity achievement is the 

mature identity status. Marcia’s ideas about general identity development did not seem to 

extend to the inclusion of racial identity development. Marcia’s ideas about identity 

statuses have given rise to a large literature on differential aspects of identity, such as 

racial identity. Cooper (2013) theorizes that two types of identities for black males exist. 

He suggests that these identities are considered circuit identities. These circuit identities 

are described in multiple facets or steps. Cooper (2013) also describes these circuit 

identities as “explicit or implicit senses of our gender, race, sexual orientation, class, 

religion, and so on. Those perceptions change over time and in different contexts, but if 

we could take a snapshot of a person’s self-image, we could identify particular self-

concepts along each of these axes.” (Cooper, 2013)  
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For African Americans, adolescence is a time when they begin to consider 

themselves with regard to race and ethnicity. The development of a racial identity has 

been described as an essential human need. Racial identity can provide a sense of 

historical continuity and a sense of belonging (Dolgin, 2011; Smith, 1991). Tatum (1997) 

suggested that in early adolescence, individuals begin to differentiate friendships by 

racial group and to show increased group esteem and ethnic exploration. While the 

development of identity has been universally regarded as essential, it has also been said 

that the attainment of identity, specifically positive identity may be particularly 

challenging for African American youth, because issues of race may complicate the 

search for an adaptive identity (Dolgin, 2011; Erikson, 1968). African American youth 

are undeniably charged with undertaking the monumental task of defining themselves in 

relation to their social status and racial group association.  

Researchers have suggested that concepts of identity development, particularly 

the models developed by Erikson and Marcia have been tremendously beneficial in 

regards to enhancing our understanding of human development. However, some 

limitations have been identified as well (Brittian, 2012). Erikson and Marcia’s concepts 

of identity development, two highly regarded models, have been criticized for falling 

short in their regard to their explanations of the process of identity development. Brittian 

asserts that to Erikson, the identity process is controlled by inner biological pressures and 

affected by outer sociocultural ones. However, the young person is not an active agent in 

his or her own development. Brittian criticizes Marcia’s model for leaving the process of 

identity development largely unspecified in that he does not discuss how individuals form 
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a given identity status or move from one status to another. Therefore, Erikson and Marcia 

present views of identity that describe its role in contribution to healthy adolescent 

development, but it is unclear if or how adolescents can play a central role in navigating 

this developmental period. It is also worth noting that as previously stated, Erikson noted 

that race can make for a unique and challenging identity development process for young 

people of color these models of identity development are absent of any consideration of 

racial identity development. Models that specifically consider racial identity development 

have to be examined to achieve some sort of understanding of how race can influence 

human development.  

Racial Identity Development 

Consistent with the historical and current emphasis placed on race within U.S. 

society, racial identity has been deemed a significant and influential factor for human 

development (Worrell & Gardner-Kitt, 2006) and is now a widely accepted construct 

within psychological literature (Carter, Pieterse, & Smith, 2008). In fact, racial identity is 

perhaps the most explored dimension of African American life and functioning (Scott, 

2003). Racial identity is defined as the significance and meaning of race to an 

individual’s self-concept (Rowley, Burchinal, Roberts, & Zeisel, 2008; Sellers, Rowley, 

Chavous, Shelton, & Smith, 1997). Some scholars have contended that racial identity is a 

construct inherently distinct from ethnic or cultural identity, however, whereas ethnic or 

cultural identification may be covert and may vary over time, race, for the most part, 

remains overt and constant (Burrow, Tubman, & Montgomery, 2006). Racial identity 

includes but is not limited to, the extent to which an individual defines himself or herself 
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in terms of race (racial centrality), one’s sense of pride in group membership and 

evaluation of the relative merits of the group (private regard), and beliefs about how 

others view the group (public regard) (Rowley, 2008). Typically ascribed to individuals 

belonging to historically marginalized racial groups, the process of racial identity 

development is thought to be influenced by several factors, including individuals’ 

emotional status, sociopolitical norms, and the degree to which individuals internalize 

social prejudices and racism (Worrell & Gardner-Kitt, 2006). 

In reviewing literature specifically on black male identity and schooling, several 

themes cut across the studies. First, black adolescent racial identity is fluid and complex, 

so it should be viewed in context (Duncan & McCoy, 2007). Racial identity development 

for adolescent black males is shaped by contexts within schools and society (Duncan & 

McCoy, 2007). Social and psychological processes that shape racial identity are also 

culturally mediated and historically contingent (Duncan & McCoy, 2007). This shaping, 

however, does not take place on self-evident, fixed, and distinct entities. Instead, the way 

black youth negotiate life and form identities is fluid, flexible, and connected to multiple 

life worlds, including those related to other youth cultures as well as to larger black 

culture (Duncan & McCoy, 2007). In educational research, tracking racial identity 

development is typically accomplished by drawing on stage models that are informed by 

fixed categories that chart the movement of individuals in a prescribed and normative 

sequence (Duncan & McCoy, 2007). Yet, Duncan and McCoy reason that the lives of 

black youth confront easy engagement within models of black identity.  



36 

 

In inspecting stage models of racial identity that educational researchers have 

used to explicate the academic and social choices black adolescents make in secondary 

schools, Duncan and McCoy (2007) suggest that studies using stage models may be 

constrained by the notion of respectability. Respectability is an ideology of middle-class 

morality that is intimately linked to white nationalism in Western Europe and the United 

States (Duncan & McCoy, 2007). In other words, the ideals for morality that black 

adolescents are measured by are not inevitably ideals that are constant with their lived 

experiences. In its place, the respectability of their conducts is largely determined by 

chauvinistic and prejudiced ideals derived from foremost white middle-class culture. 

Respectability shapes the direction of racial identity stage models, which are used in 

studies conducted with and about black students, in ways that theoretically determine 

what passes for healthy black identities (Duncan & McCoy, 2007).  

According to Duncan and McCoy (2007), even when the research is intended to 

explicitly challenge forms of white dominance, racial identity stage models committed to 

standards of acceptable public and private attitudes and behaviors derived from norms of 

white middle-class morality have a tendency to suppress and denigrate black youth 

subjectivities. These standards are the tacit guidelines that define the normative manners, 

morals, sexual attitudes, acceptable forms of political expression, and notions of 

manhood and womanhood taken for granted in the United States (Duncan & McCoy, 

2007). Furthermore, these standards take on color-coded meanings in the public domain 

where whiteness is associated with respectability and its opposite cultural corollary, 

blackness, is associated with licentiousness (Duncan & McCoy, 2007).  
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 For example, the opportunity and arrangement of Cross’s (1991) black adolescent 

identity development theory of Nigrescence, or of becoming black, which tracks identity 

through stages and levels that are derived from dominant justice models of moral 

development. Cross’s original identity development model consisted of five stages: (a) 

Pre-Encounter, (b) Encounter, (c) Immersion-Emersion, (d) Internalization, and (e) 

Internalization-Commitment. In the first stage, pre-encounter, the individual’s worldview 

is dominated by Euro-American determinants (Cross, 2001). Individuals in the pre-

encounter stage have low salience to race or may have strong anti-Black and pro-White 

feelings. During stage two, the encounter stage, the individual may encounter a shocking 

personal or social event that temporarily dislodges the person from his or her old 

worldview, making the person receptive to a new interpretation of his or her identity or 

condition (Cross, 2001). The experience that occurs during the encounter stage may cause 

individuals to challenge their previously held beliefs and individuals may experience 

feelings of confusion, alarm, and depression followed by guilt, anger, and anxiety (Cross, 

2001). In immersion, the third stage, individuals immerse themselves in Afrocentric 

culture, including values, beliefs, and activities. This stage is characterized by intense 

feelings of anger. In the fourth and fifth stages, internalization and 

internalization/commitment, individuals have internalized their racial identity with their 

self-concept. The internalization stage signals the resolution of conflicts between the 

“old” and “new” worldviews. Ideological flexibility, psychological openness, and self-

confidence about one’s Blackness are evident in interpersonal transactions. Anti-White 

feelings decline to the point where friendships with White associates can be renegotiated. 
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While still using Blacks as a primary reference group, the person moves toward a 

pluralistic, non-bigoted perspective (Cross, 2001). The fifth stage, internalization-

commitment, is characterized by political activity to end oppression for all people.  

Educational researchers who study black adolescent identity development draw 

largely on the Nigrescence stage model (Duncan & McCoy, 2007). The identity-morality 

link to respectability looms large even within black identity models such as Nigrescence, 

because of its rooting in dominant justice models (e.g., pre-conventional, conventional, 

and post-conventional) of moral development (Duncan & McCoy, 2007) that map 

morality linearly across prescribed and normative domains. Duncan and McCoy advocate 

that respectability serves to demoralize the ability of black adolescent identity research to 

advise policies and practices that sustain black humanity and support academic 

achievement. Black males in schools may be further marginalized based upon educational 

research in the field of racial identity. These racial identity models that are committed to 

values inherent in respectability may also jeopardize its descriptive power.  

A second noteworthy theory of Black racial identity development is the 

Multidimensional Model of Racial Identity (MMRI) (Sellers, Smith, Shelton, Rowley, & 

Chavous,1998). The MMRI defines racial identity in African Americans as the 

significance and qualitative meaning that individuals attribute to their membership within 

the Black racial group within their self-concepts. This definition can be broken into two 

questions: “How important is race in the individual’s conception of self?”, and “What 

does it mean to be a member of this racial group”? The MMRI attempts to answer these 

questions (Sellers, 1998). With these questions in mind, four assumptions serve as the 
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foundation for the MMRI. First, the MMRI assumes that identities are situational and are 

influenced as being stable properties of the person. The MMRI takes a position similar to 

that of Stryker and other identity theorists, in that identity has both properties has both 

properties (Sellers, 1998; Stryker & Serpe, 1982,1994). Specifically, racial identity in 

African Americans has dynamic properties that are susceptible to contextual cues and 

allow the stable properties of identity to influence behavior at the level of the specific 

event. At the same time, there are also stable properties of racial identity that allow us to 

see differences in qualitative value and significance individuals place on the role race 

plays in how they define themselves (Sellers, 1998). A second assumption of the MMRI 

is that individuals have a number of different identities and that these identities are 

hierarchically ordered (Sellers et al., 1998; Stryker & Serpe, 1982, 1994). Although a 

number of different criteria can be identified in the literature as placing various identities 

within a hierarchy, the MMRI uses criteria that are most consistent with those used by 

Rosenberg (1979). In examining the hierarchy of identities, the MMRI focuses on the 

importance that the individual places on race in defining him or herself. By explicitly 

conceptualizing racial identity as only one of many identities within self-concept, the 

MMRI provides the opportunity to investigate race within the context of other identities 

such as gender and occupational identity. The relative importance of race compared to 

other identities may have important implications for the qualitative meaning that a person 

ascribes to being African American (Sellers, 1998). A third assumption of the MMRI is 

individuals’ perception of their racial identity is the most valid indicator of their identity. 

Although the MMRI recognizes the role that societal forces plays in shaping the self, the 



40 

 

emphasis is clearly on the individual’s construction of his or her identity. Thus, the 

MMRI takes a phenomenological approach towards studying racial identity that focuses 

on the person’s self-perceptions (Sellers, 1998). 

 Finally, the MMRI is primarily concerned with the status of an individual’s racial 

identity as opposed to its development. The MMRI focuses on the significance and the 

nature of an individual’s racial identity at a given point in time in the individual’s life as 

opposed to placing an individual in a particular stage along a particular developmental 

sequence. In this way, the MMRI differs from developmental models, such as those 

proposed by Cross (1971, 1991) and Phinney (1992). The difference in emphasis does not 

place the MMRI in direct conflict with these models; instead it provides a potential 

compliment. Developmental models characterize individuals’ racial identity according to 

where they reside on these developmental trajectories, while the MMRI provides a rubric 

from which to describe the significance and meaning of race at various points along the 

developmental trajectory. Using the MMRI along with some of the existing 

developmental models could help validate assumptions associated with both approaches 

and provide a more comprehensive understanding of the nature and development of racial 

identity in African Americans (Sellers, 1998).  

 With these assumptions as its foundation, the MMRI proposes four dimensions of 

racial identity that address both the significance and qualitative meaning of race in the 

self-concepts of African Americans. These four dimensions consist of racial salience, the 

centrality of identity, the regard in which the person holds the group associated with the 

identity, and the ideology of the identity. The MMRI considers racial centrality, regard, 
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and ideology to be cross-situationally stable constructs. They should remain relatively the 

same over time and across different situations. According to the MMRI, racial salience is 

contextually influenced and variable dimensions influence behavior at the level of the 

particular event. Specifically, in situations where race becomes a salient identity, 

individuals’ stable beliefs about the meaning of their racial identity (racial regard and 

racial ideology) are more likely to influence their interpretations of and subsequent 

actions during the event (Sellers, 1998; Stryker & Serpe, 1982). On the other hand, in 

situations where race is not salient, individuals’ racial regard and ideology beliefs are less 

likely to influence their interpretations and behaviors (Sellers, 1998). While these two 

models of racial identity are highly regarded as they are related to understanding racial 

identity development in African Americans, they do not specifically address the racial 

identity development process during adolescence during adolescence. Racial identities 

are learned early in life and they can function as a framework for interpreting 

experiences. Racial identities can serves as a means of understanding our connections 

with others. Experiences that we have according to our racial identities can influence the 

way we see ourselves and experience the world around us. Research on African 

American identity continues to be a very popular topic in counseling psychology as 

evidenced by the increasing number of theses and dissertations devoted to the topic 

(Cokley, 2005). However, more research is needed that goes beyond the models that 

identify stages in the process of racial identity development. More research that fully 

explores the ways in which African Americans actually construct their racial identity is 

now needed (Cokley, 2002). For example, more research is needed that explores the 
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relationship between racial identity development and other variables such as mental 

health, job performance/satisfaction, and academic achievement (Cokley, 2005).  

To distinguish between respectability and other notions of respect in mainstream 

black culture, Duncan and McCoy (2007) draw a distinction between attributes of 

respect, which foster a sense of community, and the constraints of respectability. These 

notions of respect include values of gratitude, generosity, helpfulness, a code of decency 

and fidelity, and an ethic that pursues care-fullness, fairness, hand-in-handedness, and 

even-handedness (Duncan & McCoy, 2007). Additionally, Duncan and McCoy discuss 

bicultural theories (Darder, 1991) and process models (Helms, 1995) of racial identity 

development that bring forth a more comprehensive and dynamic reconceptualization of 

racial identity theory. These theoretical models explain the range of conscious and 

unconscious responses of people of color as they navigate the continuum between 

primary and dominant cultural forms (Duncan & McCoy, 2007). The focus of these 

models is on the interactional patterns between the internal perceptions of individuals and 

the socially defined characteristics and political forces that impose racialized identities on 

them (Duncan & McCoy, 2007).  

The meaning that adolescents draw from their developmental experiences and the 

type of identity that is formed are embedded within complex systems ranging from the 

family context to societal-level influences, and in particular historical frame of reference 

(Brittian, 2012). For example, one may consider what effect the election of the first 

African American president of the United States will have on this generation of African 

American adolescents and how African American adolescents will interpret this historical 
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event. The contemporary study of African American adolescents’ identity has largely 

ignored the complexity of this facet of human development. Aspects of one’s identity 

become more prominent depending on the context. Differing aspects of identity serve 

different functions for various adolescents and for their healthy development (Brittian, 

2012). The varying aspects of identity may work together to promote positive functioning 

among African American adolescents, or the contrary may be true in that varying aspects 

of identity may be in conflict within a single individual (Juang & Syed, 2008). 

Being a part of the education community and being a current elementary school 

teacher, I have seen how this notion of respectability is played out in schools when black 

male behaviors are diverted through the lenses of white middle-class standards and 

quickly labeled as unusual and rendered unfathomable by sensible adults. Teacher 

discernments of adolescent black males that are knowledgeable by values inherent in 

respectability inhibit teacher ability to relate to and engage with this population, leading 

to further disaffection and disregarding. Subsequently, the oppositional relationships that 

are bred between black male students and adults in schools often authorize, for both 

groups, that black males are more trouble than they are worth in schools and society 

together.    

Racial Socialization 

 The family context is most important in the early development of the child’s self-

concept, personal identity, and racial identity (Demo & Hughes, 1990; Spencer, Dobbs, 

& Swanson, 1988) and parents serve as the primary socializing agent for children 

(Thomas & Speight, 1999). Socialization has been defined as the preparation of children 
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to accept adult roles and responsibilities in society through the teaching and learning of 

conventional beliefs, values, and patterns of behavior (Boykin & Toms, 1985; Thomas & 

Speight, 1999). Socialization serves to transmit values, beliefs, and ideas around 

lifestyles, and is derived from cultural knowledge of adult tasks and the competencies 

needed for adequate functioning within society (Thomas & Speight, 1999). Racial 

socialization, in particular, prepares children to cope with racism through the 

development of a positive racial identity, and is the process of raising children to be 

physically and emotionally healthy in an oppressive environment (Stevenson, 1993; 

Thomas & Speight, 1999). Racial socialization occurs through both implicit and explicit 

teachings (Greene, 1992). Socialization in African American families differs according to 

the types of messages taught to children. Parents who possess a mainstream orientation 

are not likely to emphasize race, but more so emphasize self-confidence, personal self-

esteem, competence, and hard work to defend against societal insults and racial barriers. 

Those who possess a minority orientation are more likely to emphasize the significance 

of race in society and the institutional barriers their children will likely confront due to 

their racial and ethnic background. Parents who possess a Black cultural orientation are 

more likely to emphasize the history and achievement of African Americans. Parents 

possessing this orientation attempt to instill a sense of racial pride in their children (Scott, 

2003; Thornton, 1997). 

In their study on racial identity and racial socialization attitudes of African 

American parents, Thomas and Speight (1999) found that the overwhelming majority 

(96%) of parents felt that racial socialization was important in order to prepare their 
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children to cope with the reality of racism. The parents indicated that they are the ones 

who must socialize their children, as peers and teachers may give children 

misinformation or no information because Black history is not often taught in the school 

system. In the Thomas and Speight (1999) study, parents were able to list a plethora of 

specific racial socialization messages given to their children. Specific messages included 

the importance of achievement, the presence of racism, coping strategies, African 

heritage, religion and spirituality, racial pride, self-pride, moral values, and egalitarian 

messages. Thomas and Speight reported that African American parents give both boys 

and girls messages on racial pride, self-pride, the importance of achievement, negative 

societal messages, overcoming racism, moral values, and the importance of family. Girls, 

however, were given messages that encouraged them to pursue a good education, 

whereas boys were given more messages on overcoming racism. Stevenson (2002) found 

that boys reported significantly greater racial socialization around alertness to 

discrimination than girls did.  

Stevenson, McNeil, Herrero-Taylor, and Davis (2005) found in their study on the 

influence of perceived neighborhood diversity and racism experience on the racial 

socialization of Black youth that African American male youth are getting more 

messages about how to manage adversity. This finding is supported by the greater 

heightened awareness of Black male endangerment that many parents are worried about, 

and even in the absence of a reported racist event, parents of boys may be more inclined 

to communicate additional coping strategies than parents of girls (Fischer & Shaw, 1999; 

Stevenson, 2002; Stevenson et al., 2005; Thomas & Speight, 1999). Stevenson, (2005) 
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also found that in high culturally diverse neighborhoods boys with a history of personal 

racism report very high levels of coping with antagonism socialization compared to their 

male counterparts who have not experienced racism. Parents may feel that their sons are 

endangered and stigmatized in culturally diverse neighborhoods as problems given the 

societal images of criminalized Black males (Meeks, 2000; Stevenson, 2004; Stevenson 

et al., 2005). To compensate for this potential insult, teaching /boys to manage the 

onslaught of racial and nonracial antagonism is a protective coping strategy. Moreover, 

Black male youth (and their parents) who have experienced racism may not question the 

reality of this social hostility and accept the need for protective response (Stevenson, 

2005).  

Cultural Capital 

 According to Bourdieu, the term cultural capital refers to non-fiscal assets that 

involve educational, social, and intellectual knowledge provided to children who grow up 

in intellectually sophisticated families. (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1973: Lareau 2001; Lee & 

Bowen 2006) For him the culture of the prevailing class is both disseminated and 

rewarded through the educational system of that society and students who conform to and 

appropriate that culture the most will prosper academically and ultimately 

socioeconomically (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1973: Lareau 2001).  “To acquire cultural 

capital, a student must have the ability to receive and internalize it“(Dumais 2002:44-45). 

“Although schools require that students have this ability, they do not provide it for them; 

rather, the acquisition of cultural capital and consequent access to academic rewards 

depend on the cultural capital passed down by the family, which, in turn, is largely 
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dependent on social class.”(Dumais 2002: 44-45) In other words, fluctuating levels of 

educational achievement are supported by an educational system that prefers higher 

levels of cultural capital.   

In discussing cultural capital, schools are not regarded as unbiased institutions, 

but as ones in which the preferences, attitudes, and behaviors of the "dominant class" are 

most highly valued. (Roscigno 1999) Despite wide-ranging hypothesizing on the subject, 

little research has been done to conclude how cultural and ethnic groups vary in regards 

to cultural capital.  

Within the same discussion on class reproduction also mentioned is the 

importance of social capital accumulation, which many scholars in the sociology of 

education have operationalized as parental involvement (Swatz 1997: Lee & Bowen 

2006) Parental Involvement has also been shown to be significant when explaining 

variances within the achievement gap (Lee & Bowen 2006) Since parental involvement 

has been revealed to reconcile the results of race and socio-economic resources in 

achievement gaps it could also be used as a probable approach for decreasing the 

achievement gap even in the occurrence of cultural capital.   

In The Trouble with Black Boys, Noguera (2008) reports that anthropologists and 

sociologists have documented ways in which certain cultural influences can lower the 

aspirations of Black males and contribute to the adoption of self-destructive behaviors. 

He suggests that Black males view sports or music as more promising routes to upward 

mobility than academic pursuits. Although an individual's "choice" is of importance, it is 

imperative to recognize that individuals make choices based on their daily surroundings. 
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Noguera (2008) suggests the range of choices available to the individual is profoundly 

constrained and shaped by external forces over which he may not have control. Noguera 

recommends the only way to change behavioral outcomes are to comprehend the 

cognitive processes that influence how individuals adapt, cope, and respond to their 

situations. For many African American males, the decision to stay in school and graduate 

is often a difficult one to make, despite many efforts and attempts to encourage and guide 

them to academic success. 

African American Men and the Intersectionality of Race and Gender 

The experiences of Black men can be described as an intersection of various 

collective identities. Black women have multiple identities related to their personal and 

professional lives; however for the purposes of this study, the three main identities that 

are discussed are race, gender, and class identities. The critical theory of intersectionality 

is used to understand the intertwining oppressions of race, class, and gender (Crenshaw, 

1993). Research indicates that the intersection of being Black and male are visible 

identities that impose limitations of other people’s perceptions of Black men and 

perceptions of the self among Black men (Epstein, 1973). Rogers and Scott (2014) 

discuss the intersectionality of race and gender in their article. They discuss that 

adolescence is a peak time for exploration and development. It is imperative to note that 

not only do African American males have to make sense of who there are in regards to a 

social group, they also must figure out how this group ultimately fits in within the whole 

realm of society. Initially, W.E. B. Dubois (1903) argued that Blacks experience double 

consciousness of their African identity and American identity that allows the navigation 
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of survival between two cultures: White and Black. In other words, Blacks must retain 

their Black culture and identity while living in a dominant White society that pressures 

them to assimilate. This pressure to assimilate has an impact on Black men’s 

understanding of their race, class, and gender identities, all of which they navigate in the 

process of assimilation or resistance. Unfortunately, the double consciousness of Black 

people living in a predominantly White society produces a difficult set of social roles and 

standards to follow which results in adaptations and negotiations by Black people to 

societal norms (King, 1988). The framework of double consciousness still exists today 

due to the inequalities in systems such as healthcare, education, economy, and political 

structures.  

Furthermore, “double jeopardy” describes the frustration of both racism and 

sexism faced by Black men. Double jeopardy was first introduced in the early 1970’s by 

Beale to characterize the dual discrimination of racism and sexism (Beale, 1970). It is 

evident through the work of Settles (2006) that Black-male identity was rated more 

important than either of the single identities. Though Black men have other important 

identities (e.g., class, age, and sexual orientation), Settles (2006) argues that the 

distinctive experiences of Black men in the United States may lead them to be more 

conscious of their racial and gender identities, in relation to their other identities.  

This study illustrates that Black men prefer to include the unification of identities 

when creating a sense of self. While these concepts have been used to explore the 

experiences of Black men, society and academic studies assume the relationship between 

these identities is independent (e.g., Freeman, 2007). However, Crenshaw (1993) argues 
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that there are three distinct ways in which race, gender, and class intersect for men of 

color: structurally, representatively, and politically. Structurally, men of color experience 

discrimination for their race, class, and gender identities, among other identities, due to 

the disparities in access to employment, housing, healthcare, and wealth. Next, 

representatively Black men are often portrayed in media that plays on the negative 

stereotypes. Lastly, Crenshaw (1993) suggests that Black men are positioned within two 

subordinate groups (race and gender) and both groups pursue conflicting political 

agendas without confronting the dimensions of racism and gender orientation.  

 We are all sentient of the power the media possesses in its portrayal of certain 

segments of our society. Some researchers have asserted that little has been said through 

research regarding a comparison of White and Black men via the media. What is known 

is that the portrayal of these two groups of men tends to be stereotypical and the 

stereotypes concerning White and Black men differ. White men are often stereotypically 

presented as possessing the characteristics of the ideal man. Black men are 

stereotypically defined as intimidating, aggressive, or even hostile. Black have also been 

overrepresented as musicians, athletes, and oversexed (Hazell & Clarke, 2008). African 

American men have paradoxically been cast as both overly masculine (they indulge in 

their desire for women too much and out of proper bounds) and not masculine enough 

(they fail to enact the patriarchal role of breadwinner and family enforcer) (Ross, 1998). 

Juxtaposed with the construction of both Whiteness and maleness, Black masculine 

identity is incessantly subjected to the demands of validating itself against the dominant 

discourse: White-masculine identity. For this reason the shared experience of Black 
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masculine identity, through both the personal formation of one’s identity and the effects 

of social interaction, produces imagined notions of the ways Black men should and do 

exist (Johns, 2007). The social categorization of Black maleness, Black masculinity, 

Black male identity or any term which we seek to understand the implications of being 

both Black and male, in the United States, is an imagined social construct with real 

consequences (Fields, 1990; Johns, 2007). The concept of Black masculine identity was 

fashioned during and codified after the formal collapse of the American institution of 

slavery. Thus, Black masculine identity is a product of American history. It has been 

socially constructed from narrowly defined understandings of White maleness (Johns, 

2007). Black masculine identity is heavily permeated with malicious stereotypes 

introduced to strip enslaved Africans of humanity. These stereotypes are still prevalent in 

contemporary U.S. society and this prevalence is at least one factor contributing to the 

cycle of Black male disengagement, alienation, and misrepresentation (Ogbu, 2003). 

Black men continue to occupy the lowest rungs of most, if not all, quality of life 

indicators. The negative implications of how Black men are identified and tracked by 

society deserve critical attention (Johns, 2007). This discourse on race and gender 

continues to result in portrayals of Black men as “problem people.” 

Little research exists exploring the intersection of race and gender or male gender 

role conflict and racial identity, particularly related to the experiences of African 

American men (Wester, Vogel, Wei, & McLain, 2006). It is interesting that, as far back  

as 1981, Pleck suggested that the intersection of race and gender may cause minority men  

to be particularly vulnerable to gender role identity distress, but it was not until 10 years  
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later that Stillson, O’Neil, and Owen (1991) first demonstrated a relationship between 

race and such vulnerability. In 1995, Lazur and Majors theorized that “to be a man of 

color means confrontation between racial identity and gender role demands from popular 

culture.” Gender role conflict is particularly relevant for men of color due to their 

experiencing two sets of conflicting gender role messages, one stemming from African 

American culture and the other stemming from Euro American culture, while at the same 

time living in a society that often presents them from meeting either set of expectations 

(Canales, 2000; Wester, 2006). African American men in particular, seem caught in a 

conundrum. If they attempt to meet one set of gender roles (i.e., Euro-American), they 

likely frustrate the other set of gender roles (i.e., African American) while societal racism 

often does not allow them to fully meet either set. Hence, they find themselves in 

situations where they must violate one, fail to meet the other because of oppression, and 

experience subsequent discrepancy between both sets of gender roles as well as their own 

developing self-concept (Wester, 2006). Lazur and Majors (1995) provide a powerful 

description of this experience: 

If an African American male acts according to his culture, those in dominant 

culture view his as “different”, bar his access to resources and may even engage 

in acts of violence against him. If he acts according to the prescriptions of the 

dominant culture, he ascribes to a system that, in effect, negates him, and he is 

considered by his own people to have “sold out.” (p. 337)  

In 2006, Wester explored African American men’s experiences with gender role conflict. 

Some of their findings included that African American men experienced psychological 



53 

 

distress due to gender role conflict. Examples of psychological distress included negative 

views about their racial group (Black people) and “self-hating.” Findings from Wester 

also suggest that racial identity partially mediated the effects of gender role confusion on 

psychological distress for African American men. African American men who 

internalized a racist understanding of themselves as men of color suffered more from 

their attempts to navigate the male gender role than did men who internalized a racial 

identity based on an appreciation of their African American heritage (Wester, 2006). 

 There are few studies that examine the intersection of race and identity for 

African American men and even fewer for African American adolescent males. However, 

Johns (2006) did explore how African American adolescent males at an elite self-

selecting school understand and respond to perceptions and expectations of Black men 

projected on them by teachers in school and families at home. Johns contends that most 

African American male adolescents struggle on some level with pejorative images of 

“bad Black boys.” Johns found that the young men involved in this study struggled to 

maintain their sense of self. While the young men involved in this study understood the 

benefits of attending an elite self-selecting school and believed that they owed it to their 

parents to do well, they ultimately struggled to cope with the de facto culture of an elite 

self-selecting school. Some believed they had something to prove to friends and family at 

home, but also articulated the difficulty of being in classrooms and a school where they 

were the minority and were frequently reminded of that fact. Johns found that the young 

men who participated in his study clearly understood how teachers and school personnel 

perceived them. Most of the young men from the study spoke of being labeled as 
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troublemakers and they felt that they stood out. Many expressed awareness that they were 

“watched,” always “on the minds of their teachers,” and perceived as “trouble” (Johns, 

2006). For the African American young men in this study, being in trouble or labeled a 

trouble maker had been such a frequent experience that it was no longer significant when 

talking about their experiences in school. However, despite stating as much, many of 

them spoke in detail of disappointment and frustration with the reality that they, as Black 

male students, were subject to expectations, perceptions, and punishments that their non-

Black male counterparts were not.  

Summary 

Educational inclinations for African American males are connected directly to 

early struggles of African Americans. African Americans have suffered excessively 

through the years in their quest for an equal education and identifying with themselves in 

the realm of education. Many African Americans were denied the access to learn how to 

read and write and in turn, often had to educate themselves. African Americans are 

exposed to derisory learning environments, deprived school configurations, and 

differential treatment. It is important for African American male students to be armed 

with a sufficient education so they will be able to add to the social, economic, and 

constitutional development of society. It is imperative to highlight successes of those who 

may have struggled, but overcame.  

I am disheartened because the literature resonates with my own experiences with 

young African American males. Pervasive negative social and schooling experiences for 

young black males often present significant barriers to the construction of identities. I 
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have seen the toll that unavoidable negative experiences take on black male 

psychological, emotional and physical well being, as well as the identities they construct. 

I often struggle to watch young males attempt to overcome an adolescent identity that 

was more of a risk factor than a protective mechanism. Life, at times, can be 

overwhelming. Imagine trying to take a drink of water from a fire hose on full blast. This 

is what life can be like for young black males. Far too many young black males are 

drinking life through a fire hose. My exploration into the meaning that young black males 

make from life experiences reveals the profound effect they have on identity, choices, 

and life outcomes.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This chapter describes the research methodology, design, participants, data 

collection, and analysis of this study. The study is qualitative in nature and employs semi-

structured interview questions, focus groups, and artifacts. The objective of this study 

was to permit African American males to give their perception on their educational and 

life experiences. Granting my ultimate objective was to better comprehend the way 

successful young black males make meaning of their life experiences, this study was 

dependent upon qualitative data from semi- structured interviews with adult black males 

speaking with hindsight about their social and schooling proficiencies as adolescents 

growing up in the South. I chose to interview adult black males largely because 

adolescent males express limited awareness of the social and cultural forces at play 

around them while they are in school (Malaby, 2005). Malaby suggests, “since young 

males are often unaware of their locations within systems and may only gain an 

understanding of this lack of awareness over time, it is worthwhile to look at the 

recollections of adult men and their experiences with schooling” (pp. 5-6). While young 

men gain some understanding of the various cultural and institutional powers enacted 

within schools directly after graduation (Malaby, 2005), maturation has not permitted for 

the nuanced and thoughtful perception on their own identity development that I seek. The 
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purpose of this study was to find out how black males make meaning of their adolescent 

social and schooling experiences and the impact these experiences had on their lives.   

Research Questions 

 The purpose of this qualitative research study is to explore the ways in which the 

family, school, and community environments contribute to the academic success of 

young, African American males from a small Southern town. Therefore, this study 

explored the general research questions:  

1. How do race, gender, sexuality, and historical events construct the identities of 

young adult African American males in a rural middle Georgia town?  

2. How does intersectionality influence the identity development of young adult 

African American males? 

Two important views of education by W.E.B Dubois and Booker T. Washington were 

reconsidered during the data collection process. Ways are identified in which beliefs 

about these views are passed down through generations and potential influences they may 

have on those currently in this community. Parents and educators in many rural areas still 

argue about the value of physical, laboring work versus professional careers (DeYoung, 

2002). In particular, views about which type of education, vocational or college oriented, 

is viewed more positively can potentially affect rural African American males 

educational perceptions. This question was motivated by the belief that vocational 

involvement increases the likelihood of dropping out of high school, thus significantly 

decreasing college attendance (Ainsworth & Roscigno, 2005). One research question 

explained how race, gender, and historical events construct young African American 
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males’ self-identities. This question is important because many African American men 

have pressures from peers who believe that being a high achiever and being intelligent is 

not masculine and may conflict with cultural expectations within the African American 

communities (e.g., Majors & Bilson, 1992). The parallel research question of the unique 

experiences of African American males living in the south that support and constrain 

African American males identity development played a role in understanding the 

meanings that rural young African American men place on education in the South and 

how this meaning shaped their perceptions of educational experiences? 

Research Participants 

 Since specific groups are being studied, purposeful sampling was applied. 

According to Patton (2002), this type of sampling ensures participants will be able to 

provide information-rich data in a strategic manner. The specific type of purposeful 

sampling being utilized is criterion sampling. Criterion sampling occurs when 

predetermined criterion determines the subjects eligible for participation in the study. It 

was chosen for this study because all participants must meet specific criteria in terms of 

gender, race, and achievement. 

The researcher conducted in-depth, semi structured, interviews with 4 African 

American males ranging from ages 25 to 35. The researcher chose this age range 

primarily because of the balance of maturity and desire that most African American men 

of this age possess. There is no experimental evidence, that the researcher is aware of, to 

support this assertion; however, it has been experienced that most African American men 

in this age range are developed enough to engender even-handedness, fair-mindedness, 
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contemplativeness, and wisdom. The researcher also interviewed 4 African American 

men in this study in order to gather content rich data in an effective amount of time. 

Convenience sampling was used to select participants qualified for this study. 

 
Table 1 
 
Representation of Research Participants 
 
Pseudonyms Ages Household Framework Post Secondary Decisions 

Adam 34 Single Mother  Four Year College 

John 30 Mother/ Stepfather   Four Year College 

Robert 28 Single Mother  United States Military 

Daniel 32 Stepmother/Father  Workforce 

Face-to-face interviews, focus groups, and the use of artifacts with previous African 

American male students in the community provided critical insight and valuable 

information. Creswell (2007) stated, “We conduct qualitative research because a problem 

or issue needs to be explored. This exploration is needed, in turn because of a need to 

study a group or population, identify variables that can be measured, or hear silenced 

voices” (p. 39-40). The researcher triangulated the data by using, semi-structured 

interviews, focus groups and artifacts. According to Creswell (2007), triangulation 

provides in-depth descriptions that establish credibility and help to identify themes and 
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patterns. Stake (2010) stated, “The reason for triangulating our data is in order to increase 

confidence that we have correctly interpreted how things work” (p. 37).  

Descriptions of Participants 

All participants involved in this study shared similar backgrounds, such as being 

identified as African American males and attending public school in a small Southern 

town. Despite the similarities, each participant expressed his unique and interesting 

experiences in this study.  Two of the four participants came from moderate-income 

family backgrounds, as the other two participants came from poverty stricken 

backgrounds. All participants completed high school, and two of four participants were 

accepted to four-year universities. One participant decided to join the United States Air 

Force as the post secondary option, as the last participant decided to go into the 

workforce following high school.  Table 1 provides a detailed description and unique 

portrait of each participant in the study including their age, parental background, and post 

secondary decisions.  

Adam 

Adam is the leading participant to dialogue with me for this study. Adam is 34 

years old and stands approximately 6 feet 3 inches with fair toned skin and light brown 

eyes. He is soft spoken in nature, and once he began to open up, seemed to be a very 

polite and a very well-spoken young man. Adam is the middle child and was raised in a 

Christian home, which he explains has backed much of his success as an African 

American man. He grew up in a middle class working environment in this small Southern 

town. 
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During Adam’s early years, tragedy struck within his home. His father passed 

away when he was merely 9 years old, and created a single parent environment for 

himself and his siblings. Although Adam’s home was not the ideal “American Dream” 

environment, his mother pushed him through high school and he continued to matriculate 

through post-secondary endeavors out of state. Adam returned home to work after 

completing his four-year degree in Finance, and receiving his M.BA. 

John 

Upon meeting John for the first time, I noticed that he had smooth dark brown 

skin and smiling eyes. During our dialogue, John was a very relaxed young man who 

seemed excited about sharing his path of success and the journey that got him there. He 

lived in a poverty stricken, predominately African American community with his mother 

and younger sister. John’s father lived about an hour and a half north of this town, and 

during childhood he rarely visited.  John grew up with his mother and stepfather at the 

head of his home.  He also grew up in the Christian church where many of his mentors 

and close friendships began.  

 Similar to Adam, Tragedy also struck John’s life. During John’s senior year in 

college, his father suddenly passed away. The passing of John’s father was almost the 

demise to his success. Grief stricken, he did not want to complete his four-year 

undergraduate degree. With the help of mentors and his relationship with his stepfather, 

whom John has known since the age of 9, he completed his four-year degree and returned 

home to work in his field.  
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Robert 

Robert is a quiet 28 year old who lived with his mother in a low-income 

environment in this small southern town. When speaking to Robert, I noticed that he was 

a young man of average height with fair skin and light brown eyes. He was a soft-spoken 

young man that exuded quiet confidence and assurance.  

During our dialogue, Robert shared a slightly different experience from the other 

participants of the study. Growing up, Robert’s home included himself and his mother. 

He has no siblings, and he never met his father, as Robert’s mother and father separated 

before he was born and his mother did not hear from him again. Robert was extremely 

close with his uncle, his mother’s younger brother. Unfortunately, his uncle was killed 

during Robert’s younger years, and this tragedy started a rebellious cycle for Robert. 

During high school, he was going down a hazardous path that would result in negative 

outcomes; therefore, upon graduation he decided to join the United States Military as a 

way out of this small southern town, and negative behaviors. Robert returned home to 

work as he was granted this location due to his mother being sick and him being the only 

one who can care for her.  

Daniel 

 Daniel is a 32-year-old young man who grew up in a middle class working 

environment. Growing up, he lived with his stepmother, father, and sibling.  Like Robert, 

Daniel never met his mother, and has known his stepmother since the age of 2. His family 

is devoted members of the Christian community in this small Southern town, and Daniel 

spent much of his time serving on various ministries within the church. When I sat down 
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to speak with Daniel, the one thing that stood out to me was his open and fun sense of 

humor. He was very open and honest during the interview sessions and wanted this to be 

his opportunity to speak out.  

 Daniel was not the average student in high school; in fact, he found school to be 

somewhat difficult for him. Learning did not come easy for him. His parents realized this 

just in time to enroll Daniel in a military academy that would help Daniel with discipline 

and masculinity, as well as academics. This military academy proved to be what Daniel 

needed academically, as this allowed him to graduate high school on time. Although this 

academy did not seem fitting for Daniel as far as masculinity is concerned, that was a 

battle that Daniel was not ready to fight.  

 Once Daniel completed high school, he moved away for a few years, on a search 

for the ideal job. When that did not seem to go well, Daniel returned home, where he was 

able to find work. During this time, Daniel realized that his differences were far greater 

than he was willing to share prior to moving away, as he accepted his role as being 

homosexual. This awakening moment brought about changes to his relationships, but also 

allowed him to feel free, which opened doors for success.  

Research Population 

 Respondents were inhabitants of a Southeastern town who previously attended at 

least one public high school in the local county. The adult sample included 4 African 

American males representative of diverse upbringings and current positions in life, as 

well as varying levels of academic engagement and achievement. This number of males 

was chosen for this study to allow adequate time for meaningful and effective data 
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collection. Moreover, every attempt was made to have as many public high schools as 

possible represented in this sample so that dissimilarity of schooling experiences will be 

maximized. The participants were required to have some level of success. The levels of 

success comprise of participants who have completed a four-year degree from an 

accredited college or university, currently or previously enlisted in the United States 

military (honorable discharge if previously enlisted), and workforce training. This variety 

of contexts and experiences produced the fruitfulness and multiplicity within and among 

the stories that the researcher hoped to find. Although each narrative will have its own 

unique social and schooling milieu, the researcher trusted and they revealed many 

comparable and repeated racialized familiarities for young African American males that 

were steady and inescapable in this Southern town during the mid to late 1990’s. 

Obligating a variability of schools and personal stories as the backdrop for comparable 

racialized experiences illuminates the more universal and organized nature of the 

problems that African American males face in throughout life.   

Research Procedures/Data Collection 

 The participants of this study were found through professional contacts with 

professional colleagues in the local area, as well as family referrals. The professional 

colleague and families were contacted for referrals of African American males who had 

graduated from high school with some level of post secondary experiences, who had 

potential interest in participating in the study. Next the participants were contacted via an 

electronic letter in which the researcher extended an invitation to participate in the study. 

Upon agreement to participate in the study, the researcher conducted follow-up phone 
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calls in order to set up a meeting date and time to engage in a one-on-one dialogue. The 

researcher requested that the colleagues and family referrals share her knowledge of the 

participants' academic background. This information helped to support the academic 

profile of each participant.  

 Each participant was allocated pseudonyms for their names, places, and school 

names involved within this study for documentation purposes. The information acquired 

by the researcher remains in a locked file cabinet in the home of the researcher, after 

which the researcher will shred all information and appropriately dispose of the 

documentation as stated in the Institutional Review Board’s recommendations.  

The questions for the study were semi structured, which allowed the researcher to 

maintain structure, but this also permitted the participants to express themselves in 

thought and perception. Prior to conducting the interviews, the researcher presented the 

interview questions to Dr. Sharon Augustine, a professor and expert in the field of 

education.  

Interviews 

This study used in-depth, semi-structured interviewing as the primary approach of 

data collection (Seidman, 1998; Patton, 2002). Open-ended questions were used 

throughout the in-depth interviewing process. An advantage of an open-ended 

interviewing approach is that it allowed the flexibility to fully understand and explore 

questions about the lived experiences and perceptions of the young African American 

men who participated in this study. 
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 Interviewing is a dynamic, and sometimes intimate, method of learning and 

sharing stories between the researcher (the listener) and the participant (the storyteller). 

Seidman (1998) notes that, “telling stories is essentially a meaning-making process” (p. 

1). Given the connotation of this process, people select precise details of experiences that 

they must reflect upon, assign order, and restructure from their stream of realization in a 

manner that best characterizes the meaning they make of those stories and experiences. 

Unfolding accounts of experiences or storytelling has been a human quality of making 

sense of the world throughout history. A conjecture in interviewing is that the meanings 

people make of their experiences affects the way participants perform those experiences. 

In this study, in-depth interviewing was the method I used to place behavior or the 

performance of participants’ stories into context.  

Focus Groups 

In combination with additional research methods used in this dissertation, a focus 

group can be used preliminarily to discuss key points or issues within a study. A focus 

group is the assembly of a small group of individuals who are guided through a 

discussion by the researcher. The objective of the focus group is to go beyond artificial 

responses and discover perceptions on participants’ attitudes and behavior. This 

procedure of group interviewing is also very useful in following up and clarifying 

inferences and findings in other data, such as individual interviews. In conjunction with 

individual interviewing as a form of data collection, focus groups are commonly used in a 

descriptive or introductory capacity, though focus groups can be useful in both generating 
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and answering research questions. Primarily, this focus group was used to refine and 

generate probing questions for the interview guide of individual interviews.  

 To encourage dialogue, reflective illustration expressions will encourage the focus 

group participants as a “creative” alternative to oral inquiry alone (Patton, 2002). With 

pens, markers, crayons, and paper, participants were requested to use words, drawings, 

and other expressions to explain what they feel and/or think about ethnicity and race. 

After discussion on their thoughts and illustrations with the group and responding to 

follow up interview questions, they repeated the same process about manhood and 

masculinity on the other side of the paper. The illustrations they created afforded 

participants the opportunity to self-reflect, recognize backgrounds for their own meanings 

for race, racism, manhood, and masculinity, reduce a pattern of groupthink, and establish 

empathy among other participants and the researcher. As a result, the discussions were 

enjoyable and thought provoking, which yielded 45 minutes to an hour of information 

rich data, which could have continued if the researcher was not considerate of 

participants’ time. To avoid the possibilities of researcher partiality, the researcher only 

facilitated the activity and discussion. These reflective graphics were used throughout the 

focus group and in-depth interview process. The interview and focus groups took place in 

an undisclosed location in the same Southeastern town that participants reside. The 

researcher informed all participants about the research, the need for individual privacy, 

and protection from emotional harm. The phone number for a licensed counselor was 

given at the start of each interview. Furthermore, each participant was told there was no 

correct answer and his individual views should be unreservedly expressed. During the 
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face-to- face interviews, participants were asked questions to explore their perceptions of 

factors contributing to academic success. The researcher used follow-up questions during 

the focus group interviews to probe for additional responses that add to the depth of the 

individual interviews.  

Data Analysis 

The researcher analyzed data from semi-structured interviews, focus groups, and 

artifacts with the 4 African American males from the community.  Creswell (2007) states: 

Data analysis in qualitative research consist of preparing and organizing the data (i.e., 

text data as in transcripts, or image data as in photographs) for analysis then reducing the 

data into themes through a process of coding and condensing codes, and finally 

representing the data in figures, tables, or a discussion. (p. 148) 

The researcher used an electronic device to record the participants during 

interview sessions. The dialogues were conducted in a quiet and comfortable setting for 

the convenience of the participants. The participants were informed prior to taping that 

their names and the name of the schools they attended were be confidential. The allotted 

time for each interview ranged from 45 minutes to 1 hour. This dialogue was transcribed 

one per week and each participant reviewed the transcriptions for authenticity. During the 

interviews, the researcher wrote down important points including the climate, time of 

day, and other distinguishing characteristics that may or may not have an impact on the 

interviewees’ state of mind. After the participants reviewed the transcription of the first 

dialogue and the emerging themes, the researcher then engaged the participant in a 

second dialogue, which also was audio taped and transcribed. During the second dialogue 
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the participants discussed the emerging themes from the initial dialogue and contributed 

new information that they wanted to add. The second dialogue was transcribed and 

analyzed for new themes. The researcher provided contact information for a licensed 

therapist due to the nature of the study.  

The researcher started the method by reading each interview transcript. The 

interview transcripts must be read thoroughly to focus on common words and phrases to 

be coded. The coded words and phrases then have the prospective to become categories. 

Once the primary coding was accomplished, the researcher was dedicated to performing 

the code-recode strategy using the focus group interviews. In this strategy, the original 

coding must be discredited and the coding process must be performed again in its 

entirety. The process of coding-recoding allows the researcher to discover if the same 

words and phrases need coding. 

Once all of the data was collected from the dialogues, it was analyzed it for 

relevant and similar themes. The researcher's reflection on the dialogues was essential to 

the research process and was conducted thoroughly. More specifically, the researcher 

analyzed the data by: (a) reviewing the dialogues, (b) creating a chart of the portraits of 

participants to get a clearer picture of each participant's background, and (c) the 

researcher reviewed the chart searching for emerging themes from the data. In addition, 

the researcher coded the data manually using highlighters. In order to synthesize the data 

clearly, a chart with themes revealed from the data was created, according to each 

participant (See Table 2). Commonalities amongst participants were identified and 
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organized, to reflect the emerging themes. The researcher found common threads among 

the participants that were linked to the research questions.  

 

 

 
Merriam (2009) emphasized one proficient and significant way to analyze data in 

a qualitative study is to analyzing inductively during the collection of data. The validation 

is that this method allows the researcher to “focus the study, make important decisions 

about the study as it progresses such as the need for additional respondents or the 

 
Participants        Related Themes__ 
Adam        Hard work 
        Family 
        Tragedy 
        Race  
        Dedication 
        Mentor 
        Church 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
John        Family Influences 
        Independece 
        Tragedy 
        Race/Racism 
        Challenges 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
Robert        Family 
        Avoidance  
        Challenges 
        Failure 
        Success 
        Tragedy 
        Racism 
_________________________________________________________________________ 
Daniel        Family 
        Expectations 
        Role Models 
        Church 
        Nervous  
        Self-Talk 
        Race/Racism 
 
 
 

Table 2 
 
Interview Themes from Participants 
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enhancement of questions given the responses of previous respondents” (Merriam, 2009, 

p. 171). 

In order to show the data analysis process more explicitly, the following seven 

steps of data analysis provided a framework for my analysis (See Figure 1). For step one, 

I read each individual interview transcription. For example, after the close of the initial 

interview with Adam, I thoroughly read the transcription to become as aware as possible 

on how fluid and consistent the data from the transcription was. I performed this step 

after each individual interview prior to moving on to the next participant. The second step 

of the data analysis process necessitated that I highlight common words and phrases in 

the individual interviews. During the individual interviews, each participant was asked 

about how they overcame adversity. One common word that was continual during the 

interviews was race and racism. These two words were highlighted as commonalities 

during the interview as well as focus group. The third step of data analysis focused on the 

coding and re-coding process that was performed after each individual interview was 

completed. During this step in data collection, I examined the common words and 

phrases that arose such as race and racism. Once the data was coded again, I looked for 

those same words to validate they were in fact commonalities after the focus group 

interviews were conducted. The fourth step in this process required me to reread each 

interview transcript from the individual interviews and focus group interview. This step 

was imperative for me to connect with the participants and begin to hear their voices and 

visualize the connection between the participants. In the fifth step of this data analysis 

process, I compared the codes that emerged between the individual interviews and focus 
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group interviews. Once I performed coding on the data, I used open coding to group the 

initial codes into categories. This began step six in the data analysis process. For 

example, through open coding, I assigned codes such as parental support, behavior 

expectations, family structure, and morals to certain pieces of data. Through the coding 

process, I grouped those four codes into a category called adolescent experiences.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At this point in the data collection process, I grouped each category into themes 

that ultimately informed generalizations about the research topic. Through the analysis of 

Figure 1. Seven Steps to Data Analysis 

 

 

2. Researcher highlights 
common words and 

phrases in the individual 
interviews. 

1. Researcher reads each 
interview transcript. 

 

3. Researcher commits to 
performing code/recode 

strategy using focus group 
interviews. 

 

7. Researcher uses categories 
and creates themes. These 

themes inform the researcher of 
generalizations as it pertains to 

the research topic. 

6. Researcher uses common 
codes and phrases and places 

them into categories. 

4. Researcher reads each 
interview transcript from 

individual interviews and focus 
group interviews. 

5. Researcher must compare 
the codes from the individual 

interviews and the focus group 
interviews to determine any 

commonalities.  



73 

 

individual interviews, the categories described above were grouped into a larger theme, 

principles instilled during adolescence. This theme encompasses every aspect of guiding 

principles (parental support, behavior expectations, family structure, and morals) instilled 

in the participants during their adolescent years that contributed to their success. At this 

point, I began to write first part of chapter four. I used their words to explain each of the 

themes I had identified. I then wrote more succinct counter narratives to highlight each 

participant individually and represent their voices and stories.  

Although there is no right way to share interview data, constructing profiles or 

vignettes of participants’ experience is an effective way to open interview material up for 

analysis and interpretation (Seidman, 2006). According to Seidman (2006) a profile in the 

words of the participant is the research product that is most consistent with interviewing 

as a data collection method. It presents the participant in context, clarifies intentions, 

conveys a sense of process and time, and reflects the participant’s consciousness. 

Moreover, crafting profiles add an aesthetic component to the reporting that makes the 

researchers’ and readers’ work more pleasurable and enriching while, at times, touching 

the spirit (Garman, 1994). In addition, the fifth tenet of Critical Race Theory, counter-

narratives, explicates that the “experiential knowledge of people of color” is dynamic in 

studying racial marginalization (Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993; 

Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Through counter-narratives marginalized people repudiate 

often racist stereotypes and offer their lived experiences as evidence; enlightening not 

only the majority, but also other minorities. DeCuir and Dixson (2004) suggested that 

counter storytelling allows for self-reflection as a means to expose the other tenets of 
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Critical Race Theory. Solórzano and Yosso (2002) explain three levels of storytelling: 

personal stories, other people’s stories or narratives, and composite stories or narratives. 

Each of these expounds a subject’s experiences in relation to bias, racism, and 

stereotypes. 

Summary 

 This chapter describes the qualitative research study, which shares the lived 

experiences of 4 African American males who are previous students that attended high 

school in a rural Southeastern town. These males represented past male students at 

various levels of achievement. Qualitative methods of coding to find themes were used 

for this study. Coding was completed manually to analyze semi structured interviews and 

informal conversations in order to extract themes, patterns, and possible trends.  

Through this study I ascertained how African American male identity is 

constructed and its stimulus on academic engagement, educational outcomes, social 

choices, and life trajectories. Discovering the boundaries of these associations helped the 

researcher better apprehend the supremacy of self-perception on choices and how choices 

made during adolescence can establish life trajectories. I was also able to expose how 

African American men believe race and racism may have prejudiced their schooling 

experiences and the bearing those experiences had on the identities they constructed.  

Results from this study are presented in the succeeding chapter.  
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

The purpose of this qualitative research study is to explore the ways in which the 

family, school, and community environments contribute to the academic success of 

young, African American males from a small Southern town. Through two one-on-one 

dialogues, and one focus group dialogue, each participant spoke and reflected on their 

successes as African American males, how they were able to attain them, and how family 

and environmental factors contribute to these successes.   

This study exhibits that access to sufficient levels of social and cultural capital 

can have significant impact on success for African American males. (Bourdieu, 1986) 

The results of these findings exemplify the importance and need for support systems to 

help guide and motivate African American males to complete high school and pursue 

post secondary endeavors. Specifically a summary of demographic information is 

included and an overall thematic analysis of the data is presented. Direct excerpts from 

the interview transcriptions are used to illustrate these major themes derived during data 

collection. 

Themes 

 Four participants took part in two one-on-one dialogues as well as one focus 

group with the researcher. All dialogues were transcribed and analyzed for generative 

themes. Direct excerpts from the interview transcriptions are used to illustrate these 
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major themes and subthemes. A common sequence that was essential to the success of all 

four participants was the presence of caring, supportive, and empowering relationships. 

These relationships included the support of at least one person within the participant’s 

life (family, school, or community environment).  Through data analysis, the following 

themes were discovered: principles instilled during adolescence have an impact on 

success, parental/role model support had an important effect on success, overcoming 

adversity contributed to success, and society’s negative perception of African American 

males play a role in creating successful men.  

Principles Instilled During Adolescence 

During dialogue with the four participants, and asked about family structure, each 

participant noted that the extent to which their parents provided clear and consistent 

guidelines, expectations, and rules for behavior, positively impacted (directly or 

indirectly) their success. Each participant expounded upon the structure of their home and 

the morals their parents taught them about being an African American male in society 

today. John gave a brief moment in time during adolescence that he remembers was vital 

to him:  

When I was younger, I had a 9:00 p.m. curfew until I was a junior in high school. 
At first I didn’t like it, obviously, all teenagers want to stay out late, but in 
retrospect, a lot of things my friends did after 9:00 p.m. would have definitely 
gotten me in a lot of trouble. My parents were always telling me that as an 
African American young man, I need to make careful decisions about the things I 
do while I am out with friends as well as the friends I choose. I honestly believe 
that if it weren’t for that curfew I would have a criminal record, be dead or in jail, 
or not have completed college and become as successful as I feel I am today.  

This statement by John was followed by more dialogue expressing the hardships his 

parents faced during their adolescence, which is why they made sure they instilled certain 
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values in him so that he is prepared to maneuver his way through this world with the least 

amount of trouble. The other participants expressed such similar morals imparted in them 

from their parents during their adolescence. Robert also expressed:  

My mother wasn’t very vocal, she would put up with a lot of stuff. When I was 
younger, I made so many wrong decisions before I made any right decisions. But 
messing up in school was crossing the line. The number one rule in our home was 
for me to go and get my education and do whatever it takes to succeed. So as far 
as education, she made sure I knew the consequences of my actions. When I 
would get in trouble, it hurt me the most to see the way I was hurting her. I knew 
the things she taught me growing up, and at one point I was going against all that 
she did to keep me in line. It wasn’t until later when I realized that my actions 
were hurting me the most. I needed to change, and when I did, I had never seen 
my mother any happier. She would always tell me that young black boys had to 
keep their slate clean in order to get far in life. It is now that I am more successful 
than ever that I appreciate those talks.  

The four participants expressed how their parents set and communicated high 

expectations regarding their academic performance during their adolescence. 

Furthermore, Adam and Daniel stated that their parents provided the necessary resources 

in the home to meet those high, yet realistic expectations. These two participants grew up 

with a deep root within the Christian church. Not only did their parents express certain 

principles during their youth, the church also provided a means of support also. It appears 

those parents' expectations for their children's academic attainment and behavior may be 

related to students’ positive attitudes toward being successful. The responses below from 

Adam and Daniel illuminate this sentiment: 

Well, it wasn’t even a matter of doing poorly in school, in our home that just 
wasn’t acceptable. I knew what was expected of me, academically and 
behaviorally, and I did everything I possibly could to meet those expectations. I 
was so use to living up to her expectations about school that I actually enjoyed the 
work and being intelligent, it just stuck and I stuck with it. Graduating with two 
degrees made my mother the happiest woman alive. I was her first boy, and she  
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knew in order for my younger brother to push himself towards greatness, I had to 
first be that example for him. And that is exactly what I was and I am still am. 
(Adam) 

I wasn’t the best example in my home of listening to my parents as far as 
academics and behavior. During childhood, I think I had so many problems 
fighting who I really was, I didn’t perform well academically and was always 
getting in trouble in school for being the class clown. My parents expressed to me 
the values I needed to have as an African American man and despite what they 
felt at the time, I listened. Completing my academic journey at a military academy 
gave me the discipline I needed then and now. I didn’t realize then that was 
parents’ way of supporting me regardless of how I may have embarrassed them. I 
now know that the lectures they gave me on getting good grades and choosing the 
right friends was vital to me being successful. Being able to work with others 
around me is a very important thing my parents taught me really young that I 
needed in order to be the man I am today. (Daniel) 

The dialogue provided by the four participants on the principles instilled during 

adolescence was so rich and imperative in understanding what drove their success. All of 

the participants shared similar stories of trials and triumph from their adolescent years.  

 Few studies have explored the relationship of family variables to academic 

success. Nonetheless, research consistently demonstrates that a powerful predictor of 

resiliency in youth is the quality of the immediate care giving environment (Benard, 

1991; Werner & Smith, 1992). Several other research studies (Bernard 1991, 1995; 2004; 

Fraser, et al., 2004).cite family characteristics that promote resilience, academic 

achievement, and healthy development. These family attributes include: (a) positive 

parent-child relationship (i.e., parental closeness, warmth, limit setting, and 

involvement); (b) family cohesion, warmth, clear and supportive relationships, absence of 

discord, and active engagement (i.e., participation in school and class activities, reading 

to children daily, and helping with homework); (c) consistent supervision, discipline and 
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responsibilities; and (d) expressing high expectations for academic success (Bernard 

1991, 1995; 2004; Fraser, et al., 2004). 

In summary, home environments portrayed by affirmative parenting practices, 

secure and stable environments, and having high expectations for youth, aids as a 

shielding factor countering some of the risk factors these youth, particularly males, may 

encounter. Each participant directly associated their success with the principles within 

their homes during adolescence. The participants clearly explain that without boundaries 

and support from guardians, they don’t feel they would be as successful as they are.  

Parental and Role Model Support 

In addition to adolescence being a pivotal part of their identity development, all of 

the participants of the study credited parental and/mentor support as their foundation for 

overall success. Adam and Robert both conveyed the importance of their relationship 

with their mother’s. They both explained that their mother’s were the driving force that 

contributed to their success. Adam stated:  

With the passing of my father when I was 9, I still consider him one if the most 
important men in my life. The foundation he laid before he passed was crucial to 
my upbringing. My mother carried on the foundation he laid, and she did so 
independently. She never remarried. I guess, my father, was pretty strict, but 
loving. He was always serious about behavior and he taught us that education was 
very important. He instilled in my siblings and I that education was the key to 
success. Not sports or entertainment. My mother was still very influential in 
making sure that the things my father taught us were in the forefront of our mind 
at all times. She would often reference things he said to us prior to him passing 
away.  

 
Adam’s story about the absence of his father and no real replacement for his father was 

truly touching. Adam continued to discuss that his uncle stepped in and tried to build a 

supportive relationship after his father’s passing, but that eventually faded. His bond with 
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his mother is undeniable and he later explained in dialogue that she pushed him because 

she wanted to make his father proud. Robert expressed things a bit differently during our 

dialogue. Without the presence of a male figure, Robert stated:  

I don't necessarily have a role model. I mean I grew up in a home without a father, 
or a male figure that I could look up to. My uncle passed away when I was 
younger and that was the only man I could say that I was able to look up to. But 
because I was so young, I don’t remember being able to have many talks with 
him. If I had to say I have one, it is my mother. She is a strong black woman, who 
tells me to do right, embrace my color, be a better person and don't treat people 
wrong. She is the one who is there for me through anything even if I'm doing bad 
or good. She was always there to get me out of trouble when I went through a 
hard time during and after high school. She is sick now, but she is still always 
pushing me to do my best, and that no matter what, she is extremely proud of the 
man I have become. Coming from her, that means the world to me.   

Adam and Robert were both examples of how a male has touched their lives, but it was 

their mother’s love and direction that ultimately encouraged them to be the greatest. John 

and Daniel both express that their fathers had a significant impact on their success. They 

both come from backgrounds where one parent is a stepparent, but that did not change the 

dynamics of their home. John elucidated about his relationship with his father and 

stepfather:  

I would have to say my father, he showed me support in many ways that has 
helped me make decisions and go for my dreams. My father passed away when I 
was in college, therefore, he has not seen the impact he had on me and how 
crucial it was that I have a relationship with him. He remains the most important 
man in my life. My stepfather also had a significant impact on my success. My 
stepfather instilled the same values and beliefs that my father often discussed with 
me. He was also very supportive and encouraged me to push through every 
circumstance and situation, and I will always rise above adversity and end up on 
top. I am very thankful for the men that are and were a vital part of my life. 
  

Daniel had a touching story to tell as he decided to express his life decision of being a 

homosexual and how this decision didn’t ultimately draw a wedge between he and his 
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father. Daniel also expressed how his relationship with his father had an impact on the 

level of success he has experienced so far in his life:  

There are not many men in my family that I am close with, with the exception of 
my dad. I would consider my dad the most important man in my life. We don't 
always get along and we definitely don't see eye to eye on a lot of things, but 
when I need him he's there and I do believe he loves me and wants what's best for 
me. His support regardless of the lifestyle I have chosen for myself is what means 
the most to me. He has had many moments of misunderstanding my decision and 
me but I am just happy that did not change the relationship that we have today.  
 
Daniel struggled with his confession of sexuality with his parents. He knew that 

ultimately that would change how he identified with himself, but also how other men 

identified with him. Critical Race Theory supports the intersectionality of minority 

groups. Intersectionality acknowledges accounts of oppression as coated and 

acknowledges that racism intersects with other forms of authority, such as sexism, 

heterosexism, and classism. For instance, if a person of color who also identifies as gay 

experiences racism, a critical race standpoint would take into reason how homophobia 

intersects with racist domination. This tenet is a reminder that bodies of color are not 

massive and thus it is not productive to assume so. These assumptions disregard the 

multiple positions or intersections that people of color represent. Delgado and Stefancic 

(2012) state, “No person has a single, easily stated, unitary identity (p. 10). With that 

said, Critical Race Theory supports that when reflecting on how people of color are 

marginalized, it is essential to allow for multiple identity symbols to theorize how their 

oppression might be informed by their multiple marginalized identities. 

Parental support was important to all of the participants' success as African 

American men, helping them to understand that there was someone who would always be 
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there to push and motivate them no matter the circumstances. All of the participants had 

individual stories to tell about the influence of the parental factors in their upbringing and 

how these factors made them the men they are today.  

The participants also expressed support from role models and how they poured 

into their lives, which contributed to their overall success. Adam, John, and Daniel were 

all part of the Christian community in this small Southern town. These participants each 

grew up attending different churches; however, during focus group dialogue they each 

contributed factors from the Christian community as key points in they successes.  

Daniel described role models in church by discussing:  

It was very hard to be who I really knew that I was growing up in church because 
I was constantly pretending. Although I was quite known in church and in the 
community because I was always singing in the choir involved in other ministries. 
The church I grew up in had so many people constantly judging you. It wasn’t 
until I was a little bit older and one of our choir directors was hired that I began to 
feel like myself. She was very influential on everyone being who they truly are. 
She would always call and check on me and give advice when needed. She 
became one of my biggest role models. We still keep in touch to this day. (Daniel, 
2015)  

 
Through Daniel’s dialogue, John as well as Adam could also relate. John interjected and 
 
described his relationships within his church community. John went on to state:  
 

My church family was always supportive of the youth in the church, especially 
the boys. I would attend church youth trips and lock-ins where we would actually 
spend the night at church. The men at our church would always have on boy that 
they mentored during the school year. When they did this, they helped keep each 
one of us on track for graduation and beyond. I actually received a scholarship 
from church members to attend college the year I graduated high school. The one 
man that I can truly say was my role model in church was my family deacon, who 
was also my high school principal. He would go that extra mile to make sure that 
I stayed on track and was always there when I needed him. I appreciate all he did 
for me. (John, 2015) 
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John as well as Daniel were open about the intricate part growing up in a Christian 

community played on their success.  The conversation seemed to be something that 

Adam could directly relate to as well. Adam explained:  

 I grew up in church much like these two young men. The church was my 
foundation and the foundation of my family as well. When my father died, we 
spent more and more time going to church and being around church “folks.” They 
would invite us over to their houses for dinner after church and everything. The 
church I attended was not very large, so everyone sort of knew everyone. It was a 
great place to experience learning and growing. Many of the role models I 
encountered were church members. The one that I would have to say was a role 
model for me even as an adult would be the pastor of my church. He was so real 
and unfiltered. He told real life stories and even as a young man I could relate to 
him. He would constantly check in on me and make it known that if I needed 
anything, I should not hesitate to reach out to him. I respected him for who he was 
and how he made it a point to reach out to many of the young boys in the church.  

 
These three young men were vocal in expressing how being Christian and raised in a 

home that were directly involved in church had an impact on their success. These three 

men also described how being involved in church helped them each form relationships 

with role models that have carried on through today. Parental support and role models as 

explained are crucial factors that contribute to African American males success as these 

young men have thoroughly explicated.  

Using Bourdieu's (1986) definition of social capital helps to demonstrate in part 

why many African American males enrolled in U.S. public schools achieve academic 

success and pursue college attainment or find their place in the working class society. 

The social linkages that many African American males are able to acquire establish 

access to the academic support and resources necessary for high school completion and 

possibly pursuit of higher education and beyond. Bourdieu implies that access to social 

capital means people have influences to individuals who, because they have greater 
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amounts of economic and cultural capital, might support them with advice, further 

connections, and so on. African American males who are able to build such social 

networks with individuals, who can provide them with academic support and resources, 

can perhaps increase their chances in pursuing college completion. Creating social 

networks that help encourage and support African American males in completing high 

school and pursue higher education or work related fields increases their opportunities of 

success.  

Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of cultural capital provides a way to examine the 

impact culture plays on academic achievement. Furthermore, according to Bourdieu 

(1977), cultural capital is socially inherited cultural competence that facilitates 

achievement in school. It is the value placed on academic achievement and dominant 

cultural knowledge, and the cultural dispositions that are most conducive for success in 

various educational environments.   

 Participants perceived parental involvement, parental encouragement, and 

parental educational support influenced their desires to succeed. Many of the participants 

expressed having parent(s) who had high expectations for their academic success. 

Participants conveyed that parents who valued education and supported them in their 

extracurricular activities motivated them for continued hard work and success. In 

addition, participants made it clear that not only did parents help motivate and inspire 

them to be successful, others such as church members poured into their success. 

Participants explained that seeing the middle class, successful, African American men 

around each of them in church, allowed them to visually see success. They each 
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connected the success of others, to something that is attainable for each of them as well. 

In this particular connection, due to the great amount of economic and cultural capital, 

church members are able to offer advice and these males were are able to network and 

make connections that later helped to lead them on their journey of success.  

Overcoming Adversity 

The findings in this study were coherent with the underlining evidence of Critical 

Race Theory. At its core, “CRT begins with the notion that racism is normal, not 

aberrant, in American society and because it is so enmeshed in the fabric of our social 

order, it appears both normal and natural to people in this culture” (Ladson-Billings, 

1998, p. 11). Critical Race Theory has a commitment to social justice and not only to the 

removal of racism but sexism and poverty, as well. In that, the goal is to inspire 

oppressed minority groups. Therefore, CRT scholars take an activist stance to change the 

current hegemonic structure that is so deeply entrenched in American society and 

advocate for change. Stories are a prevailing approach in Critical Race Theory. Stories 

are a way of detailing the lives of people from disregarded groups and are a way to 

acknowledge that the experiences are real. Stories also present historical connections and 

expose the hierarchical relationships of power and privilege (Matsuda, 1987). Critical 

race theorists’ debate that the notion of race should be continuously revisited due to the 

categorization of race in that it is fluid and is frequently molded by political demands. 

Moreover, when race is reviewed and restructured, critical race theorists deem that race 

must be informed by and realized in the lived experiences of marginalized groups. The  

 



86 

 

philosophies of the social construction of race and discrimination were present 

throughout the reactions by the participants.  

During the individual interview process, the participants were asked to elaborate 

on their first encounter with race and racism. This sparked meaningful dialogue between 

the participants and I. Many of their stories came as no surprise as they began explaining 

how these encounters made them question who they were as African American males. 

Adam described his experience by stating:   

My first encounter with race and racism was when I was involved in an accident 
with another vehicle. The individuals hit my car from behind. As we sat there, 
waiting for police to arrive, I made sure that I had my driver’s license and 
insurance card already in my hand because my mother always told me not to look 
down and reach for anything while the police are investigating a situation. This has 
always stuck with me. When the police arrived, they immediately went to the other 
car once they realized that my best friend and myself were young black boys. The 
police officer asked what happened and wrote the report based on what the other 
driver told him. He never came to ask me what my side of the story was as to what 
caused the accident. He eventually came to my car and issued me a ticket for 
causing the accident. This bothered me and I felt that it was unfair and only done 
to me because I was a young black male. My mother eventually followed up and 
we appeared in court to try and fight the ticket, but we still had to pay. 
 

Unfortunately issues such as the one Adam explains here are seen more often than not 

with African American men and law enforcement. Situations such as the one Adam 

portrayed here seemed to align with stories the other participants described about their 

first encounters with race and racism. These stories align with the Critical Race Theory as 

the framework for this study. Critical Race Theory, which was previously coined as 

Critical Legal Studies, which investigated and challenged the divide between law and 

politics is relevant here with this narrative. The racial accounts that many of these young 

men account interviews provide insight to race and racism in our justice system.   
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Barbarin (1993) observed that investigation on African American youth and how they are 

able to survive and succeed in the face of adversity necessitates more attention. Benard 

(2004) further emphasized that less information on this topic means less understanding of 

the essentials of African American youth in society. Much like Adam, John and Robert 

also describe their first encounter with race and racism in relation to unfairness from 

police officers. John describes his story by explaining:   

My friend and I were on our way to drop my little sister’s friend off at home as 
my mother asked of me. We were driving down a two-lane road on the side of 
town that we as black boys try to stay away from, and for good reason. We were 
pulled over by a police officer, for no reason at all. We weren’t speeding or 
breaking any laws. When he came to the window, he explained that we were 
pulled over because the music in my car was too loud. Now true enough, my 
mother was always preaching to me to make sure that I don’t listen to my music 
too loud, but on this particular night, it wasn’t that loud. He asked for my license 
and insurance in which I gave him. He asked me who the two girls in the back 
seat of my car were. I explained to him that was my little sister and her friend and 
that we are taking her friend home. He proceeded to ask my friend and I to get out 
of the car.  We did as we were told, not knowing or understanding what was going 
on at the time. The officer told us that we were basically lying about the entire 
thing and if we didn’t tell the truth, we would be arrested. It was at that moment 
that I realized what the officer thought and profiled us racially. I was so taken 
back; I asked to call my parents. The officer allowed that and my stepdad had to 
explain to the officer what we were told to do. He allowed us to go, but I was still 
issued a ticket for my music being too loud. This had to be one of the worst 
feelings I ever had.  
 

Racial issues in the justice system have been present for such a long time. The narrative 

that John shared during the interviews directly connects to the literature surrounding race 

and racism and the effects it has on adolescents. The destructive effects of racism on the 

psychological development and functioning of African American male adolescents has 

been documented in past research (Simons et al., 2002). In 2001, the Surgeon General’s 

Report declared racism to be an environmental stressor that has a direct negative impact 
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on the mental and physical health of African Americans (U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, 2001). Furthermore, according to this report, racism puts African 

Americans at an increased risk for depression and anxiety (U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services, 2001). Like the other participants, John chose to ignore the 

negativity associated with the color of his skin, and push himself towards success. Robert 

also told a similar story about his first encounter with race and racism. His story consisted 

of his involvement with a police officer alone. Robert stated:   

My first encounter with race and racism was when a police officer tried to arrest 
me for something another kid a school did. They thought that I was the one selling 
and smoking weed out of the bathroom at school. One of the white kids in my 
class told the teacher that it was me. Because of that, they sent the dogs in to 
search my locker and for the police to question other students. When they didn’t 
find anything in my locker, they still tried their best to pin the smoking and selling 
of weed on me until the student who was responsible for it finally came clean 
about it. I feel that I was only targeted because I was a black boy who was in and 
out of trouble all of the time. This was one of those moments that I knew I needed 
to clean my act up.  
 

Adam, John, and Robert all shared similar dialogue involving the unfair treatment of 

police officers towards them due to the mere fact they were young African American 

males. Although this seems to be common, Daniel experienced something quite different. 

He described his first encounter this way:   

My first encounter with race and racism was when I was searching for my first 
apartment. I went to several luxury apartments and found one that I truly liked. 
When I called to speak to the property manager, told her my name, and my reason 
for calling was to search for a new home, she quickly denied me saying they were 
at 100% occupancy and they would not have any openings for some time. 
Surprisingly enough, someone I knew very well just applied and was accepted 
into that same apartment building the next day. The only difference was they were 
a white male and I was not. This left me in a feeling of disbelief. I never believed 
before that race or racism issues still existed until then. It was very disheartening.  
 

All of the participants described their encounters of race and racism as pivotal moments 
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in their lives where they feel they now have overcome adversity. Through dialogue they 

each continue to discuss that it was the values their parents(s) instilled in them for the to 

react in a calm manner when they were treated unfairly. Unfortunately, the stories the 

media portrays of our young black males and the issues they have encountered more 

recently have not ended on such a positive note.  

 As previously noted, there are unique intersections between race and racism and 

other forms of subordination that must be recognized, studied, agreed upon, and tackled. 

Understanding these intersections of subservience will help to reconstruct new stories 

about marginalized groups that are from an asset perspective. The stories of these young 

men as they relate to race and racism they have experience lends voice and power to the 

realization that African Americans are holders and creators of knowledge.  These stories 

are an attempt to counter the dominant liberal ideas of colorblindness and meritocracy 

that disadvantage African American males and further advantage Whites (Delgado 

Bernal, 2002). Likewise, because racism is common and at times insentient, it is 

tremendously challenging to fully uncover racism so it is imperative to examine its 

underpinnings (Ikemoto, 2000). For example microaggressions, which are everyday 

slights that affect bodies of color, are easy to ignore due to their subtlety (Davis, 2000; 

Smith, Hung, & Franklin, 2011). Through this dialogue, it is apparent that 

microagressions are directly used in our justice system.  The police officer that pulled 

Adam over due to a traffic accident that was not his fault, but he issued a ticket to him, 

was an indirect message on how microagressions are used without verbal exchange. The 

officer assumed that due to the color of Adam’s skin, he must have caused the accident 
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and was seemingly uninterested to hear his side of the story. However microaggressions, 

such as racialized verbal comments, carry implications for bodies of color that experience 

them on a daily basis and thus deserve examination. Critical Race Theory upholds that 

because race and racism are “America’s single most confounding problem,” (Haney 

Lòpez, 2000, p. 165) researchers must address the reality of this issue being inescapable.  

Society’s Negative Perception of African American Men 

The four participants of the study felt that society has an inclusive negative 

perception of African American males. The participants felt that society viewed African 

American males through a stereotypical lens. The view through this lens is magnified 

even more by the unbalanced media coverage that tends to glorify and showcase less than 

positive behaviors of popular African American males, such as sports figures and 

entertainers. The participants feel that this fact overshadows the many African American 

males who are doing positive things within their community and society.   

During dialogue with Adam, he gave insight on what it is like to be an African 

American man fighting against the stereotypical lens that society deems fitting. He 

expressed:   

It doesn’t matter where you come from, or your upbringing, being African 
American and male automatically places you in a category like no other. 
Sometimes a category that is almost impossible to remove yourself from. I don't 
know, it’s like you're either a star athlete or out causing trouble. You are either 
one thing or something else. You can't be anything other than an athlete, rapper, 
or whatever. It's like they don't see you as anything else but that and that 
perception can have a negative effect on a person especially how they view 
themselves. Sometimes as African American men we go to great heights to push 
ourselves and we crash in the end because of this bubble that society has placed 
us in. I am successful because I used what society thought they knew about me, 
and what I would or would not achieve as fuel to push further than even I thought 
was impossible. I am proud that I had that mindset.  
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When society places African American men in certain categories such as entertainer or 

athlete, it limits and also impacts the possibilities of what these men can achieve. Placing 

them into a box can bound their access into other realms of society, such as education 

where they could amplify their full potential. 

 Robert expressed similarities with Adam. He also spoke about the how society 

perceives African American men. He explained that it is almost as if an African 

American man can never grow out of being viewed a certain way, whether young or old. 

Robert indicated:  

It depends on how grounded you are. It seems we are seen as criminals no matter 
what, being a statistic or already in a jail cell. They make it seem like that, At 
times its kind of funny, and it depends on how you look at it though. I think they 
perceive us to always be failures. At some point in my life, I had to understand 
that the exact category I was placed under, I was living that same lifestyle. In and 
out of trouble all of the time. Doing things I know were detrimental to my mother 
and myself. Disappointing her, even though she would continue to be 
encouraging. I knew that I needed to change. I knew I needed to fight against 
what stereotypes society already placed on me, and be better. Like the saying 
goes, “When you know better, you do better” and that is what I intended to do.  

Robert continued to elaborate on how society used things in the media to drive the 

stereotypes they place on African American men. It is the father's role is to guide and 

exhibit how to be a man and be a productive citizen within his community and society. 

The absence of many fathers within the homes of young African American males has 

caused the media to become the influential figure that guides the choices they make. This 

in turn causes society to attach negative stereotypes to being African American and being 

male.  

 John and Daniel both expressed other negative stereotypes placed on African 

American men that may effect how they ultimately perceive themselves. During their 
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dialogue the all of the participants mentioned the style of dress among African American 

males as being an important factor. John and Daniel discussed in more detail society's 

perception of young African American males and their dress. John spoke by saying:  

It’s funny how educated and truly successful I am, and I am sometimes viewed 
less than that by how I may present myself. On a casual day, if I go out like this 
with the hat backwards people may think that I am some kind of   thug or I don't 
know maybe somebody who is not doing well for himself. But if I have on a nice 
collar shirt and slacks they might perceive me as someone that's more like 
business oriented, someone who has a good head on their shoulders. Either way I 
dress, I am still the same successful man. It can be offensive at times, but I have 
learned over the years to not wear my feelings on my shoulders. I define who I 
am, not society. My stepdad would always tell me that perception is everything. 
What you present to people positive or negative is what people will think of you. 
Regardless, I try to carry myself as best as possible while I am out. I like to give 
people less negative to say about me. 
  

John understood when he was young and understands now the older he is that perception 

is important in how others view and judge you. He also felt that regardless of how you 

present yourself, either in a positive or negative light, many in society view African 

American males based on a stereotypical perception. He understands that is something 

that comes with being an African American male. Instead of trying to change the mindset 

of others, John has chosen to be a role model for young men so cumulatively they can 

fight against the negative stereotypes placed on them by society.   

 Although Daniel grew up in church and attended a mostly white school in this 

small Southern town, he was constantly reminded everyday that as an African American 

male, he was not supposed to succeed.  He elaborated during dialogue that he understands 

how the society uses the media’s perception of African American males and that can 

surely play a role in success:  
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The media sees black males as troubled, not interested in attaining academic 
achievement. The media paints a negative picture of who we are and what we 
should be. On the news black males are breaking the law and that influences a lot 
of men to do something horrible, because it won’t matter. The sad truth of what is 
going on around the United States in relation to race and racism is enough to 
create a negative mindset about African American men in those whose mindsets 
were not originally negative. Some of our authority buy into some of those 
stereotypes about black males and automatically feel defensive on site. It is sad to 
watch the news and see what is going on. We are not all criminals nor do we all 
have a criminal mindset. Some of us were raised to work hard and become 
successful and productive citizens. I am thankful I can be that example for those 
men who have lost hope. Although I chose the lifestyle I did, I am still African 
American, and I am still a man.  

During dialogue each participant strongly expressed how society and the negative 

stereotypes placed on African American males has impacted their lives. In terms of 

mindsets, data on African American boys as early as five years of age indicate that they 

are more likely to lack confidence about their abilities in school than Black girls 

(Noguera 2003). Such undesirable outlooks regularly progress due to unconstructive 

stereotypes against African Americans, particularly males. Steele (1997) investigates 

negative attitudes through his dialogue of stereotype threat. He conjectures that this 

theory centers on how communal stereotypes about a group can impact the “intellectual 

functional and identity development of individual group members” (Steele 1997, 613). 

While this was an assessment for African Americans in general, the situation is 

exacerbated for African American males given the vast amount of negative stereotypes 

about their behavior in society (Hopkins 1997; Hunter and Davis 1992; Feagin 2009; 

Majors and Billson 1992).  

Each participant in this study chose to push beyond the barriers placed for them to 

fail, and chose success and the hard work in attaining success. Each participant expressed 
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the overall sentiment that an individual has a choice to either succeed or succumb to the 

negative influences that they witness daily.   

Trauma in the African American Male Community 

Systemic racism has been outlined as “racialized exploitations and subordination 

of Americans of color by White Americans that encompasses the racial stereotyping, 

prejudices, and emotions of Whites, as well as the discriminatory practices and racialized 

institutions generated for the long term domination of African Americans and other 

people of color” (Feagin & Barnett, 2005). History intensely sketches the steadfast 

cruelty of African Americans by the judicial system of America. Throughout the duration 

of the past 400 years, kidnapping, lynching, police brutality, and unfair prison sentences 

have pigeonholed the African American experience with the legal system of America 

(Duckitt, 1992; Klarmann, 2004; Newton & Newton, 1991; Thompson, Neville, 

Weathers, Poston, & Atkinson, 1990).  

Adam, John, Robert, and Daniel all shared similar stories of feeling that systemic 

racism occurred at some point in their adolescence and even adulthood during our focus 

group interviews.  

Adam expressed that growing up he had many friends that were white. He was 

always looked at like the outcast when he went to football games and social things with 

his friends that were not the same color. He felt as though if something bad were to ever 

happen, he would automatically be the blame for this. Interestingly, although these men 

were able to connect with current events, they were painfully clear how things such as 

systemic racism briefly affected their perception of self during adulthood. They each 
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knew that although the things that were currently happening in the African American 

community were not happening directly to them, they were feeling every part of it. 

Mentally and emotionally, they too, were scorned. During this interview session, Adam 

chose to share:  

In reading and watching the news, it hurts me to know that racism still exists. You 
would think that as much as African Americans had to fight for rights and to have 
a seat at the table, we would be beyond this. Men being shot and killed by police 
officers, are you kidding me! Our justice system has to change.  
  
John interjected to say: Man for real. It’s hard to go to work everyday and realize 
that someone that you work with truly does not like you. You are an enemy to 
many of them and you don’t even know it. There are too many African American 
men who are experiencing police brutality and someone, at some point, needs to 
help put all of this to an end.  Man, now they are attacking women too. Did you 
all hear about the Sandra Bland story?  
 
All of the men then responded, answering yes. Robert discussed with the group:  
When I heard that police had arrested an African American woman and a few 
days later she was dead in her cell, I knew something was wrong. Being in the 
military allows me to hear first hand some of the things going on or wrong in our 
country. Many things we cannot even share with anyone. It is hard to know that 
now our women, as in times in the past, are suffering also for being black and 
being a woman in the wrong place at the wrong time. That is one of the saddest 
stories I heard in a long time along with the Trayvon Martin case. I do feel though 
that people in the entertainment industry are being a voice for those of us whose 
voices don’t really matter. So, hopefully some day things will get better. Man, 
even talking about this is depressing.  
 
Daniel, then said, yeah but we are the ones who are targeted. No one wants to talk 
about it, but it is men like all of us that are being killed. Educated or not, fathers, 
brothers, family members, they don’t care. Being a black man, in the wrong place, 
at the wrong time, are grounds to be shot and killed.  
 

When I asked these men how they felt about what was going on in our country as it 

relates to race and racism, each and every one of them said the same thing. They all 

stated in some way, that being young, black, and male seems to be the target for killing 

right now. Research states that race is not only a factor of an officer's decision to engage 
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a citizen as a perspective suspect of a crime, but also in their decision use deadly force in 

the commission of police work (Jacobs and O'Brien 1998). In Jacobs and O’Brien’s 1998 

investigation on the elements of deadly force, they examine whether or not this pattern is 

generalizable. These authors also discuss that in most cases, police officers are largely 

concerned with "preserving the order rather than enforcing the law" and many times the 

officers heavily rely on violence as the most operational and competent way of 

triumphing (Jacob and O'Brien 1998: 842). Jacobs and O'Brien (1998) cite observed 

threat theories and political explanations for understanding the relations between race and 

police killings. According to the authors, when the population of minorities in an area 

escalates the occurrence of an alleged threat, or the fear of crime surges as well. Because 

of this perceived threat police officers are more probable to use "lethal force in cities with 

greater percentages minorities because the threat posed by a large racial underclass may 

lead to harsh law enforcement measures," (Jacobs and O'Brien 1998: 841).  

Adam made a closing statement to our focus group discussion by expressing:  

Michael Brown, Trayvon Martin, Tamir Rice, and Sandra Bland, to name a few 
are African American men and women who were stripped of their possibilities as 
African Americans in this country. It worries me when my mother picks up the 
phone to call me every time she knows I go out of town or leave to go somewhere 
late at night to make sure I arrive safely. Her reasoning is always that we live in a 
country that does not favor black men. Her fear is no longer that I will get 
involved with a gang or make terrible choices; her fear is that I won’t survive if I 
am ever pulled over by a police officer. She always tells me how proud of me she 
is, but police officers sometimes don’t see what type of man I really am. They 
only see the color of my skin in combination with my gender. And that is a 
horrible mixture. At times I begin to question myself and where I fit into society, 
but then I remind myself that my ancestors fought so that I could have a fair 
chance at being successful, and that is what I will continue to be.  
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To hear the participants express their feelings about current events and engage in 

dialogue was overwhelming to say the least. Many times we assume that in being 

successful, these men would forget about what currently plagues the African American 

male community and focus on self. However, it is their success stories that young males 

need to hear to uplift them during this troubling time.   

Highlighting Participants’ Voices 

 The participants in this study overcame adverse situations in order to obtain 

success.  Their voices and truth are countering what is typically said regarding African 

American males.  The participants’ narratives are lived experiences that construct their 

identities. 

Adam 

 Adam, stands tall in stature and very confident. His story speaks volumes about 

overcoming adversity and stereotypical opinions of others in order to achieve success. 

Many times, African American homes are considered dysfunctional or not the standard 

home to live the “American Dream.” Adam grew up in a single family home with his 

mother and siblings. He is the middle child with a younger brother and older sister. His 

father died when he was 9 years old from a massive heart attack. As Adam portrayed, this 

loss of his father at an early age required he and his siblings to grow up faster than they 

were ready.  

 Adam mentioned his mother as the most-influential adult in his life. He considers 

his mother to be the most supportive individual to him. Adam made it clear that his 

mother was strict; however, she only wanted the best for him. She was the reason he did 
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all that he did to obtain success. According to Adam, from the time he was in elementary 

school, his parents spoke to him about the importance of attending college and making 

himself as marketable as possible. He indicated that by having the choice to attend 

college, he had been given an opportunity that many people had not been given. Adam 

stated that it was “challenging to be successful without a college degree” because you 

have to work a lot harder if you don‘t have a degree to achieve those same goals. This 

accomplishment was Adam’s idea of obtaining success. Adam also discussed that his 

family has been a system of support and that family members have served as important 

role models for most of his life. He remembered the times that he had with his father. His 

father would explain to each of them that you have to have direct goals in life. Adam’s 

father told them that football and basketball were not career choices in which he would 

support. He and his siblings had to have plans for adulthood and how they would obtain 

success. When his father died, he specifically referred to the influence of his older sister, 

whom he called “junior mom.” Even though she has been a sister, she functioned like a 

parental figure. He made it clear she was bossy in nature being only 1 year older than he 

is. He remembered her looking after him and talking to him like a friend and a parent. He 

also admitted that he had taken on a “junior dad” type role with his brother, who is 5 

years younger than him. He was the parent figure for his brother. It was not that his 

mother was not present, but she worked more often once he dad passed away to make 

sure that her children had all she needed. As siblings they acted as surrogate role models 

when needed. What some might define as dysfunctional because only one parent was in 

the household, Adam’s family showed how the family functioned well to fill any gaps 
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left by his father’s untimely death and how they continued to honor and remember their 

father’s influence. 

 Adam mentioned mentors with whom he had been matched at his local church. 

He specifically mentioned one career mentor who had introduced him to the IT 

consulting field, and another who was a financial advisor for a bank. He decided to take 

the route of finance in college partly due to this mentor having such great success and 

also because of the variety of career opportunities that it offers. For Adam, mentors have 

played an important part in him attending college as well as his collegiate experience. 

Adam categorized himself as ambitious and stated that he had always done extremely 

well in school. His drive to succeed despite his environmental factors is nothing short of 

remarkable.  Adam’s experiences counter the notion that being raised in a single-family 

home without a father figure is detrimental to fostering a sense of success. His story also 

shows that not only does parental guidance contribute towards success, role models and 

other mentors pour into African American men and push them towards the mark of 

success.  

John  

John, who grew up in a predominately African American community, described 

his road to success as being difficult but worth every minute. John stated that he wanted 

to go to college to advance his life so that he could provide for his mother and sister, but 

also for his future family. He emphasized that because he was the only male in the 

family, besides his stepfather, he felt an obligation to care for his family and would like 

to be able to give them whatever they wanted out of life. He commented that his 
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stepfather is getting older and could not do as much as he previously did. He also said 

that this goal always stays with him in the back of his mind. John made clear that until he 

reached that goal of being able to be financially set to give them whatever they needed, 

his goal is not complete. He disclosed “That‘s my goal, to be financially successful and 

be able to give them whatever they want, and that‘s my goal in life.” 

John identified his mother as his major motivator because she had raised him. He 

felt as though his mother made many sacrifices so they could be successful. He stated that 

his father, who was “not really the greatest inspiration” in his life, was not the man or 

father figure he was supposed to be and, as a result, had actually served as demotivation. 

John reported that his father left his mother, himself, and his sister when John was merely 

4 years old. His sister was still a baby when this happened. John’s father also had some 

drinking problems. John’s mother telling John’s father that he could not come home until 

he was sober, was a pivotal point in John’s identity development. He knew when his 

mother shared that with him, he had no choice but to become as successful as possible, if 

not for anyone else or himself, he needed to do it for her. He added that he wanted to be 

“the type of man my father never was.” In a sense, John was determined by his father‘s 

lack of involvement in his life. He mentioned that his mother, stepfather, and 

grandparents spoke to him on a consistent basis about attending college and the benefits 

that would follow the completion of graduating with a college degree. Therefore, he had 

consistent support to remind him to set goals and stay the course. When asked what type 

of person John considers himself to be, he stated that he is a goal setter. He discusses how 

he has always set goals and he is satisfied once they are attained. The early influence of 
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his family and his ability to set goals are what continue to drive his success. John’s 

experiences counter the notion that growing up in an African American community 

creates men who are ultimately deemed unsuccessful. This is partly due to the fact that 

some assume you are products of your environment. His story also shows that although 

he did not have a strong relationship with his father that was not the determining factor 

on how he obtained success. 

Robert 

 Coming from a low income, single parent home, Robert remarked that college 

was never really an option for him.  He never had the desire to attend college and during 

his adolescence, he truly did not care what he made of himself. Both of his parents and 

his grandparents attended college, but that was still no drive to make him want to go. 

Robert reported a very close relationship with his mother with whom he talks to every 

day. He described her as a “really incredible woman, she is very strong.” He mentioned 

that his relationship with his father was not equally good. Robert did not know his father 

at all. His mother and father separated when he was born and he never met him. When 

speaking to Robert regarding his father, he acted as if he did not care. Not knowing or 

connecting with his father could have been a huge detriment for Robert but it did not, in 

the least bit, seem to affect his ability to succeed in life. Even though it may seem like a 

father would be imperative to African American males’ success, Robert mentioned others 

who filled that void. When asked about support systems, Robert mentioned that two of 

his cousins were always there while he was growing up. Both are about 10 years older 

than him and cared for him as babysitter when he was younger and his mother was 
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working. He also credited his uncle with whom he had an extremely close relationship. 

His uncle passed away when he was younger, and his rebellious streak started shortly 

after that. Robert admitted to being a very reckless teenager. He decided to open up and 

shared that the path he was headed was detrimental to his health and hurt his mother 

deeply. Robert continued to share that it wasn’t until his mother got breast cancer that he 

wanted to “turn his life around” and that is exactly what he did.  

On a trip to visit his cousins in New York, he recalled spending time with them 

and being exposed to new things such as a variety of food and different cultures. This 

exposure was a turning point in Robert’s decision to push towards success. Robert shared 

that upon his return home, he decided to join the United States Military. Robert also 

mentioned the most heart tugging statement, “The military saved my life.” He understood 

that in order to be successful, a change was necessary prior to returning home. Unlike the 

other participants, Robert was not a member of a church so he did not have that particular 

support system. Robert described himself as a person with integrity. He stated that 

although he was not initially aware of where he would be or what he would be doing, he 

is proud to categorize himself as a successful black man. He returned home to care for his 

mother who is ill again; however, he made it clear his biggest accomplishment to date is 

seeing the smile on her face knowing that he countered the false narrative of black men 

being killed or in jail; he is a success. 

Daniel 

 As I met Daniel for his interview, his fun and vibrant personality stood out like no 

other. He would describe himself as ambitious. Daniel was raised in a middle class home 
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with his father, stepmother, and younger sister. Daniel never met his biological mother, 

and has known his stepmother since the young age of 2. Daniel’s overall relationship 

with his parents was pretty good. His relationship with his father was a little better, just 

because his mother was his stepmother and it was hard for him to accept her when he was 

younger. Although he felt that his relationship with his stepmother was somewhat 

strained, he credited her with a good portion of his success. He credited her for ensuring 

that he and his sister were exposed to many aspects of life. He said that, while there was 

always a requirement to go to school, she made sure that they stayed involved and were 

well-rounded children. Daniel’s stepmother was the one he credited for making sure he 

was able to graduate on time by helping enroll him in the Military Academy he attended 

while in high school. She also took Daniel and his sister to museums, enrolled them in 

Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, and made sure they were both active participants in church.  

 In addition to sharing stories of overcoming adversity and racial stereotypes like 

other participants, Daniel’s sexuality surfaced as an integral part of his identity 

development. In sharing his “coming out” story, Daniel explained that through his 

adolescent years he knew he was different and wasn’t the same as some of the boys he 

was around at school or in church. He would always do the things his sisters’ friends 

were doing and found himself wanting to be like them. Daniel’s father was pushing him 

to play football to become more masculine; however, Daniel was more interested in being 

a cheerleader on a competitive squad in the area. Although he knew he would be frowned 

upon for even mentioning this wish, he still shared with his father his desire to become a 

cheerleader on this competitive squad. He explained that it was at this point along with 
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failing academics that his parents thought it would be best to enroll him in a military 

academy to complete high school.  

 Daniel continues to share during open dialogue that although he faced challenges 

of race and racism like the other participants. He also fought with when to reveal the 

secret of his sexuality to his father. When Daniel shared the news with his father, he 

thought this would destroy the relationship they worked so hard to build. In fact, it did the 

opposite. To his surprise, he shared that he and his father’s relationship has never been 

better. In addition, he shared that his push and continued push towards being successful 

are overcoming some of life’s hardest obstacles, sharing his sexuality with the world 

being one of them. Daniel’s experiences counter the notion that you cannot become a 

successful African American male while battling the stereotypes placed before you. 

Daniel’s story also shows that African American males can overcome the intersection of 

race and gender to obtain success.  

Summary 

This chapter presented several factors that contributed to the success of these four 

African American males. The data revealed that principles instilled during adolescence 

have an impact on success, parental/role model support had an important effect on 

success, overcoming adversity contributed to success, and society’s negative perception 

of African American males play a role in creating successful African American males 

between the ages of 25-35 years old. With support from Critical Race Theory and its 

fourth tenet using the lived experiences of marginalized groups, the study findings 

showed positive personal, social and environmental factors enhanced African American 
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males’ steadfastness to be academically successful and rise above impediments to their 

success. 

Through the process of research, the participants were able to dialogue with one 

another and share their experiences of how they achieved success. Their stories became 

the counternarratives to a cultural narrative that does not position African American men 

in a positive light. Critical Race Theory places a strong emphasis on counternarratives. 

CRT scholars recognize that the voices, knowledges, and experiences of people of color 

are critical to understanding the everyday experiences of people of color (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2012; Fernández, 2002). Moreover, centering perceptions of African American 

men in the knowledge and lived experiences of people of color disrupts dominant 

discourses about race and racism (Gillborn, 2006).  

It became progressively apparent during the interviews and focus group that not 

only did support and encouragement play a significant role in each of the participants' 

success, a sense of love towards those who contributed to the success of these four men 

played a significant role.  Participants involved in this study expressed an overwhelming 

amount of love and respect towards the individuals who helped them throughout their 

journey towards success. Understanding the influences that contribute to African 

American males' success and how they identify themselves within society can provide 

further insight into finding more ways to foster positive motivation among African 

American males in high school and beyond. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSION 

This study was designed to investigate the factors that contributed to the success 

of African American males between the ages of 25-35. The purpose of conducting this 

research was to engage African American males in critical, and hopefully transformative, 

dialogue about their educational experiences. Through two one-on-one dialogues, and 

one focus group dialogue, each participant spoke and reflected on their successes as 

African American males, how they were able to attain them, and how family and 

environmental factors contribute to these successes. Due to the fact that so little has been 

written about the educational experiences of African American students who have 

achieved excellence in life despite adversity, a qualitative study is appropriate, as it yields 

depth in the data rather than surface patterns (Byfield, 2008). 

In this final chapter, I highlight the most significant conclusions that can be 

assembled from this study. I also discuss how the results of these findings illustrate the 

importance and need for support systems to help guide and motivate African American 

males to complete high school and pursue higher education in every attempt to become 

successful and productive citizens. In addition, I discuss ways in which African American 

males can attain success through various support systems. This chapter offers 

recommendations for future research and practice, reflection of the researcher and a final 

conclusion to the study. 
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Summary of Findings 

 This study countered the prevailing narrative of African American males and their 

lack of being successful with counternarratives of successful African American males. 

The primary focus was African American males between the ages of 25-35 who attended 

who attained success from a small southern town. During a three-month period, in-depth 

individual and focus group interviews were conducted with four African American males 

who excelled academically despite adversity and are considered successful. By lending 

their personal, lived experiences, the results of this study yielded four main findings in 

the following themes: (a) principles instilled during adolescence have an impact on 

success, (b) parental/role model support had an important effect on success, (c) 

overcoming adversity contributed to success, and (d) society’s negative perception of 

African American males play a role in creating successful men.  

The theme of principles instilled during adolescence is the first of four themes. 

This theme exhibits the significance of parental involvement and motivation for African 

American males success through guidelines and rules for behavior that were emphasized 

in their youth. This theme connected to the second theme that parental expectations 

during adolescence were a driving force in their ability to succeed.  Parental and role 

model support was also a theme that originated from this study. Home environments 

represented by favorable parenting practices, protected and unchanging environments, 

and high expectancies helped in countering some of the risk factors males encountered in 

adolescence. These expectations aided in identity development during their youth. 

However, these expectations and support were not just the role of parents; this role was 
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also true with mentorship. Many participants were active members in church or had other 

mentors that directly poured their knowledge of what it takes to be a successful black 

male in society. The same way that parental support aids in identity development was 

also true for mentorship.  

The third theme of overcoming adversity presented itself as a theme after 

individual and focus group interviews. This theme plays a particularly significant part in 

how the participants battled this notion of intersectionality of race, class, and sexuality 

while trying to situate themselves within society. Intersectionality is a challenging 

concept due to several avenues of adversity that they face. Many of the participants in 

this study relate overcoming adversity due to racial issues they encountered in 

adolescence and how they overcame the challenges they experienced. As previously 

noted, there are unique intersections between race, gender, sexuality, and racism and 

other forms of subordination that have been recognized, studied, agreed upon, and 

courageously tackled as part of this research.  

The final theme, society’s perception of African American men required honest 

and courageous conversation. Participants shared their views on how stereotypical 

society is when it comes to being African American and being male. Here the notion of 

intersectionality also comes into play. The media particularly presents an unbalanced 

portrayal of African American men. They do not all come from the same walk of life, 

they are not all educated and supported the same, and they are not all engulfed in 

negativity. This pervasive view, however, is how African American males are viewed. 

This theme counters the stereotypes placed on African American males in society. The 
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unique intersection between race, gender, and environmental experiences is what makes 

each participant undoubtedly resilient in their journey towards success. These four 

themes directly related to both research questions. The emerging themes each contributed 

to the research questions below.  

Discussion 

 The findings of this study are related to the two research questions presented.  The 

following section discusses how each of the research questions set forth in the present 

study were answered in relationship to these overarching themes. 

Research Question #1 

How do race, gender, sexuality, and historical events construct the identities of young 

adult African American males in a rural middle Georgia town?  

Racial and masculine identity development for black males is molded within 

families, communities, and schools. Within families, communities, and schools, the 

experiences that black males have, meaningfully influences the identities that they 

construct. These identities, in turn, inform how they relate to and engage with the society 

in which they are a part of. How these men relate to and engage with society affects 

academic success and educational outcomes.  Educational outcomes and social choices 

are intimately entwined to life chances and trajectories for black males. Positive social 

and schooling experiences typically provoke the development of identities that serve as 

protective mechanisms for life success and lead to choices that promote positive 

educational and life outcomes. 
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The individual interviews of student participants indicated that a number of 

factors in their home environment contributed to their academic success despite 

adversity. The study reveals that relevant strategies used by parents of the participants’ to 

support, encourage, and motivate academic achievement, while gaining a new 

perspective on their potential in life included: emphasizing education as the means of 

social mobility, providing words of encouragement and moral support, placing a high 

value on education, communicating clear and realistic expectations regarding academic 

performance and providing learning resources at home to meet those expectations; and 

using positive parent-child relationships as a inspirational tool to succeed academically 

and personally. As we go through life, we meet many different people from different 

walks of life. The participants of this study indicated that parental support as well as role 

models had a significant impact on ho they identified with self as well as how they 

situated themselves within society in order to attain success. Research states that these 

people impact the way we view the world, others, and ourselves. This influence has the 

potential to last a lifetime (Bacon, 2011).  In addition, social researchers have 

documented the importance of role models in the development of young people’s goals 

and future success (Spearman, 2010). Modeling behavior and exposing your African 

American males to success has been discussed as an appropriate means of assisting 

African American boys who are having difficulty with academic achievement (Davis, 

2005). Most research surrounding this topic focuses on role models as an important 

source for behavior (Spearman, 2010). 
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The present study suggests that parents of the four student participants were 

involved in their child’s education, as well as their lives. All of the participants credited 

their parents for supporting, encouraging, and loving them through their educational 

journey. Some of the participants expressed that without the presence of their parents, 

they probably would not have graduated from high school, let alone pursue college. The 

parental unit as a support system can make a tremendous difference in the individual's 

ability to make positive life choices. This study aligns with Stewart (2008) which states, 

“The family is the basic institution in which children learn who they are, where they fit 

into society, and what kinds of futures they are likely to experience” (p. 20). Parental 

contribution in a child’s education influences academic achievement (Simon, 2001). 

Students with involved parents, especially those who are minorities, are more likely to 

earn higher grades and test scores, take advanced courses, be promoted, have better 

attendance rates, be better behaved, graduate and go on to college (Brown & Fiester, 

2003). Prior research confirmed that successful African American males attributed their 

high achievement and levels of success to supportive parents and their determination to 

succeed (Barnett, 2004; Trotter, 1981; Williams, 2002). All of the participants in the 

current study perceived the role parents and role models to motivate and encourage them 

to succeed. It is important to understand how variables affect academic success for 

African American males. Therefore, it is beneficial to explore factors contributing to 

African American males’ perceptions toward their academic performance that lead them 

to success. 
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Research Question #2 

How does intersectionality influence the identity development of young adult African 

American males? 

The analysis of identity/self, according to social identity theory (SIT), individuals 

try to distinguish themselves from other group members by forming positive 

individualities of members of their group (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). This present study also 

suggests that all four participants encountered some type of racial situation that 

constructed their identities. Each participant elaborated on situations involving the unfair 

treatment due to their race as a pivotal point on deciding who there are and who they 

were not going to be.  As I hope is unblemished from the narratives highlighted 

throughout my analysis that the omnipresence of racist philosophies has an unfavorable 

impact on African American men. Though I focused on all questions involving events 

that construct African American males identity, racism was at the core of many stories 

they chose to share.  

Research on self-identity has been discovered through studying the intersection of 

race/ethnicity, and gender and also by assessing personal and professional relationships 

(Constantine, 2002; Thoits & Virshup, 1997). Many participants discussed their 

encounters with law officials as an eye opening experience. One they will never forget. It 

was also discussed that due to the amount of media coverage taking place after the 

Trayvon Martin position, they each wanted to share their stories in hopes that some 

young African American male would be touched and know what to do when placed in 

hostile situations. Most Black men have had to swim upstream at different times in their 



113 

 

lives. Their shining examples of strength and improvement should be celebrated and 

promoted instead of discarded.  

In regards to their experiences within the community, few participants mentioned 

the presence of positive interpersonal relationships and support networks such as: peers, 

community members, and businesses. However, faith-based organizations such as church 

were mentioned as the spearhead of support. Despite the different environments the 

participants grew up in, several participants were able to identify community-based 

organizations such as churches as contributing factors to their academic success. Many 

role models were developed within the religious realm. Even though role models in 

church were present, the majority of participants had little to say about how their 

experiences within their communities contributed to their academic success.  

Implications 

Finding ways to expressively empower African American males to a level that 

may cooperatively increase their levels of academic achievement that further drives 

success has been a challenging task. This task can be made less problematic if parents 

and educators become more cognizant of the impact of role models on the academic 

achievement of African American males as well as how cultural capital play a role in 

success. 

 I plan to share the findings and recommendations of this research with any high 

school leadership teams in this small rural middle Georgia town, and more widely with 

practitioners at other colleges and universities striving to push African American males to 

the next level. However, what is proportionately important is this study’s prospective 
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effect on social change. The findings are liberating because they highlighted African 

American males and their ability to overcome and shine as examples of attaining success. 

The findings also attribute positive intrinsic motivation, ability to form solid 

relationships, love and regard for family, and a yearning to be successful to African 

American males. All of these qualities counter the prevailing view that African American 

men should not be viewed as having one identity. Many times African American men are 

stereotypically placed in a single category. The findings also show that African American 

men deal with so many different intersections filtering into what forms their identity and 

makes them who they are.  

Producing the opportunity for successful African American males to share their 

stories as this study did, about their lived experiences and accomplishments, has without 

doubt strengthened their very steadfastness and confidence to continue to develop 

intellectually and professionally, and to continue to be contributing citizens within 

society. Their engagement in this research study was an exercise in reflection about 

themselves. This study required these men to think critically about themselves and their 

stories they wanted to share. There is also chance for the potential of African American 

males to be amplified within society in terms of their academic assets, as well as the great 

benefit to society for them to be afforded every given chance to be as successful as 

possible and to achieve the American Dream. 

Role Models 

In general, the reflective memories of black men who have had the benefit of time 

and maturity to reflect upon their experiences helps us better understand black males and 
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the consequence of those experiences on identities and life trajectories and in doing so 

identified role models who were crucial to their identity development. The statement, fish 

do not see water is beyond suitable for this study. Often times when one is in the midst of 

an experience, they are incapable of understanding it fully. What these men thought about 

their experiences back then is on one level. What they understand about those 

experiences as adults are more panoramic, refined, and pure. These new understandings 

can help educators to alleviate many of the relational barriers that often contribute to the 

pervasive schooling struggles of black male students, precisely because they will gain a 

better sense of who these young men are and why they do what they do.  

As discussed in the literature review, due to a lack of positive male role models, 

black males often internalize negative images of manhood that are broadcast by the 

media and exist on the street corners of their communities. Each participant in this study 

emphasized a person who equipped them at an early age with more positive, culturally 

centered images of black manhood to call upon. Having these images and this guidance 

in schools as they construct identities diminished the impact of self-doubt stemming from 

never-ending exposure of negative images of black masculinity. This finding means there 

is a need to increase the number of adult black males in schools to serve as mentors and a 

need to increase the number of black male teachers in direct contact with African 

American males during their adolescent years.  

Cultural Capital 

In addition, cultural capital is a resource that plays a role in the success of 

adolescents. Bourdieu's (1986) concept of cultural capital examines the impact an 
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individual's culture plays in their success. According to Bourdieu, cultural capital is 

inherited through the socialization of an individual's dominant cultural background. It is 

the cultural practices and attitude toward language patterns, music and art, education, 

style of dress, politics, or global issues that embodies an individual's cultural capital. 

When African American students begin school, they bring with them a variety of 

cultural knowledge and outlooks that can have a substantial impression on their academic 

achievement. As the participants described their experiences, it became exceptionally 

clear that cultural capital played a role in their success as African American males. 

Perception of their wardrobe and style of dress was a repetitive experience that many of 

the participants mentioned in their interviews. The participants described how they felt 

society perceived them based on the way they dressed. According to the participants, 

society does not always perceive or portray young African American males in a positive 

way. They believed this perception influenced how others judged and treated them.  

In The Trouble with Black Boys, Noguera (2008) discusses that because cultural 

influences lower aspirations of black males, an implication of this study is that putting 

more research and representation of black male success will counter balance and 

hopefully overwhelm these other images. Through this research and education I am 

helping focus more attention on what the African American family has always done. That 

is to give African American children another consciousness to think about themselves 

with that counters the one that white privilege, the media, and culture provide. Parents 

and educators need to read and share more success stories pertaining to African American 

males expedition towards being successful citizens.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

This study focused on the need to listen to the voice of African American males in 

relation to the factors they contribute to their success. Future research in the area of 

African American male student achievement over an extended period of time is 

necessary. An extensive amount of research and images related to African American  

males and failures such as incarceration need to be countered with other images. There is 

very little research on the factors that contribute to their successes. Completing this study 

opened my eyes in understanding that the area of education is lacking the research-based 

knowledge to help young African American males see images of successful men who 

look like them.  This study focused on the voice of African American males and yielded 

several insights; however, several other insights could have been gleaned if more time 

was allotted. A longitudinal study would give more insight into the perception of African 

American males and how they make meaning of their experiences from secondary 

through post secondary decisions. Tracing these male students from this point could 

possibly give educators, policy makers, as well as counselors the necessary tools to 

support them from graduation and beyond.  

Although this study focused on the successes of African American males and the 

factors that contribute to these successes, a similar study from a feminist approach would 

benefit the African American community as a whole. Explorations into the racial, 

feminine, and academic identity construction process for young black females would 

provide important insights into the meaning they make from their life experiences and 

how these experiences have an impact on success. Although black girls/women have to 
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contend with a significantly different set of socio-cultural factors related to their 

development into womanhood, they are not immune to negative influences within their 

homes, communities, and schools. In fact, they may be even more vulnerable to such 

influences. Teen pregnancy is a major problem for black girls, particularly for those that 

live and attend school in poverty stricken areas. Becoming a mother early, often gives 

them an identity that makes them feel significant. Discovering more about this process 

through the narratives of black women, who were teen mothers and how they overcame 

the stereotypes and difficulties to become successful, is an idea for future research.  

In addition, not much data from this study suggest the important role that 

educators, particularly teachers, play in fostering success among African American 

males. Further research could be done to explicitly show how teachers contribute to the 

success of African American men. An additional study could also be expanded further to 

include a comparison of public school with high levels of achievement among African 

American males to a school with low rates of academic achievement among African 

American males in the same small southern town. This research would give insight to 

teachers on how to effectively use the tools that their neighboring schools use to 

contribute to high levels of college bound African American males students. Although 

the town used in this study is small, there are other learning institutes nearby. Additional 

research could examine the difference in academic success levels of African American 

males in private schools and public schools. Teachers play a vital role in fostering the 

sense of success among their students. This study could be used to inform educators of 

factors that contribute to overall success among the African American male community.  
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Conclusion 

 Dialoguing with four African American men from my community was a 

fascinating experience as an educator. Being from that community as well as the African 

American community, I found myself even more engaged in their stories than I had ever 

imagined. I too have grown up around African American males who have made decisions 

that I have always sought to understand. This research allowed me to gain the necessary 

knowledge to help my family as well as my students. In the first interview I sensed that 

most of the young men were a little hesitant and uncomfortable because they did not 

know the type of interview they were embarking upon. However, after several questions, 

they became more comfortable, opened up, and shared a tremendous amount of 

information with me. I felt very esteemed and fortunate to have been a part of a process 

that allowed others to reflect on their lives, share personal experiences, give these 

experiences greater meaning, and most importantly to trust me to share it all.  

All of the participants spoke of the strong family support system that encouraged 

them to do well in school. They mentioned the love and respect they each had for their 

mother and/or father and the desire to make them proud. Many of their personal recounts 

of experiences as young men on the road to success were heart tugging to say the least. 

Many opened up about the loss of a parent and how that impacted their success, as well 

as the decision to share their partner preference with me.  Listening to the stories of these 

four men helped me realize that there are more African American males who have a 

success story to share. Many young African American males have a strong support 

network that is helping them succeed. The African American as well as educational 
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community must highlight these individuals as well as their accomplishments. It is the 

sharing of these stories and experiences that will help transform the negative stereotypical 

images of the African American male.  

My research is relevant to every educator today. I love the saying “To teach one, 

is to reach one.” During this study, as I engaged in dialogue with these four participants, I 

could not help but think, how many African American males have I taught? How 

impactful was the love and support I showed them towards their success in the future? 

These men made me realize that raising successful black men is a community effort. It 

starts are home and transfers to every individual that can touch their lives in a positive 

way. It is my humble desire to see African American males produce more active positive 

role models into society. Currently, our former U.S. President Barack Obama has been an 

example of a positive African American male who has achieved one of the greatest 

accomplishments in the U.S. by becoming the first African American president. This 

accomplishment was a milestone for the United States as well as the African American 

community. There are many more African American males who are providing a positive 

image for the Black male in American society. However, more African American males 

who are leading positive and successful lives need to be more visible in society. In hopes 

that the media coverage on the news as it relates to the lives of our young black males 

will soon change, men like those that participated in this research should become the 

focus of educators, parents, and our society.  Hopefully, my research can touch the life of 

any African American male fighting negative life trajectories and give them hope that 
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there are those who came before them who have left a path that leads to an extraordinary, 

successful identity that breaks stereotypes. 
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My name is Milanda Curry and I am a doctoral student in the Curriculum and Instruction 
Doctoral Program at Mercer University in Macon, Ga. I am doing a study on African 
American males and success. You have given me approval to conduct this research.  
 
You are being asked to participate in this research study because you are an African 
American male between the ages of 25-35. I am interested in your educational 
perceptions and experiences as an African American male. If you agree to be in this 
study, you will be participating in two dialogues, which will be taped and later 
transcribed.  
It is possible that some of the questions I ask may cause you some discomfort, but you 
are free to decline to answer any questions you do not wish to answer, or stop 
participation at any time. Although you will not be asked to mention or state your name 
during the dialogue, I will know that you were asked to participate in the research 
because I sent you this cover letter. Study records will be kept as confidential as possible. 
Study information will be kept in a private location. Only my dissertation chair, Dr. 
Sharon Augustine and I will discuss access to the files and the tape recordings will 
destroyed upon completion of the dissertation.  
 
While there will be no direct benefit to you from participating in this study, the 
anticipated benefit will be a better understanding of the African American male's success 
and the supporting factors that contribute to that success.  
 
If you have any questions about the research, you may contact me at (478) 550-3998. If 
you have any further questions about the study, you may contact the Institutional Review 
Board (IRB) at Mercer University in Macon Georgia, which is concerned with protection 
of volunteers in research projects. PARTICIPATION IN RESEARCH IS VOLUNTARY. 
You are free to decline to be in this study, or to withdraw from it at any point.  
Thank you for your attention.  
 
 
Respectfully, 
Milanda Curry, 
Doctoral Student  
Mercer University 
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1. Tell me as much as you feel comfortable sharing about your community and 

school life during your adolescent years.  

2. Tell me about your family  

x What were the morals your family taught you about being African 

American?  

x What did your family teach you about what it meant to be a man?  

x What were some of the crucial events in your life growing up as a member 

in your family?  

x Tell me about the men in your family. Who would you consider the most 

important man in your life?  

3. Describe your first encounter to race and racism?  

x How did this experience affect your perception of self at that time?  

x How did this experience affect your view of White people and society?  

4. Microagressions are subtle insults or put downs towards people of color. What 

type of microagressions have you experienced?  
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1. Tell me about your neighborhood growing up:  

x Do you feel your family was connected to your community? If so, how?  

x Tell me about some of the institutions/organizations within your community. 

Were they influential in your life growing up? 

x What were some of the resources (i.e. banks, grocery stores, recreational centers, 

etc.) in your community?  

2. Being that we cannot choose our family or the neighborhood and circumstances we were  

born into, it is vital that we choose good friends.  

x Tell me about your childhood friendships. Why did you choose these friends? 

3. Describe your involvement as a black male student in high school and post-secondary 

outcomes.  

x Tell me about a time when you feel you performed well. 

x What factors or what people do you think may have contributed to this success? 

x How do you think racism may have played a role in your achievement or failure 

as a black male? 

x Were you able to overcome this racism and disregard those obstacles to your 

success or do you think you struggled because of it? If you were able to 

overcome it how, if not, why? 

x How did the combination of social and schooling experiences make you feel 

about yourself? 

x Is there an association between how you saw yourself and some of the choices 

you made in school and in your community? Tell me about some of the choices 

you made, because of this self-perception, and the impact those choices had on 

your life. 
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