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The struggles of Black males at various stages of the educational pipeline have 

been well documented. However success stories and the experiences of high achieving 

Black males have received less scrutiny, as research has focused mostly on problematic 

outcomes from a deficit perspective until recent years. There remains a dearth of research 

that examines and gives voice to the experiences of Black male doctoral students 

(BMDS) on the campuses of predominantly white colleges and universities (PWI). Under 

these circumstances, it is important to understand how Black males have navigated their 

way into and through doctoral programs. Specific aims addressed in the present study 

examine the various aspects of socialization among BMDS, including experiential 

commonalities, sources of social support and how BMDS make sense of and respond to 

socialization efforts in their various departments. To address these specific aims 

qualitative research methods were employed. 

The study highlights results in five key areas: 1) Black male doctoral student 

pathways to doctoral programs, 2) choice of dissertation and research topics, 3) campus 

and community environment, 4) socialization experiences and, 5) the advisor-protégé 
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relationship. My dissertation’s unique contributions are its addition of the Black male 

doctoral student socialization to the discourse and by examining their unique experiences. 

a central concern for this study’s participants has been navigating, resisting, and 

transforming many of the structural and cultural aspects of doctoral socialization that they 

as Black males find to be subtractive. BMDS in this study have largely adopted proactive 

strategies to aid them in their academic careers. Most have sought strategic relationships 

with faculty, Black faculty in particular as well as community support networks. Most 

have either created or worked closely with organizations that seek to transform the 

experiences of graduate students. These efforts are to maintain control of their 

educational experiences and resist elements of doctoral socialization that can be 

dehumanizing, frustrating and isolating for students of color while hopefully leaving the 

department and institution easier to navigate for those who follow in their footsteps. 
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CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
 

What Brings me to This Work? 
 
 My parents married at young ages, at the time they each only had high school 

educations. My dad eventually became a barber and my mom became a nurse. I was the 

first of their four children. Times were hard at times, particularly before my dad came to 

own his own barbershop. He often worked two jobs to make ends meet but there was 

always food on the table and there were always lights to study by. Our parents constantly 

preached the values of education, hard work and integrity. With their encouragement and 

support, all four of us went to college. All four of us also went to the University of South 

Carolina and three of us completed our degrees. Although our parents were not able to 

pay our tuition, we never doubted their support. 

 I grew up in the Racepath community in Myrtle Beach, South Carolina during much 

of my youth before moving to Conway, South Carolina. Myrtle Beach and Conway are 

separated only by a short, fifteen-minute drive. Both were highly segregated towns 

throughout the 1980s and 1990s when I was growing up. Neighborhoods were largely 

either Black neighborhoods or White neighborhoods and there were very few exceptions 

that I was aware of. Our neighborhood in Conway was down 9th avenue, just past Sugar 

Hill and “the projects.” Both communities that I grew up in were essentially all Black. 

After moving to Conway, my father turned our former home in Racepath into his own 

barbershop.  

 Outside of school my world was essentially all-Black for much of my youth. Some 
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were working-class and many were low-income and most were working very hard to do 

better. It was here that I first witnessed many talented, witty, humorous, intelligent, 

strong Black males facing the educational system unsuccessfully. I can still recall my 

shock and their embarrassment when I saw playmates from the community in special 

education classes.  In the community they had been completely average kids but in the 

schools they had somehow become in need of special education. Even at our early ages I 

believe that we sensed that something was not as it should be. We realized at some level 

that they were being written off and their future opportunities were being limited. 

Throughout my formative years I witnessed many Black males struggle in school but it 

was not because they weren’t intelligent or hard working people. I believe that many 

were resisting the roles that were prepared for them and perhaps others were bored with 

school while still others simply did not understand the significance that schooling has on 

one’s life chances.  Whatever the situation, many if not most of my Black male friends, 

neighbors and peers did not graduate from high school.  

 When I went to college, like many of my Black male peers (including several in this 

study), I was not motivated by the idea of getting an education for the sake of learning 

about the world. Nonetheless, I have always enjoyed learning new things. With regards to 

my formal education, I was interested in going to college because of the doors it opened, 

most importantly the increased earnings potential. In many ways, I went to college as a 

means to avoid poverty. I had already worked a series of menial jobs at low wages by the 

time I began college. Those experiences taught me that as a poor Black man, a high 

school diploma would not improve things for me financially. I would not receive a pay 
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raise or promotion upon graduation; besides, there were lots of people who were twice 

my age working the same jobs for similar pay, but they were married with children and I 

did not want to find myself in that position. It was largely because of those experiences 

that I knew the need to earn a college degree or learn a lucrative trade. I chose to go to 

college.  

 In many ways I see myself at age eighteen as the archetype of the Black male, low-

income, first generation college student. I attended South Carolina’s flagship university 

but I barely had a clue as to what to expect regarding college life. Like many, the road to 

college had not been easy and certainly not a “foregone conclusion.” However, once I got 

there I felt that I carried the weight of the hopes and dreams of my entire family and of 

my ancestors. Proud to carry those dreams, I was determined to graduate. Frankly, I did 

not care how I crossed the stage on graduation day; whether I limped, crawled or was 

drug across the stage, I was determined to succeed. I failed to recognize the relevance of 

college grade point averages, because I never imagined graduate school as a part of my 

future I thought that my grade point average would not matter. So I enjoyed college and 

struggled mightily with academics at several points during my undergraduate tenure. 

However, at some point in the journey my concern shifted from “making a living” for 

myself to helping others navigate the educational pipeline. School became more than a 

series of hoops to jump through; it became more than a tool to aid me in securing living 

wages. I began to understand education as a way to transform not only my life but also 

the lives of all people. I began to understand that I could position myself to assist folks 

who were interested using education as a vehicle for change. This shift in thinking and 



 4 

performance came through the guidance of key mentors, like Mrs. Wanda Bellamy, my 

parents and others. A large part of this shift also came with learning how to study more 

effectively, which elevated my academic self esteem. My academic self-esteem had been 

very high in high school but struggles early in college caused me to doubt the level at 

which I was able to perform. However the development of solid study skills restored this 

confidence.  

  In college I majored in psychology and minored in education. I decided on the 

education minor because I was fascinated with the idea of an achievement gap between 

White and Black students. However, by the time chose education as my minor, I was 

convinced, primarily through interactions with my peers that while there was an 

achievement gap there was no intelligence gap between races. In fact, I believed without 

being deterministic, that historical circumstances such as slavery and Jim Crow 

segregation placed people of color in their current predicament and subtle discrimination 

tactics preserved the status quo. Despite my beliefs, I did not make very good grades in 

college and neither did many of my Black male friends, relatives and fraternity brothers. 

It was not until a friend taught me how to study more effectively that my grades began to 

recover and I realized I could credibly set my sights on graduate school. 

 Of all the Black males I knew during my formative years, very few went to college, 

and certainly even fewer graduated from college. It is because of these experiences, when 

I read about Black males at various stages in the educational pipeline, attrition rates in 

high school and college or of the achievement gap, in many ways it is personal. I connect 

the readings to the faces and life stories of the many sharp brothers who I know and have 
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known who had never had their intelligences and talents appreciated and validated by 

society outside of sports and entertainment. While I feel extremely fortunate to be in a 

position to earn a doctorate, I must pause to wonder how many Black male PhD’s there 

could have been. How much greater would our nation be if we really didn’t leave any 

children behind and were truly invested in the success of all students? One must wonder 

how long America will allow issues of race and racism within society and the educational 

system to rob this nation of its most precious resource, the potential of our youth.  

 My life and my experiences have shown me the importance of having a strong 

educational foundation. My mentor, Mrs. Wanda Hendricks- Bellamy drilled into me the 

notion that although I benefit from my life’s achievements, I have an expectation even an 

obligation to help others along. I took Mrs. Bellamy’s instruction to heart and seek 

opportunities to assist students in their educational goals. It is my hope that through my 

work and through the work of others doing similar projects that current and future 

generations of students will be inspired to persist and achieve at the highest levels.   

 Many of my personal and professional involvements have been motivated by my 

desire to help students from all walks of life and increase my understanding of the issues 

facing students of color. I have worked in residence life for nine years at two universities. 

I have served as the advisor for numerous student organizations ranging from a 

multicultural sorority to hall government within the residential Honors halls. I have 

served the campus community with two terms as an officer on the Black Faculty and 

Staff Association and as the President of the Black Graduate Student Association. At the 

national level I have also served as a Regional Representative for the National Black 
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Graduate Student Association. I served as Project Director for Community of Brothers in 

Revolutionary Alliance (COBRA). COBRA is a program conceived by University of 

Texas Assistant Professor, Dr.  and Patrick Patterson, former principal of LBJ High 

School in Austin. Cobra is inspired by Sam Greenlee’s (1969) novel The Spook Who Sat 

by the Door. COBRA was designed to bring together Black and Latino male high school 

students that they might take control of their educational experiences and strengthen the 

community. I wrote the original facilitator’s manual, negotiated spaces within area high 

schools and recruited first student members of most chapters for the COBRA program in 

my role as Project Director. For one year, I also worked with Michael Lofton, the founder 

and executive director of the Harvest Foundation, which hosts a monthly African 

American Men and Boys Conference (AAMBC), to assess the conferences through 

feedback from the conference’s student attendees. I was involved with both COBRA and 

the AAMBC from their inceptions. In addition to this work I am a founding member of 

the 100 Black Men of Austin, Texas. The central theme of these efforts is a belief in the 

transformative potential within all students, particularly the most underserved. 

 I am moved by a desire to understand and impact the educational issues, 

opportunities and aspirations of students of color in general and Black males in particular. 

I am moved to get involved to make a difference. I toil to show students that they are 

capable of far more than they imagine and that their hard work will yield opportunities. 

For as the late Harvard paleontologist, Stephen Jay Gould (1996) wrote in his critique of 

biological determinism entitled The Mismeasure of Man, “few tragedies can be more 

extensive than the stunting of life, few injustices deeper that the denial of opportunity to 
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strive or even to hope, by a limit imposed from without, but falsely identified as lying 

within” (p. 60). To be sure, there is much work and improvement required of students of 

color, but no less improvement should be expected of our educational institutions at all 

levels. 

Statement of the Problem   

 We live in a credentialed society where “education has become the currency for 

employment” (Collins, 1979). Unskilled positions have been significantly reduced and 

many semi-skilled positions are continuing to be outsourced to developing nations 

overseas. Over thirty years ago, University of Pennsylvania sociologist and leading non-

Marxist conflict theorist, Randall Collins, argued that educational requirements for 

administrative leadership positions would continue to get upgraded necessitating 

advanced degrees. He argued also that increased educational requirements might not 

necessarily increase performance on job related tasks. Collins’ predictions of reduced 

opportunities for unskilled and semi-skilled workers have come to fruition, and higher 

education serves as the principal gatekeeper for the most prestigious and lucrative careers 

(Astin, 1982). As higher education became the gatekeeper for entry into the most 

prominent, rewarding and lucrative career fields; graduate and professional degree 

programs at top tier institutions hold the keys to unlocking access to positions of 

leadership, power, and authority within prestigious and influential career fields. These 

same positions of leadership and authority are in tremendous need of diversification. 

 The academic struggles of Black males within the educational system, from their 

entry into the school system to their undergraduate experience are well documented 
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(Cuyjet, 1997; DeSousa, 2001; Fleming, 1984; Fries-Britt & Turner, 2001; Green, 1991; 

Hopkins, 1997; Jones, 2001; Majors & Billson, 1992; Harper, 2008). At the higher levels 

of the educational pipeline, there are fewer and fewer Black males: over 65% of Black 

males that enter college do not graduate within six years (NCES, 2005; Harper, 2008). 

With such large percentages of Black male students not graduating at high school and 

collegiate levels, the eligible pool of potential Black male graduate and doctoral students 

is diminished.  

 Shaun Harper (2008), a leading scholar on Black males in higher education, argues 

that literature pertaining to the academic achievement of Black males has almost 

exclusively focused on problematic outcomes from deficit perspectives. Therefore much 

of Harper’s work highlights the other end of the spectrum as he seeks to provide more 

understanding of high achieving Black male college students on predominantly White 

campuses. Like Harper’s, this research concentrates on high achieving Black males. This 

study’s participants are eligible for the label of high achieving not because they have 

always maintained an excellent academic record but in the sense that a degree of 

academic mastery and achievement is required for admission into most doctoral programs 

at Tier I universities. However, regarding Black males at the doctoral level, there remains 

a dearth of scholarly attention.  

  According to Willie, O’Grady and Hope (1991) for African Americans earning a 

doctorate is “a major and singular achievement”(p.19) because it 1) represents personal 

success, 2) it is a great accomplishment and source of pride for the community as it 

symbolizes significant progress for the group, and 3) it can be seen as a barometer of 
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national strength. In 2006-07, Blacks earned 3,727 doctoral degrees but fewer than 35% 

of those degrees were awarded to Black males (NCES, 2009). However, just ten years 

earlier in 1996-97, over 42% of the Black doctoral degrees were awarded to males.  This 

trend is also evident in baccalaureate and masters degree attainment rates. Females 

earned 66% of the baccalaureate degrees conferred to Blacks and over 70% of the 

master’s degrees in 2006-07 (NCES, 2009).  Nonetheless, Blacks have made tremendous 

strides in doctoral degree attainment as the total number of doctorates has grown from 

3% or 1,257 of the total 33,126 doctoral degrees earned in 1976-77 to 6.1 % or 3,727 of 

the 60,616 degrees earned in 2006-07. Black male doctoral degrees increased from 766 to 

1,282 during the same period of time, but remain just 34% of doctorates awarded to 

Blacks.  Black females have increased in total numbers of doctorates earned surpassing 

Black males in doctoral degree attainment since 1989-90 and nearly doubling the number 

of doctoral degrees earned by Black males since 2002-03 indicating a widening gender 

gap. While the accomplishments of Black females are certainly to be commended, by 

contrast the trajectory of the Black male is cause for deep concern for a number of 

reasons: for the Black community the decline in degree attainment for Black males has 

several detrimental effects including those related to income and socioeconomic status. 

The ability of highly educated Black females to find suitable Black male partners is 

severely hampered; and the numbers of Black males in leadership positions will continue 

to decline in the coming years and decades unless this pattern is reversed (Kaba, 2005).   

 It is not enough to simply increase the number of Black males admitted to doctoral 

programs; it is important that they ultimately earn the degree in spite of the alarmingly 
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high attrition rates in doctoral programs across the disciplines. Up to 70% of entering 

doctoral students will not graduate from their current program or institution (Bowen & 

Rudenstine, 1992; Golde, 2000; Lovitts, 2001; Nettles & Millett, 2006; Gardner 2008). 

The attrition rate for racial and ethnic minority students is even higher (Zwick, 1991; 

Nettles & Millet, 2006), which suggests disparate experiences for students of color 

(Gardner, 2008). As a group, Black males lag behind virtually every other group in terms 

of indicators of academic achievement and success at every level of the educational 

pipeline. At the doctoral level Black male doctoral students may not achieve similar 

levels of scholarly publication, conference presentations and may not develop close 

interaction with faculty, pointing further toward the need for a critical examination of 

socialization processes in doctoral programs (Nettles & Millett, 2006).   

Significance of the Research 

 The socialization experiences of Black male doctoral students have not been 

adequately studied and documented in the literature. Therefore this study will explore and 

critically examine Weidman, Twale and Stein’s (2001) theory of graduate student 

socialization as it relates to the experience of Black male doctoral students. In addition to 

the creation of new knowledge, this research has more practical application for both 

higher education and the nation at large as it seeks to illuminate manners in which 

development of a diverse leadership class may be fostered through the recruitment and 

retention of Black male doctoral students. Failure to include Black males in doctoral 

program places the continuation of Black male professoriate in peril (Ingram, 2007) as 

doctoral programs may be considered the anticipatory stage of the professoriate 
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(Weidman et al., 2001; Gardner, 2008; Gardner, 2009). Students of color at the 

undergraduate, masters and doctoral levels would likely be negatively affected by the 

absence or continued reduction in Black male faculty as they often serve as mentors and 

role models to students of color. 

 In Grutter v. Bollinger (2003), the U.S. Supreme Court upheld affirmative action in 

college admissions as the court found that diversity in higher education is a compelling 

state interest most notably because it helps prepare a diverse, well-educated workforce 

and leadership pool. Having diversity in America’s leadership was cited by the U.S. 

military in their amicus briefs as being essential to our national security. Moreover, 

American business in their amicus curiae argue that diversity in higher education is 

essential for our nation’s competitiveness and leadership in the global marketplace.  

The proposed dissertation will examine the experiences of Black male doctoral 

students at The University of Texas at Austin. The University of Texas at Austin is an 

ideal site for this study as it is among the premier public institutions of higher education 

along with the University of Michigan, the University of California, the University of 

Virginia and others often referred to as “Public Ivies.” In addition to the prestige and 

status of the institution are the University’s struggles in the areas of segregation, 

desegregation and access for underrepresented student populations. The University of 

Texas has long been a lightening rod for high profile court cases with regards to access 

and affirmative action as it was the site of Sweatt v. Painter (1950), Hopwood v. Texas 

(1996) and the Fisher v. the University of Texas (2012) case that is currently before the 

US Supreme Court. These court cases indicate that there are intense battles over the 
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scarce resource, which is access to the state’s flagship institution where one can access a 

world-class education while paying public institution prices. It is important to consider 

this as the context in which this study takes place. Therefore it is important to be able to 

consider and discuss the historical and contemporary circumstances as they may 

influence the experiences of Black male doctoral students. 

This study seeks to illuminate how Black male doctoral students successfully 

navigate doctoral programs and where they find support. This study will fill a gap in 

doctoral education by determining the socialization experiences of Black male doctoral 

students at predominantly White institutions (colleges and university that have 

historically or predominantly served White populations) as there is a dearth of research 

and information on this specific population at this stage of the educational pipeline 

(Ingram, 2007). Weidman, Twale and Stein’s (2001) theory of graduate student 

socialization provides a useful developmental stage theory; however this theory has been 

normed on the experiences of White male students at predominantly White institutions. It 

has yet to be determined the extent to which the current model applies to Black male 

doctoral students. This study seeks to critically examine the experiences of Black male 

doctoral students at a southwestern, research intensive, predominantly White institution 

and determine what their socialization experiences are and what they think of their 

socialization.  Moreover, this research seeks to explore Black male doctoral socialization 

and determine the extent that current theory should be modified to fit the needs of this 

particular population. 
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The University of Texas at Austin (UT Austin) represents the ideal institution for 

this study for a number of reasons. However, most importantly it has a complicated, and 

troubled history and relationship with the Black community at large (Goldstone, 2006) 

including: a) segregation, b) the displacement of Black neighborhoods for campus 

expansion, c) a recent Black face party (Houston Chronicle, 2007), d) the egging of the 

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. statue (News 8 Austin, 2003), and e) buildings and statues in 

honor of confederate officers and Ku Klux Klan members (Austin American Statesman, 

2010).  Despite the university’s troubled past, it is currently situated in a position to mend 

those relationships largely through the outreach of the Division of Diversity and 

Community Engagement. This institution not only has the opportunity to overcome a 

difficult history and often troubled relationship with a community of color, but can also 

become a leader in the areas of recruitment and retention of Black doctoral students. 

The University’s relationship with the Black community contains a long and well-

documented tradition of segregation in both academics and athletics, as well as the 

displacement of the Black community by a burgeoning campus (Goldstone, 2006). In 

addition, UT was the site of two landmark higher education court cases, Sweatt v. Painter 

(1950) and Hopwood v. Texas (1996) that centered on issues of race and admission to 

higher education.  In Sweatt v. Painter, Heman Sweatt was denied admission to The 

University of Texas School of Law on the basis of race because the Texas State 

Constitution expressly prohibited integrated education. Texas Trial court allowed the 

state six months to create a separate law school for Blacks that the state may comply with 

Plessy v. Fergusson (1896). The state did create a separate law school for Blacks, which 
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ultimately became Texas Southern University. However, the US Supreme Court struck 

down lower court findings in a 9-0 decision citing a violation of the Equal Protection 

Clause of the 14th Amendment. 

The University of Texas was also the site of Hopwood v. Texas, 78 F.3d 932 (5th 

Cir. 1996). Hopwood was the first successful legal challenge to the use of race as a plus 

factor in student admissions since Bakke (1978). In 1992, Cheryl Hopwood, a White 

female, alleged that she and others were denied their 14th amendment rights to equal 

protection under the law as they were denied admission to the law school despite being 

better qualified than many admitted minority candidates. In 1996 the appellate court ruled 

in favor of the plaintiffs thus making the use of race in college admissions illegal in the 

5th circuit despite its obvious contradiction with the decision made by the U.S. Supreme 

Court in Bakke. After seven years as a legal precedent in the Fifth Circuit (Texas, 

Louisiana and Mississippi), the Hopwood decision was reversed by the U.S. Supreme 

Court in the 2003, Grutter v. Bollinger case. The enrollment figures for Black and 

Hispanic students dropped after the Hopwood decision and did not recover to pre-

Hopwood numbers until 2002 (University of Texas, 2003). 

 In the time between the Hopwood and Grutter decisions, several states either 

discontinued the use of race in admissions or established percentage plans to address the 

issues of inequality in admissions to avoid lawsuits.  Texas, like other states that 

implemented percent plans, allowed any student within its designated percentage of their 

high school class to be automatically admitted into a state's public college.   
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The state legislature responded to the Hopwood decision with the Top 10 percent 

plan as a way to continue to enroll a diverse undergraduate student body. UT also boasts 

a newly created Division of Diversity and Community Engagement, which is one of the 

most comprehensive units of its kind in the nation which works to foster an open, 

inclusive and intellectually stimulating environment In addition, the university has a 

rapidly growing mass of Black professors; twenty Black professors were hired in the last 

two years alone (University of Texas, 2009).  

 Black males are underrepresented in doctoral program across disciplines, 

especially outside of education departments. To be sure much of this underrepresentation 

is an outgrowth of the educational struggles that contribute to low graduation rates both 

in high school and college. This study provides information on how Black male doctoral 

students make meaning of their experiences and socialization in doctoral programs at 

PWIs and how institutions can be more effective in retaining these students. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 

 Weidman, Twale and Stein’s doctoral student socialization theory and Critical Race 

Theory will serve as the theoretical frameworks for this study.  Socialization theory will 

be used to frame the doctoral student experiences of Black males and Critical Race 

Theory will be utilized to analyze the results. 

Critical Race Theory Framework.  

 Critical Race Theory (CRT) is the lens by which this study will be examined 

because CRT situates race at the center of the educational experience to tell the stories of 

underrepresented populations. The aims of this study and the aims of CRT in graduate 
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education are in sync and complimentary: 

The overall goal of Critical Race Theory in graduate education is to develop a 
theoretical, conceptual, methodological and pedagogical strategy that accounts for 
the role of race and racism in U.S. graduate education and works toward the 
elimination of racism as a part of the larger goal of eliminating other forms of 
subjugation such as gender, class and sexual orientation (Solórzano and Yosso, 
2001, pp. 472). 

 
Furthermore, CRT should serve as a useful lens for critically examining 

contemporary theories of socialization 

Critical Race Theory is an offshoot of Critical Legal Studies (CLS), mostly White, 

male, left leaning liberal scholars held annual conference starting in the late 70’s 

(Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller & Thomas, 1995). However, the roots of CRT arguably go 

back to DuBois’s 1903 text, The Souls of Back Folk (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). Major 

contributors to the development of Critical Race Theory are Derrick Bell, Kimberle’ 

Crenshaw, Richard Delgado, Neil Gotanda Cheryl Harris, Charles Lawrence, Gary Peller, 

Mari Matsuda and Lani Guinier. Gloria Ladson-Billings and William Tate are credited 

with bringing CRT to education. 

CRT Methodology 

 In this study, I will employ Critical Race Theory as a conceptual framework. 

Critical Race Theory situates race at the center of the educational dispute (Crenshaw, 

Gotanda, Peller & Thomas, 1995). Critical theorists advocate on the part of subaltern 

groups (Gutek, 2004). Majoritorian storytelling refers to metanarratives explaining 

American life that everyone is familiar with; claims of the neutrality of the educational 

system, objectivity in the educational and legal systems, colorblindness, and meritocracy 



 17 

(Delgado Bernal & Villapando, 2002; Love 2004). These narratives in relation to 

education hold that the best and brightest students go off to the best colleges and reap the 

rewards of their hard work, by contrast, less successful students and the poor tend to lack 

initiative, drive, perseverance, motivation, intelligence or some other essential element to 

success. Therefore, according to these narratives, blame is fairly and accurately attributed 

to individual shortcomings, within this majoritorian story there is no need for any 

analysis of the integrity of institutions or the structure of society for these things are 

beyond reproach due to their objective, colorblind, and meritocratic nature.  

CRT serves as a way to tell the story of subordinated groups and give voice to 

their experiences (Love, 2004). Conflict theory compliments CRT in that its central tenet 

is that inequality can be explained by group conflict over resources, with dominant 

groups maintaining general control over resources and opportunities as well as their 

allocation. Basic forms of group conflict in society are by race, class, gender, religion and 

region.  The proposed study will be situating race as the central conflict in society. 

CRT methodology is a theoretically grounded approach that has five key 

components (Solórzano and Yosso, 2002).  According to Solórzano and Yosso (2002) 

argue that the key aspects of the CRT methodology are: 1) CRT “foregrounds race and 

racism in all aspects of the research process” (p.24); 2) challenges traditional paradigms, 

texts and theories used to explain the experiences of students of color; 3) offers liberatory 

or transformative solution to racial, gender, and class subordination; 4) focuses on 

racialized, gendered and classed experiences of students of color; 5) uses the 

interdisciplinary knowledge base of to understand the experiences of students of color.  
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Storytelling or counter-storytelling is both a method of telling the story of those 

experiences that are often not told (i.e. those on the margins of society) and a tool for 

analyzing and challenging the stories of those whose story is a natural part of the 

dominant discourse- the majoritorian story. Counter-storytelling, parables, narrative 

analysis are used to combat  “majoritorian storytelling” or the master narrative (Love 

2004).  Data is gathered for counterstories from four sources 1) the research process 

(interviews), 2) existing literature, 3) professional experience and 4) our own personal 

experience (Solórzano and Yosso, 2001). Majoritorian stories are “bundles of 

presuppositions, perceived wisdoms and shared cultural understandings persons of the 

dominant race bring to the discussion of race” (Solórzano and Yosso, 2002). Majoritorian 

stories gain power through their invisibility as they are often taken at face value and 

assumed to be free of value judgments. Furthermore, majoritorian stories are not viewed 

as stories at all but as normal, natural, ordinary, history, policy, procedures, rules, 

regulations, statements of fact (Love, 2004). 

  The misguided perception of America as a true meritocracy leads to the belief that 

there is an equality of opportunity and that every person has a relatively equal shot at 

being successful regardless of where one comes from. However, the dark side of this 

meritocratic perspective presents us with the notion that any person’s or groups’ inferior 

status is a result of their own deficiencies and poor decisions (Young, 1961). As a result, 

using this line of logic one would conclude that when low-income children do not score 

as well as their affluent counterparts on standardized tests, we as a society point to 

deficiencies in the students. Bell hooks (2004) eloquently states: 
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Educational systems were not only failing to educate the Black 
poor but were content with this failure, content to blame the 
victim. Yet are six-, seven-, and eight year old boys to blame 
because they cannot read or write? (p.39) 

We commonly attribute any lack of success to deficiencies in intelligence, work 

ethic, attitudes, values and drive of students. To be sure, personal characteristics, skills, 

abilities, attitudes and values certainly play important roles in student achievement but 

the curriculum, both visible and hidden, school culture, school climate, teacher and 

administrator expectations also impact student performance (Ballantine, 1997) and in 

many cases in negative ways. Moreover, their classic empirical study, Equity and 

Excellence in American Higher Education, Bowen, Kurzweil and Tobin (1998), found 

that over 20% of students from families with incomes in the top 25% scored over 1200 on 

the SAT, compared to approximately 7 % of students from the lowest 25% income 

quartile. Similarly, in The Shape of the River, Bowen and Bok (1998) also found that one-

third of the gap in test scores is accounted for by differences in family income and 

parental education with the other two-thirds explained by other measures of family 

circumstances such as grandparent’s education, the quality of the mother’s schooling and 

household size. Taken together, these findings seem to suggest that race and class rather 

than pure academic merit mediates social reproduction. 

Doctoral Student Socialization Framework 

 Weidman, Twale and Stein (2001) have created a theory of graduate student 

professional socialization based largely on Thornton and Nardi’s (1975) framework for 

role acquisition and Weidman’s (1989) theory of socialization for undergraduate 

students. The theory of graduate student socialization borrowed the four stages of 
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Thornton and Nardi’s role acquisition theory: anticipatory, formal, informal and personal 

stages.  Weidman’s (1979) theory of undergraduate socialization aids the theory of 

graduate student socialization as it lends an emphasis on interaction and norms. 

Interaction and norms are particularly important to the socialization of students as 

interaction refers to social interaction between faculty and students and norms “represent 

generalized conceptions of what constitutes appropriate behavior” (Weidman, 1979, p. 

49). The academic department serves as a normative reference point through interaction 

with both faculty and student peers.   

 An important aspect of socialization is the process of receiving the norms, values, 

traditions, expectations and ideologies of a particular group. Socialization is 

conceptualized as a stage theory with two important features:  it is a developmental 

process and core elements such as knowledge acquisition, investment and involvement 

are associated with development of role identity and commitment (Stein, 1992; Thornton 

& Nardi, 1975; Weidman et al., 2001). Assistant professor in Higher Education at the 

University of Maine, Susan Gardner (2008), explains that socialization “affects every part 

of the student experience from the first contact with a graduate program through the 

dissertation defense”(p. 129). Socialization is key in doctoral persistence. Those who 

have a successful socialization are more likely to persist to graduation while by contrast, 

those who have a less successful socialization processes are at an increased likelihood of 

dropping out. Equally important, is the fact that although graduate student socialization is 

a stage theory, it is not linear but fluid and interactive (Weidman & Stein, 2003). Students 
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do not simply move from stage to stage in a linear fashion but rather tend to bounce 

around and may alter the department and other forces that are working to socialize them. 

 On one level they are being socialized into the graduate student experience and 

through this they learn how to survive and eventually thrive as graduate students. 

However, on another level they are also learning to be academics as they are initiated into 

the cultures of both their field and their institution. Doctoral programs can be seen as the 

anticipatory stage of academic careers. It is in graduate school that doctoral students are 

introduced to the roles and expectations of academia by faculty and advisors. Interaction 

with faculty and advisors play a key role in the socialization of doctoral students. In 

Nettles and Millet’s 2006 study of 9036 doctoral students, they found that academic 

interaction with faculty was an area where race and discipline mattered. Blacks and 

Hispanics reported different experiences in doctoral programs than their White 

colleagues. Blacks and Hispanics were found to be less likely to graduate, and less likely 

to have strong faculty mentors aid in the development. These findings clearly indicate 

that more research is needed on the experiences of Black males in doctoral programs 

In summary, socialization can be encapsulated as the developmental process by 

which a student 1) enters graduate school 2) is exposed to socializing influence and 

normative pressures faculty and student peers through social relationships, 3) These 

normative pressures and socializing influences also interact with various family pressures 

and the student may change or maintain (Weidman, 1979; Weidman et al., 2001; 

Gardner, 2008).  

Research Questions 
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The research questions that will guide this study are as follow:  

1. What is it like to be a doctoral student in a large predominantly white university 

in the South? 

2. What are the experiential commonalities of Black men who are persisting in 

doctoral programs? 

3. How do Black males make sense of and respond to socialization efforts in their 

respective programs? 

4. How do Black males who resist socialization efforts in their 

departments/programs locate alternative sources of support, community and 

alternative opportunities for professional preparation? 

Definition of Terms  

 Most of the terms that I will define are terms related to people’s social identity: 

social groups or categories that a person may choose or have ascribed to them (Hogg, 

Terry &White, 1995). The term Black will be used to describe people of African decent 

regardless of where they hail from within the African Diaspora, therefore this term will 

include African-Americans, Caribbean born, European born African born and biracial 

persons with African heritage (Davis, 2004). Black is an inclusive term, intended to 

include all people of African heritage. 

 "People of color" is a term used to indicate non-White students of various ethnic 

and national backgrounds. Minority is a term used to refer to people that would be 

considered a part of a subordinate group. “Dominant groups, by definition, set the 

parameters within which the subordinates operate” (Tatum, 1997). Therefore dominant 
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groups may be the numerical majority, or this group may simply be the group in power. 

The term subordinate group is often used to refer to racial minority groups and women. 

The term European American refers to White people born in the United States. 

 

 

Assumptions Underlying the Study        

      The informed, research grounded assumptions of this study are (a) Black students 

experience overt and covert forms of racism, prejudice and negative assumptions on 

college campuses (Fleming 1984; Feagin & Sikes, 1995; Cuyjet, 1997; Horn, Chen & 

Adelman, 1998; Cashin, 2004; Davis, 2004) Students of color face stereotypes from other 

students (Tatum, 1997), staff and faculty (Valenzuela, 1999) ranging from who these 

students are (Feagin & Sikes, 1995), where they are from, what their socioeconomic 

status is (Yosso, 2005), what their home life (or lack thereof) is like, their intellectual 

(Gould, 1996; Cokley, 2003) and academic capacities (Steele & Aronson, 1995; Jencks, 

1998), their political leanings and that these students owe admission to the institution to 

affirmative action rather policies than merit and they are taking the places of more 

qualified White students. (b) In most cases Black students are easily identifiable by their 

skin tones, facial features, voices and hair textures and feel that stereotypes are always at 

work. (c)They prefer to escape in racially homogenous, all Black groups. (d) Black 

students can excel at any institution of higher education, however this population may 

have special needs that must be addressed and institutions need to make 

accommodations.  
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CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 In chapter one there was an overview of the issues facing Black students in 

general as well as Black male students in particular at various stages of the educational 

pipeline. The focus was shifted to doctoral programs studies and the attrition issues that 

have plagued them. The reader was also introduced to doctoral student socialization and 

how that affects student outcomes such as graduation and satisfaction. In chapter two 

attrition and socialization will be delved into more deeply. With regards to socialization, 

the details of Weidman et al’s theory will be examined, both the stages of the theory and 

the core components. 

 The details of this study began to emerge in chapter one, as the research questions 

and the rationale for choosing the University of Texas at Austin with its rich and unique 

history were revealed. The chapter closed with a description of this study’s theoretical 

frameworks, doctoral socialization theory and Critical Race Theory. 

 Chapter two will provide a more detailed summary of literature pertaining to 

Black students at PWIs and the literature pertaining to doctoral education. Chapter two 

will hone in most acutely on the literature regarding doctoral socialization and its 

implications for this study’s population, Black males. 
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CHAPTER II-LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
 This chapter will be divided into two sections. The purpose of the two sections is 

to develop a three-dimensional view of Black male doctoral students and their 

experiences on predominantly White campuses. The first section will be a review of 

literature pertaining to the educational pipeline prior to doctoral studies. Visualizing 

education as a pipeline is useful imagery as the reader views formal education as an 

interconnected passageway, which shuttles students from a starting point to an endpoint 

of graduation. The educational pipeline is typically envisioned as extending from 

preschool through high school or college. The purpose is to highlight some of the issues 

Black male doctoral students may have experienced in various educational environments 

and persisted where many of their peers have faltered.  It is at least conceivable that 

issues like stereotype threat may continue to haunt Blacks throughout the academy even 

in the professorate. It is also conceivable that the constant challenges to the intelligences 

and the abilities of Black students while intense throughout the pipeline, is as intense at 

the doctoral level.  

Part one will consist of the following segments: crisis in the Black educational 

pipeline, Ogbu and critiques, academic self-concept, and stereotype threat. The segment 

entitled, crisis in the Black educational pipeline provides a brief overview of the 

educational struggles encountered by Black students with regards to academic 

achievement and graduation rates. 
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Part two will consist of the following segments: history and overview of the 

doctorate, early Blacks with doctoral degrees, contemporary Blacks with doctorates, UT 

Austin data, the Ph.D. Completion Project, doctoral attrition, doctoral socialization and a 

critique of doctoral socialization. 

RELEVANT ISSUES IN THE EDUCATIONAL PIPELINE 

Crisis in the Black educational pipeline  

Black students are at or near the bottom on nearly every quantifiable measure of 

scholastic achievement in grade school, high school as well as in college (Feagin & 

Sikes, 1995; Jencks & Phillips, 1998; Tierney, 1999; Porter, 2006; Harris, 2006; Cuyjet, 

2006); measures include grade point average, graduation rates, college going rates and 

standardized test scores. These differences are even more striking when broken down by 

gender as Black male students are lagging behind their Black female counterparts. For 

example, while female undergraduates typically outnumber male undergraduates across 

races, the disparity between Black females and Black males is even more pronounced 

(NCES, 2003; Kaba, 2005). Michael Cuyjet (2006) proclaims that Blacks have the most 

skewed male/female ratios in higher education with women nearly outnumbering men by 

a 2:1 margin. Black women are 58% of Blacks with a bachelor’s degree, 63% of those 

with a master’s degree, 53% of Blacks with professional degrees and 40 % of Blacks with 

a doctorate (Kaba, 2005). To be sure, the problems regarding the educational attainment 

of Black males should not be framed in a way to suggest that Black males are not 

achieving because Black females crowd them out. Nonetheless, these staggering statistics 
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have long term consequences for Black males including lower lifetime earnings, poorer 

health prospects, shorter life expectancy and increased risk of imprisonment.   

Outside of the achievement gap’s obvious socioeconomic consequences for Black 

males, researching the educational experiences of Black males is important to explore 

because although higher education clearly provides benefits for individuals, society also 

profits from higher education (and by extension doctoral education). College graduates 

have lower unemployment rates and less reliance on government assistance programs like 

welfare and unemployment, they commit fewer crimes, and there is a generally better-

educated citizenry (Perna, 2000; Cashin, 2004). Individual citizens benefit, society 

benefits and institutions of higher education and their entire student population reap 

educational benefits by having increased diversity (Hurtado, 1992; Grutter v. Bollinger, 

2003). Furthermore, public institutions of higher education generally have a charge and 

expectation to serve the residents of their respective states not only through 

undergraduate education but in graduate and professional school education as well.  

Moreover, it is essential that the duty to serve residents of the state extend to 

communities of color.  It is also important to have a diverse body of doctoral students 

who represent leadership and the future within various fields and sectors. 

Black students first entered PWIs in large numbers in the1960s and by the mid-

seventies nearly seventy percent of Blacks were attending PWIs (Boyd, 1974; Gurin & 

Epps, 1975; Fleming, 1984; Willie et al., 1991). In predominantly White educational 

settings Black students encounter issues of stereotype threat, low academic self esteem, a 

lack of cultural relevance in the curriculum and an atmosphere that they perceive at times 
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as hostile toward them. However, Black students do indeed have higher levels of 

academic achievement at HBCUs.  Males particularly are found to be better able to 

engage academically at HBCUs (Allen, 1992; Cuyjet, 2006; Fleming, 1984; Nettles, 

1988; Flowers, 2002; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). This does not suggest that Black 

students should eschew PWIs to attend HBCUs. However, it does suggest that HBCUs 

continue to fill an important gap in higher education and there may be some practices that 

PWIs may be able to borrow from HBCUs to provide a more welcoming environment for 

all students. Nonetheless, the majority of Black students attending four-year colleges and 

universities continue to attend PWIs and because all students benefit from a diverse 

learning environment, it is imperative that educational institutions increase their 

understanding of how to provide instruction and support to diverse groups of students.  

The upcoming subsections will highlight research on the experiences and 

challenges Black students face in educational settings. Although this literature pertains 

more directly to earlier stages of the educational pipeline it remains relevant to the study 

of Black male doctoral students for several reasons, 1) there is not much written about the 

particular experiences of Black male doctoral students; 2) literature increases our 

understanding of the experiences they bring with them to graduate school; 3) issues may 

continue to impact students in doctoral degree programs and beyond.  

Ogbu’s Cultural-Ecological Theory of School Performance and Critiques 

Nigerian-American anthropologist John Ogbu (1978, 1983) conceptualized the 

United States as a place where both class and caste systems exist and he asserted that race 

caste is our nation’s basic principle of social structure. Ogbu begins with a consideration 
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of the structural impediments that have faced African Americans in their pursuit of 

education. In his effort to explain differences in Black and White levels of academic 

achievement, Ogbu separates Blacks in America, as well as other racial and ethnic 

minority groups into two distinct groupings. He labels one group “voluntary immigrants” 

and the others as “involuntary immigrants.” Involuntary immigrants (African Americans, 

Mexican Americans) came to the U.S. via slavery or conquest; these involuntary 

immigrants are considered caste like and subordinate in society. It is because of their 

history and experiences of racial discrimination and oppression in this country, that 

involuntary immigrants often have antagonistic or oppositional relationship with the 

educational system, which undermines their efforts to advance in society. By contrast, 

voluntary immigrants (Nigerians, Japanese, Irish) come to the US in search of 

opportunities, are more far more successful in the educational system due to the lack of 

their oppositional attitudes.  

The part of Ogbu’s Cultural Ecological Model (1978, 1983) that garners the most 

controversy is his notion of “acting White.” According to Ogbu, involuntary immigrants 

have such an oppositional view of education that they view excelling at school, speaking 

proper English and studying as “acting White.” Students do not wish to be perceived as 

“acting White” so they avoid the appearance of acting White by becoming disengaged 

academically, refuse to speak proper English, listening to hip hop music and other 

behaviors that are implied as Black attitudes and behaviors. 

Anthropologist Doug Foley (1991, 1997, 2004) insists that Ogbu is not a deficit 

thinker and should not be categorized as a “culture of poverty” theorist because of his 
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commitment to recording and supporting with evidence the nasty legacy of U.S. race 

relations and their impact on students of color. Although, according to Ogbu, African 

American oppositional culture is an adaptation or coping mechanism to discrimination 

and racism, he places responsibility for the ‘academic disengagement’ of Black youth on 

African American communities. In his Shaker Heights study (2003), Ogbu claimed that 

effort exerted in school by involuntary minorities starts high in the lower grades but 

decreases over time. In many regards, Ogbu urged the African American community to 

dig in and work harder, that they too may receive the fruits of their labor as other groups 

including Black voluntary immigrants are. Ogbu acknowledges the U.S. legacy of racism 

as much of the cause of this achievement gap but in many regards is saying that African 

Americans must push through and achieve despite those challenges.  Many liberal 

thinkers label him as a deficit thinker while conservatives applaud his work as scientific 

evidence in their favor; meaning that race and racism are not factors in the 

underperformance of students of color, Blacks and other students of color simply need to 

work harder and pull themselves up by their bootstraps as many groups and individuals 

have done to earn their status (Kelley, 1997; Foley 2004).   

Kevin Foster (2005) asserts that in Ogbu’s final analysis, he considers voluntary 

immigrants consistent achievers while involuntary minorities are “persistent academic 

failures.” Foster and Foley (2004) both question Ogbu’s methodology and agree that 

Ogbu appears to selectively read his data to interpret it in a way that supports his theory. 

Foster (2005) also finds that Ogbu consistently interprets community forces (such as 

attitudes and values) as more important to explaining involuntary minority 
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underachievement than system forces or system factors such as racism and ingrained 

discrimination. 

Angela Valenzuela in her (1999) ethnographic study of a Houston school finds 

difference and variation in involuntary immigrants, unlike Ogbu. While, she does find 

that voluntary immigrants tend to generally be more academically engaged, she is much 

more nuanced than Ogbu in her assessment of involuntary immigrants. Valenzuela also 

finds that Ogbu under-emphasizes institutional and school factors, whereas Valenzuela 

asserts that many involuntary immigrants find their schooling experience as subtractive if 

not hostile. 

Princeton sociologist, Angel Harris (2006), conducted a rigorous quantitative test 

on the tenets of Ogbu’s theory using the Maryland Adolescence Development in Context 

Study (MADICS) data with measures on over 1400 adolescent students and their 

families. Harris (2006) tested five of Ogbu’s tenets; 1) “Black children perceive fewer 

rewards to education and more limited opportunities for upward social mobility than 

White children” (p 802); 2) “Black children have less favorable affect toward school than 

Whites” (p 803); 3) “Black children exhibit greater resistance to school than Whites” (p 

809); 4) “High achieving Black students are negatively sanctioned by their peers to a 

greater degree than high achieving White students: the ‘acting White’ hypothesis” (p 

813). “Peer groups of Black children have greater counter educational culture than those 

of White children” (p 821). Harris found that the major tenets of Ogbu’s theory are not 

supported which he attributes to the theory’s lack of nuance and failure to account for the 

diversity within the involuntary immigrant population. 
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In the final analysis, John Ogbu’s work and the critiques of his work are 

important to this study of Black male doctoral students for two reasons: the discourse 

highlights the differences within the Black community and Black male doctoral students 

are likely to be the students that would have been high achievers and susceptible to 

accusation of acting White. 

The work of Ogbu and his challengers highlight the fact that Blacks are not a 

monolithic group and there are distinctions and occasional tensions between different 

groups of Blacks in America. Many of the critiques of Ogbu’s work highlight differences 

even among the voluntary immigrant group. The other reason Ogbu’s work and its 

critiques are important is that Black male doctoral students are likely among the Black 

who would have been most at risk of being accused of acting white. It will be interesting 

to see in through this study, how Black male doctoral students’ lives intersect with the 

Black community and accordingly, how they are and have been received. 

Stereotype Threat 

 Claude Steele (1992) explains the underperformance of Black students as due in 

part to racialized expectations. Students are aware of racial stereotypes and expectations 

of lower academic performance and although they may not believe stereotypes of 

intellectual inferiority, they fear proving the stereotype true. In Steele and Aronson’s 

1995 study, they administered the Graduate Records Examination (GRE) to groups of 

Black and White students. They disclosed to half of the participants that they were 

administering an intelligence test. Predictably, Black students performed much more 
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poorly when they believed that they were taking an intelligence test due to anxiety around 

stereotypes regarding Black intelligence.  

The Black Male Struggle: Academic Self-Concept 

Academic self-concept can be defined as one’s assessment of their own academic 

capabilities in comparison to others (Cokley, 2000). One’s academic self-concept is 

related to motivation and academic achievement (Cokley, 2000; Graham, 1994). 

Following this logic, one would predict that students with a higher academic self-concept 

would be more motivated and perform better scholastically. However for Black students 

it is not so straightforward as Black students report higher academic self-concepts but 

white students outperform them in classrooms. Some of this difference can be explained 

by the fact that White students equate effort with grades and academic performance with 

academic abilities but for Black students academic self-concept was not solely based on 

academic performance (Cokley, 2003).  In addition, Black students are more likely to 

have negative performance expectations and be satisfied with their efforts.  Black 

students are able to maintain a high academic self-concept despite lower grades and 

standardized test scores by attributing poor performance to external factors or may detach 

their self-esteem from academic performance as a way to counteract stereotype threat 

(Cokley, 2003; Graham, 1994). 

Black students often come to graduate school with lower GRE scores than other 

students and graduate with fewer publications. Academic doubts and intellectual 

concerns of others emerge to haunt Black students at every stage of the educational 

pipeline, which begs the question; do the doubts and suspicions finally weigh students 
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down at the doctoral level? For it is safe to assume that racialized expectations do not 

magically vanish in doctoral programs. Yet we do not know how Black male doctoral 

students manage these expectations. 

LITERATURE PERTAINING TO DOCTORAL EDUCATION 

History and Overview of Doctoral Education. 

The American doctorate was modeled after the German doctorate, designed 

initially to allow elite students to pursue careers as scholars and researchers (Nettles & 

Millett, 2006). In the United States, Yale University awarded the first Ph.D. degree in 

1861 and sixteen years later Johns Hopkins University established the first graduate 

school (Nettles & Millett, 2006). By 1900 approximately 3,500 doctoral degrees had been 

granted, by 1960 over 10,000 were awarded each year and currently over 40,000 doctoral 

degrees are awarded each year (Golde & Walker, 2006). 

Doctoral education has become a very troubling issue in higher education as 

anywhere between 40-70% of doctoral students do not graduate (Bowen & Rudenstein, 

1992). Moreover, as appalling as those numbers are, the numbers for Blacks and 

Hispanics are suspected to be even higher (Council of Graduate Schools 2004; Gardner 

2008; Nettles & Millet 2006). Several authors suggest that socialization and experiences 

of underrepresented minority students may be very different than the typical experience 

(Gardner, 2007; Gardner, 2008; Lovitts, 2001). 

While the experience of Black students in K-12 education and in college has been 

heavily studied, little empirical research exists about the Black graduate and doctoral 

student experiences, particularly for males.  Moreover, there is a dearth of research 
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regarding doctoral programs in general with only a few comprehensive studies of 

graduate education, most notably, Berelson (1960) and Bowen and Rudenstine (1992). 

However, since the early 1990s more literature has emerged on graduate education, 

largely focusing on attrition (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Golde 2005, Nettles & Millett, 

2006) and socialization (Weidman et al., 2001; Gardner 2005). In recent years several 

dissertations have been written on the Black male doctoral student experience, including 

Ted Ingram’s (2007) exposition of Black male doctoral persistence through the lens of 

masculinity and Denise Clay’s (2008) examination of Black males’ motivation for 

completing the dissertation.  

Bowen and Rudenstine  (1992, p 2) largely attribute the dearth of research on 

graduate education in general to “the specialized nature of fields of knowledge” and 

“decentralized administration” which the authors argue, makes data collection a very 

arduous task for researchers. The most well-known and comprehensive contributions to 

the literature on graduate education are Berelson’s 1960, Graduate Education in the 

United States, and Bowen and Rudenstine’s In Pursuit of the Ph.D. (1992) over thirty 

years later. The most high profile issue pertaining to doctoral education is attrition. 

However, literature on socialization may help us better understand ways in which 

departments and institutions can reduce attrition rates.  

Early Blacks with doctorates 

 In 1823, Alexander Lucious Twilight graduated from Middlebury College in 

Vermont, becoming the first African American to earn a college degree in the United 

States. In 1847, David J. Peck became the first African American to earn a degree from a 
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medical college in the United States (Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 2006). In 

1876, Edward Bouchet graduated from Yale, making him the first African American to 

earn a Ph.D. at an American university just 15 years after the first the first doctorate was 

awarded in the United States (Journal of Blacks in Higher Education, 2006). W.E.B. 

DuBois earned his doctoral degree from Harvard University in 1895 becoming the first 

Black to earn a doctorate at Harvard (Willie et al., 1991). The tradition of s earning 

doctoral degrees is well established from the earliest days of the American doctorate. 

As late as 1950, 90% of Black college students attended HBCUs, yet by 1967, 

75% of Black college students attended predominantly White institutions (PWI) of higher 

education (Willie et al., 1991). Until the middle of the twentieth century Blacks earned 

most of their graduate degrees from historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) 

and as recently as1968, 80% of Black physicians and dentists graduated from Meharry 

Medical College and Howard University (Willie et al., 1991).  

Contemporary Blacks with Doctorates 

According to the 2000 Census, only 0.3% of African Americans have earned a 

doctorate compared with 1% of American adults, 1.1% of Whites, 0.4% of Hispanics and 

2.6% of Asian-Pacific Islanders (Nettles & Millett, 2006). Of American doctoral degree 

holders, 81.6% are White, 10.2 percent are Asian-Pacific Islander, 4.1% are Hispanic and 

3.5% are African American. Of the African American doctoral degree holders 44.6 % are 

males (Nettles & Millet, 2006).  

 Against this backdrop, in 2004, according to the Journal of Blacks in Higher 

Education (2006b), Blacks earned a record number of doctoral degrees. That year’s total 
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of 1,879 doctoral degrees earned by Blacks was 7.1% of doctoral degrees earned was up 

sharply from the 1987 total of 787 doctorates earned. However it is important to note that 

despite the fact that Blacks have been earning more doctorates (Blacks earned 70 percent 

more doctorates in 2000 than in 1977), Black women are far outpacing Black men 

(Nettles & Millett, 2006). In 1981 Black males earned 54.9% of doctorates awarded to 

Blacks but by 2000 the share had dropped to 38.8% (Nettles and Millett, 2006). 

 In doctoral programs, like previous stages of the educational pipeline, Blacks 

appear to lag behind other racial and ethnic groups in most indicators of success (Nettles 

& Millett, 2006, p 2). Black doctoral students are presenting less at conferences, graduate 

with less scholarly publications, and lag in timely progress toward the degree (Nettles & 

Millett, 2006). Why are best and brightest underrepresented students lagging behind 

Whites and Asians at the doctoral level? Nettles and Millett (2006) suggest that the lower 

GRE scores of Black graduate students to explain this discrepancy.  Nettles and Millett 

found that Black and Hispanic graduate students were more likely to obtain fellowships 

but less likely to receive assistantships than White students. Blacks were less likely to 

have mentors in math and the sciences (Nettles, 1989; Nettles &Millet, 2006). Moreover, 

Black students were also less likely to be mentored by the more productive faculty or 

faculty who publish, teach, secure funding and perform service (Nettles & Millett, 2006). 

In Nettles and Millett’s (2006) national study of over 9,000 graduate students at 21 

universities, no field graduated 50 percent of its Black doctoral students. This finding 

strongly suggests differences in the socialization of Black students. 
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Nettles and Millett (2006) posit that the lower GRE scores of Black students may 

keep them from working with the best and most productive faculty as these faculty 

members desire to work with the most highly regarded graduate students. However, the 

GRE, much like the SAT at the undergraduate level serves as a gatekeeper of access to 

higher education. Students of color and low-income students routinely score significantly 

lower on these tests than middle-class, White and Asian counterparts. Standardized test 

scores are accepted uncritically to represent objective measures of student intelligence, 

hard work and preparation. Yet they may be more accurate in representing the structural 

issues in the educational system and segregated neighborhoods. It is no secret that 

students that hail from Families with high incomes and high levels of educational 

attainment perform better on standardized tests than others (Bowen, Kurzweil and Tobin, 

2005). Bowen, Kurzweil and Tobin (2005) found that over 20 percent of students from 

the top income quartile scored over a 1200 on the SAT compared to just 7 percent from 

the lowest income quartile but one third of the racial gap in test scores are accounted for 

by differences in family income and parental education with the other two thirds 

explained by other measures of family circumstances such as grandparents’ education, 

the quality of the mother’s schooling and household size.  

The University of Texas at Austin 

 In 2008, of the almost 50,000 students enrolled, Blacks made up 4.8% or 1,803 

undergraduate students, 5.8% or 72 law students and 317 or 2.8% of graduate students in 

all other fields. During the 2008 academic school year, Blacks totaled a meager 4.4% or 

2192 of the campus’ 49,984 students (University of Texas, 2009a).  
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Of the 12,631 new students admitted to the university, only 564 were Black. Of 

those 564 Black students, 376 were first time freshmen students, 74 transferred into the 

university, 95 were graduate students and 19 were law students. By comparison at all 

degree levels, over 6,600 new White students were admitted, over 1,800 Asian American 

students were admitted in addition to 2,000 Hispanic students and 1,300 foreign students 

(University of Texas, 2009a). 

There is a similar absence of Blacks in the faculty ranks. For example, of the over 

3,000 faculty members at the university, only 113 are Black. Oddly, despite the 

abysmally low total number, this can in some ways be seen as a small success, as there 

has been a net gain of 25 Black faculty members over the past three years (University of 

Texas, 2009b). Increasing the Black faculty ranks is a key component of any plan to 

increase the persistence of Black students and especially doctoral students.  

The Ph.D. Completion Project 

 The Council of Graduate Schools formed the Ph.D. Completion Project to 

address this dearth of research on graduate education focusing primarily on developing a 

better understanding of doctoral completion and the issues surrounding attrition. Through 

the Ph.D. Completion Project the Council of Graduate Schools seeks to create 

intervention strategies and pilot projects that will aid doctoral students in successfully 

completing their degrees while assisting institutions with improving their completion 

rates. This is all done with the financial support of Pfizer Inc. and the Ford Foundation. 

The Ph.D. Completion Project has provided funding to 29 major U.S. and Canadian 

research universities while another 25 universities participate in various other aspects f 
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the project. Participating universities include: Duke University, University of California, 

Los Angeles, University of Florida, University of Michigan and Yale University. The 

project’s data represents 27 institutions and 279 Ph.D. programs and over 44,000 

students. 

Students entering doctoral programs in 1992-93 through 1994-95 had a 54% 

graduation rate over ten years when excluding international students. African American 

students graduated at only 47%, while Hispanics graduated at 51% and 55% of Whites 

graduated in ten years. In mathematics and physical sciences 51% of all doctoral students 

graduate in ten years but only 37% of African Americans over that same time period. In 

the humanities, 50% of all doctoral students graduated in 10 years while 52% of African 

Americans and only 37% of Hispanic doctoral students graduated.  

Six institutional and program characteristics have emerged as key factors 

influencing student outcomes and ultimately Ph.D. completion. Those six factors are: 

processes and procedures, mentoring, financial support, program environment, research 

mode of the field and selection.  

Doctoral Student Attrition 

 Although students come from all corners of the globe to pursue doctoral degrees 

in American universities, doctoral degree programs still face tremendous issues. The 

chief issue facing doctoral education is the tremendously high attrition rate (Golde & 

Walker, 2006). Not only are attrition rates high, but they have been remained high and 

without much variation for the past 40 years (Lovitts, 2001). Some would argue that the 

way to reduce attrition, therefore, must be to admit better students, or to have a more 



 41 

careful or selective selection process, but the problem remains despite those efforts 

(Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Lovitts, 2001). There does not seem to be any difference in 

undergraduate grade point averages between students who drop out of doctoral programs 

and those who persist (Smallwood, 2004); as many argue that life issues and lack of 

departmental fit and financial support rather than academic ability drive students out of 

doctoral programs. Despite this, women and minority students drop out at higher rates 

than White male doctoral students (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Golde, 2005; Golde 

&Walker, 2006; Lovitts, 2001, Gardner, 2008). Further complicating the matter, is that 

fact that there are no comprehensive national statistics available as doctoral attrition can 

be difficult to ascertain even at the departmental level (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992). 

Some of the complications in accurately measuring and explanations for this paucity in 

doctoral attrition data are: time to degree, program structure and transfers. 

In doctoral education there are no specified number of years given to complete 

many doctoral programs, which is in sharp contrast to other degrees (Bowen & 

Rudenstine, 1992). Therefore, theoretically regarding the PhD, a student may take as few 

as four years and as many as twenty years to earn the doctorate making record keeping 

tenuous (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Golde & Walker, 2006; Lovitts, 2001). This is 

further complicated by the fact that students may stop out for a period of time and re-

enter.  Students may drop out or stop out without being noticed, especially after they have 

completed coursework (Lovitts, 2001). Doctoral transfers also cloud the picture regarding 

doctoral completion rates as students may in fact earn the doctorate, just not with the 

program to which he or she was originally admitted (Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992; Lovitts, 
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2001). Lovitts (2001) refers to doctoral attrition as “the invisible problem” because of the 

loose and varying structure of graduate education and because students do not often leave 

in poor academic standing; but rather leave by simply not registering and their absences 

may go unexplained if not largely unnoticed. To further obscure the issue, there is 

significant variation in the structure of doctoral programs. For example, American model 

programs consider new graduate students doctoral students from the outset whereas MA-

first model programs require students to complete a master’s degree before being 

considered a doctoral student and German Model programs only consider one a doctoral 

student only after being admitted to candidacy (Lovitts, 2001). Due to the variations in 

the structure of graduate programs at the same institution and because most attrition 

occurs in the early stages of the doctoral program, before students become familiar faces 

around the department, it is difficult to get the full picture of doctoral students who do not 

ultimately earn the degree. 

There are a myriad of reasons cause students to decide not to finish the degree 

such as lack of financial stability, time to degree, time to career, dissatisfaction with the 

degree program, fit in the department, lack of mentorship, and isolation or lack of 

community (Lovitts, 2001; Golde & Walker, 2006; Gardner 2008). However, rarely is the 

issue academic failure due to lack of academic ability (Lovitts, 2001; Gardner, 2007; Ali 

& Kohun, 2007). Tucker (1964) found that doctoral students who had relatively low 

undergraduate GPAs (below 3.0) completed their doctoral degree at nearly the same rate 

as the total sample. Field of study also plays an important role in doctoral attrition. 

Disciplinary attrition rates have a very broad range as typically the lowest attrition rates 
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occur in biomedical and behavioral sciences around 25% and the highest are typically in 

the humanities and social sciences, which often approach 70% (Gardner, 2009; Golde, 

2005; Bowen & Rudenstine, 1992).   

Lovitts (2001) explains that there are four very large and important reasons to be 

concerned with doctoral attrition rates. Those four reasons are: the costs to faculty and 

the department, costs to the university, costs to society and costs to the students who 

leave. Golde (2005) similarly breaks down doctoral attrition into psychological and 

economic costs. Doctoral student attrition is costly to faculty and the department with 

regards to time, energy, money invested and possible setbacks on faculty research 

projects (Lovitts, 2001). The costs are extremely high to the university in terms of 

departmental, institutional, state and federal resources and the later the attrition occurs, 

they higher the economic cost (Golde, 2005) Moreover, if the university cut the attrition 

rate by just 10 % the university could save 1 million dollars each year in stipends alone 

because departments would not need to over-enroll to account for attrition rates 

(Smallwood, 2004).   

Losing 40-70% of the students admitted to doctoral studies comes at a tremendous 

cost to society as these students are clearly some of the brightest, most well-qualified and 

most talented individuals in society. In addition, perhaps the most efficient way to 

increase the number of minorities with doctorates is to reduce the attrition rate 

(Smallwood, 2004). Furthermore, society often loses the talents possessed by those that 

do not earn the doctorate as they frequently lose confidence in their abilities, feel they are 
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failures after leaving the academy and do not achieve at levels that are commensurate 

with their talents (Lovitts, 2001).  

The costs to the students who leave doctoral programs are great and can be 

devastating psychologically. Lovitts (2001) argues that this is the most important reason 

to care about doctoral attrition. Students often attribute blame themselves rather than to 

the program or structure, even when they never received adequate support.  

Golde (2005) argues that there are three key reasons that make understanding 

doctoral attrition important. First, doctoral student attrition is not well understood, as 

even the rates of attrition are difficult to accurately determine. The second reason is that 

high levels of attrition may be indicative of other issues. “Consistently high attrition rates 

may signal underlying problems in a department, university or discipline” (Golde, 2007 

p. 670). Third are the economic and psychological costs of attrition. Economic resources 

are wasted at a number of levels: departmental, institutional, state and federal (Golde, 

2005). From the psychological perspective, resources are wasted in terms of social, 

economic, emotional and status loss for the student and a loss of productivity for faculty 

members and the department. In addition to these losses, are the unknowable losses of the 

contributions that the scholar may have made to the field as a professional. 

The recruitment and retention of graduate students of color continues to be a 

major concern in higher education. Initiatives and programs have been put in place to 

increase recruitment and retention. It is essential that any program designed to increase 

the persistence of students of color must lend considerable attention to Black male 

students and their socialization in academia. It must be determined if current socialization 
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methods are beneficial or detrimental. If they are detrimental, we must determine what 

can be done to correct it. 

Doctoral Student Socialization 

 Weidman, Twale and Stein’s (2001) model of graduate student socialization 

builds on Thornton and Nardi’s (1975) theory of role acquisition, Weidman’s (1989) 

model for undergraduate socialization, as well as Stark, Lowther, Hagerty and Orczyk’s 

framework for pre-service professionals (1986) and Bragg’s work on socialization 

(1976). Socialization is a continuous learning process that is essentially social in nature 

with an end goal of transmitting group values and norms to the individual (Weidman, 

1989; Weidman et al, 2001; Stark et al; Bragg, 1976; Gardner, 2008). Socialization 

occurs through social interaction, observation, and through punishment and rewards 

(Weidman et al., 2001).   

Weidman (1989) developed a model for undergraduate socialization that focused 

on intrapersonal, interpersonal and integration as dimensions of developing student 

integration to college life. Later, Weidman along with Twale and Stein (2001) argued that 

socialization of graduate students occurs at both the individual and institutional levels. 

Institutional level socialization refers to the acquisition of the norms, attitudes and values 

of the professional community but the authors argue that this occurs both ways; novices 

are also changing the institution and “reformulating normative expectations” (Weidman 

et al. 2001, p 35).  

Doctoral student socialization activities and experiences are often those that both 

acquaint doctoral students with their formal roles and responsibilities as well as the 
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hidden expectations of their advisors, department and university including activities and 

experiences that aid in their development as a future faculty members and professionals. 

Some of the activities and experiences are interactions with faculty, peer interactions, 

faculty mentorship, research and publishing, fellowships, teaching assistantships and 

research assistantships (Gardner 2007; Golde, 1998; Nettles & Millett, 2006; Weidman et 

al., 2001).  Weidman and company argue that success is predicated not only on 

successful management and completion of academic demands but also on student ability 

to recognize many of the informal and subtle attitudes, values and politics of faculty and 

peers in their program (Weidman et al., 2001). Finally, socialization “affects every part of 

the student experience, from the first contacts with a graduate program through the 

dissertation defense” (Gardner 2008, p 126). It is through the socialization process that 

students acquire not only their new roles but also the values, attitudes, interests, skill, 

knowledge and culture of the group they are earning admission into (Merton, Reader & 

Kendall, 1957). 

Stages of doctoral socialization 

  Doctoral socialization is considered a developmental stage theory however; it is 

dynamic and nonlinear in nature (Weidman et al., 2001). There are four stages of doctoral 

socialization: anticipatory, formal, informal and personal.  

During the anticipatory stage student makes observations, seeks interaction with 

current graduate students and faculty and may base many of their expectations on 

stereotypes (Weidman et al., 2001). The anticipatory stage refers to the time in which 

persons gather information and “prepare for future transitions into groups” (Thornton & 
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Nardi, 1975, p. 874).  This is the preparatory and recruitment phase of the process during 

which stereotypes and preconceived expectations are prominent (Weidman et al., 2001). 

The anticipatory stage occurs before formal training takes place as one anticipates the 

future roles, expectations and responsibilities. “ The anticipatory stage is generally 

considered functional for subsequent adjustment to acquired roles, research indicates that 

adjustment is in fact dependent on the degree of accuracy of what is conveyed and 

perceived” (Thornton & Nardi, 1975, p. 875). 

The formal stage is when students are admitted to their program and make initial 

adjustments to graduate school. After admission into the role, this stage people are highly 

involved with the formal structures, expectations and responsibilities.  During this stage 

individuals are involved with rights and duties in very overt, codified, formal, and written 

terms (Thornton and Nardi, 1975). Students are often concerned with their fit with the 

program, whether or not they will be able to persist in the program and environment 

(Clark and Corcoran, 1986; Weidman et al., 2001). Expectations are universal at this 

stage, meaning they apply to everyone in a particular social position (Thornton & Nardi, 

1975).  During this stage students have a rigid conceptualization of their role, 

responsibilities and expectations as they are trying to master tasks, cope with the level of 

challenge or difficulty and gaining confidence through successes (Weidman et al., Twale 

& Stein, 2001). There is a tendency to seek validation from faculty and peers in their new 

roles at this stage. As a result, conformity is very high during this phase.  

The informal stage is defined by student transition to becoming less student-like 

and more professional (Weidman et al., 2001). The focus shifts from the formal, written, 
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official aspects of the role to more unofficial, informal norms that are not conveyed by 

the system itself. In this stage, student cohorts and peers groups tend to play a very 

important role in the student experience as they take cues from other students in addition 

to faculty and other professionals. 

In the previous stage, students were concerned with the formal expectations and 

tasks, but in the informal stage students learn the informal expectations of their roles.  

The informal stage provide a degree of flexibility and “provide a means for dealing with 

some of the psychological drains role performance may make on a person” (Weidman, 

1979, p. 879). At this stage we also find, individuals and groups may develop differing 

sets of informal expectations (Weidman, 1979).  

In the personal stage students are more acutely aware that the doctoral program is 

preparatory for their new professional lives. Students seek prestigious fellowships, 

assistantships, publications and presentations is students are transformed into their new 

roles as faculty or professionals. “Individual and social roles become fused and the role is 

internalized” at this stage (Weidman et al. 2001, p 14). Students are able to separate from 

their department and form their own professional identity at this point (Gardner, 2008). 

The personal stage is also when students impose their own expectations, conceptions on 

the rules, modify to fit personality often in ways not prescribed by the program’s 

designers. In other words, students take ownership of their process, and tailor it to fit their 

particular needs. 

 Socialization is the process through which graduate students are trained with 

regards to the norms, customs and expectations of academia in general, of their particular 
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field and of doctoral degree holders.  Weidman (1979) argues that allowances for 

background characteristics can have a strong influence on the development of students’ 

values and should be taken into consideration in the design of socialization studies. 

Family socioeconomic status, race and gender are noteworthy background 

characterizations. As a result this study focuses on the potential influences of race and 

gender through examining the experiences of Black male doctoral students at PWIs.   

Core elements of doctoral socialization 

The core elements of doctoral socialization are knowledge acquisition, investment 

and involvement. Weidman, Twale and Stein (2001) propose that these lead to 

“identification and commitment to a professional role” (p. 16).   

Doctoral students must attain the requisite cognitive knowledge and skills, also 

referred to as knowledge acquisition to achieve the professional roles they aspire to. In 

the process of earning the cognitive skills and knowledge expected of holders of the 

doctoral degree, doctoral students must develop a sophisticated awareness of normative 

expectations (Weidman et al, 2001). Much of the knowledge acquisition takes place as 

students take core classes, usually with faculty from their own program or department.  

Knowledge acquisition remains key to all stages of doctoral socialization.  

Development of role identity and successful socialization requires students to 

invest on several levels. This investment includes commitment to program with regards 

to time, finances and psychic energy (Weidman et al., 2001). However, doctoral students 

also need others to invest in them. For doctoral student finding sponsorship may increase 

their level of commitment by obligating the student to live up to the expectations of the 
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sponsor (Weidman et al., 2001). Sponsorship may take the form of financial support or 

backing and it may also take the form of mentorship and personal guidance. Having 

others invested in student success aids in retention. 

Involvement is the third core element of doctoral socialization. Involvement can 

be described as becoming socially and academically integrated into the doctoral program. 

“Involvement theory has specific implications for graduate and student socialization in 

terms of how extensively students immerse themselves in their program” (Weidman et 

al., 2001, p. 18). Astin’s involvement theory (1984, 1999) suggests that the quantity and 

quality of student involvement influences knowledge acquisition, satisfaction and 

retention rates.  

Critique of Doctoral Socialization 

Gonzales (2006) contends that academic socialization is done systematically and 

covertly to challenge the cultural foundations of student lives. Gonzales found that 

Latinas feel conflicted about doctoral socialization and often resist the socialization. 

Some are successful at resisting and others are not. Successful resistance to academic 

socialization may lead to finding alternative sources of support and community, 

becoming more assertive and in some cases becoming more activist oriented in their 

research agendas. Unsuccessful resistance often resulted in isolation and marginalization. 

Students who successfully resisted were able to find their own academic voice and this 

process in and of itself served as a form of doctoral socialization. However, those who 

unsuccessfully resist socialization reported a severe loss of academic confidence, 

academic voice and an increased likelihood of attrition. 
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Gonzales’ research brings to mind important questions, such as: How do Black 

male doctoral students respond to socialization efforts and what if any particular parts of 

the socialization process do they find troublesome? To what extent are Black male 

doctoral student resistors of socialization able to find alternative sources of support and 

community? Considering the well-documented struggles of Black males at PWIs, how 

are unsuccessful resistors able to cope with further marginalization, increased isolation 

and loss of academic voice and confidence? 

Weidman, Twale and Stein (2001) agree that socialization theories have been 

normed on a White male standard, “Because socialization and training norms revolve 

around a White male standard, out-group members (in this case women and minorities) 

may well regard their instruction and expectations as unrealistic by comparison (p.45).”  

It is important that to examine and analyze how students from diverse backgrounds are 

socialized. As such, recent models have made efforts to take into account that higher 

education is increasingly diverse but fail to deeply address the socialization of 

underrepresented students or norm socialization models on diverse groups of students by 

including them in studies in significant numbers. Thus, the question remains, more 

specifically, how do models, which were normed on majority students, apply to Black 

male doctoral students?    

Although this study addresses the socialization of Black male doctoral students at 

predominantly White institutions, broader questions will remain regarding other students 

of color and underrepresented populations. The underlying question for all that looms for 

many underrepresented populations is one that asks how do bodies that were not intended 
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for the particular spaces they occupy still navigate these political academic landscapes. 

SUMMARY 

In doctoral education there is a “woeful underrepresentation of students of color” 

(Davidson & Foster-Johnson, 2001 p 549). This underrepresentation of doctoral students 

of color can be explained by the high cost of graduate education and limited financial 

support which often leads to increasing debt; lucrative opportunities in professional 

fields, the time to degree, financial responsibilities as well as the narrowing of the 

educational pipeline (Boykins, Franklin, & Yates, 1979; Brazziel, 1988; Davidson & 

Foster-Johnson, 2001). The attrition rates in doctoral programs are astronomically high; 

scholars agree that this rate is likely to be above 40% across disciplines and the rates for 

women and minorities are higher than the averages (Berelson, 1960; Bowen & 

Rudenstine, 1992; Lovitts, 2001; Golde, 2006; Gardner, 2008), given this, it is important 

to understand why students are leaving doctoral programs, why students of color leave 

more often and what can be done about it. 

It is important to note that this research project will examine the socialization of 

Black males while in doctoral programs and this socialization is not approached from a 

deficit perspective. Rather this project properly framed is an examination of highly 

successful, high achieving Black males to understand their academic, professional 

cognitive and personal development through doctoral programs as well as keys to their 

success and persistence. By exploring the experiences of persisting Black male doctoral 

students I hope to illuminate the pathways they have navigated that others may follow as 
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I contribute to the a existing literature a deeper understanding of the end of the 

educational pipeline and the socialization of Black male doctoral students.  
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 

Proposed Study 

Qualitative research methods were chosen to tell the stories and experiences of 

Black doctoral students in many of their own words. This study focuses on Black males 

because more needs to be known about this population regards to socialization and 

degree attainment at the doctoral level. The proposed study will use interview data to 

explore the multidimensional – including personal, social and academic – socialization 

experiences of Black male doctoral students at a Research I, flagship, predominately 

White institution in Texas. 

In this study, socialization was operationalized as a based on Weidman, Twale 

and Stein’s (2001) theory of graduate student socialization. Socialization was examined 

according to the four developmental stages: anticipatory, formal, informal and personal. 

Core concepts within these four stages were also examined. Those three broad areas are 

involvement, investment and knowledge acquisition. The theory of graduate student 

socialization was critically examined to determine whether socialization as currently 

conceptualized promotes or inhibits the retention and persistence of Black male doctoral 

students at PWIs. 

Participants were identified through department chairpersons and graduate 

coordinators. The Black Graduate Student Association and Center for African and 

African American Studies listservs were also utilized to identify participants. Individual 

semi-structured interviews took between 90 and 120 minutes each. Each participant was 

interviewed once and additional follow-up interviews took place as needed. Interview 
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topics will include experiences in the doctoral programs, sources of support, professional 

and cognitive socialization, institutional and departmental culture, time management and 

doctoral persistence and attrition. Students were asked to fill out a brief survey that will 

collect demographic information as well as quantitative measures of social and academic 

integration. 

Research Design 

This qualitative study explores the experiences of Black male doctoral students 

through individual interviews using a semi-structured protocol. Interviews were audio 

recorded, transcribed verbatim, coded and analyzed. Individual interviews were the 

primary mode of investigating this phenomenological study. The overarching goal of the 

study was increase our understanding of what it is like to be a Black male doctoral 

student at a large PWI in the south, what some of the experiential commonalities between 

Black men in doctoral programs are and, where they find sources of support. 

Research Participants 

All of the participants in this study were Black males currently enrolled and in 

good standing with doctoral programs at The University of Texas at Austin. Participants 

came from a wide variety of fields and disciplines. Participants vary widely in terms of 

background characteristics outside of racial categorization. Nonetheless, important 

themes have emerged, connecting the experiences of these Black male doctoral students. 

Participants will be identified through criterion sampling (Cresswell, 1998 Patton, 2002). 

The following criterion will be used to identify participants: 

1. Are pursuing the Ph.D. (not other doctorates) 
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2. Are enrolled in their third year of doctoral study or beyond 

3. Are full-time students 

4. Entered their Ph.D. Programs with aspirations to become university 

researchers. 

Data Collection and the Interview Process 

Nine Black male doctoral students agreed to participate in two in-depth, face-to-

face interview and possible follow up interviews via telephone (Harper, 2008).  However, 

several participants were living and conducting research in other parts of the country, for 

those participants interviews were conducted via telephone. Homogenous sampling 

methods were employed to interview individuals based on membership in a subgroup that 

has distinct characteristics (Creswell, 2005).  

Participants in the study completed a profile sheet included background 

information on home and family structures both current and of their family of origin, 

socioeconomic status, educational history, relationship status and organizational 

affiliations. Pseudonyms are used to protect the anonymity of all participants (Taylor & 

Bogdan, 1998). There is a very limited population of Black male doctoral students at UT 

Austin; therefore degree areas will be clustered when discussing results to preserve the 

anonymity of participants. Sense making, and member checking (Lincoln & Guba, 1986) 

was done through follow up meetings with individual participants and small groups of 

participants. Additional follow up phone calls also served this purpose  

Lincoln and Guba (1986) prescribe of credibility, transferability, dependability 

and confirmability to ensure methodological and procedural rigor for qualitative studies. 
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The following measures were taken to ensure the trustworthiness, credibility, 

dependability, transferability and confirmability of this study: informal observations 

follow up interviews, peered briefings and member checking. To ensure credibility, 

feedback was solicited from faculty and doctoral students who are experienced 

qualitative researchers and are familiar with Black men’s issues or with doctoral student 

issues. Peer debriefing or “exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner 

paralleling an analytic session and for the purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that 

might other wise remain only implicit within the inquirer’s mind” (Denzin & Lincoln, 

2000,p. 308). I will provide descriptions of the steps that I have undergone for the 

replication or continuation of a future study related to this research. 

Advantages of qualitative work 

Some of the advantages of qualitative work include the ability to study individuals 

in their setting and to give voice to the marginalized. Through this particular study we 

will learn how Black male doctoral students understand their experiences. The in-depth 

interview is the favored “digging tool” for the social scientist (Benny and Hughes, 1970). 

The strengths of in-depth interviewing are its flexibility and dynamic qualities (Taylor 

and Bogden, 1998). It is a tool directed toward learning about knowledge and attitudes 

that cannot be observed easily or directly. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

Each interview was audio taped and transcribed for analysis. Analysis through the 

constant comparative method (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003) and the conceptual frameworks 

resulted in a series of codes, which were then compiled into a larger set of themes. Once 
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interviews have been imported, each transcript will be read twice before an attempt to 

identify important themes and establish categories is made. In this method known as 

eyeballing, the data is handled multiple times before the researcher imposes beliefs and 

assumptions on the data. Through this exercise I will gain a better understanding of the 

respondents perspectives. In the third round of reading, I will begin data analysis by 

looking for word repetition, key terms and key words in context. This emergent process 

will allow for themes and constructs to be incorporated as the analysis of the interview 

data progresses. Step by step techniques will also be employed (Moustakas, 1994), as I 

will bracket my initial impressions and assumptions. 

Limitations of the Study 

One possible limitation of the study is that a large percentage of the participants 

are from different programs within the College of Education. However, the College of 

Education houses a high percentage of the programs that BMDS occupy. The second 

limitation is that there will not be any side-by-side comparison between the Black male 

subject group and a majority student group or even a Black female group. However, we 

do know much more about the socialization experiences of majority students because 

they are well represented in the existing literature on doctoral socialization. Including the 

experiences of Black females in the study may have provided a more nuance picture of 

the Black doctoral student experience at the UT Austin. However, that would also change 

the focus and scope of the current project although it remains a promising area for future 

research. Because this is a qualitative study examining the experiences of Black male 

doctoral students at this institution, transferability and generalizability is very limited. 
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Black male doctoral students attending single-sex institutions, historically black colleges 

and universities, smaller institutions and institutions in other geographic regions may 

experience socialization differently. 

The final and perhaps most important limitation is also perhaps a great strength of 

the study. The researcher is a Black male doctoral student and therefore a member if the 

population that will be examined. This position as a member of the group being 

researched may allow the researcher to gain more access to participants and candid 

responses from participants but could at least in theory, deter some from participating or 

fully disclosing with the researcher. 

Disclosure of Personal Interest-positionality 

As an individual who is currently a Black male doctoral student, former president 

of the Black Graduate Student Association at The University of Texas at Austin and 

former Southern Regional representative for the National Black Graduate Student 

Association, I am a member of the group I am studying. I am an insider in many ways. 

As a result, I know some of the study’s participants on a personal level.  

My research interests typically surround issues facing Black males at 

predominantly White colleges and universities. However, I am interested in the 

experiences of Black males at every level of the educational pipeline largely based on my 

experiences first as a student and later as a professional. I have witnessed very bright and 

talented Black males who have been unable or unwilling to find much success within the 

educational system. My desire is to see this population achieve more success at their 

educational endeavors at every educational level. My desire to be an advocate for this 
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group brings me to this work, as does the desire to critically challenge the systems that 

are instrumental in limiting the life chances of students of color in the guise of neutrality, 

merit and colorblindness. 
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CHAPTER IV: RESULTS 

INTRODUCTION 

The University of Texas at Austin consistently ranks among the nation’s leading 

producers of doctoral degree earners (NCES, 2008). In 2008 only the University of 

California-Berkeley (856) produced more doctoral degree earners than the University of 

Texas at Austin (821) (NCES, 2008). In Fall 2010 there were a total of 5,160 doctoral 

students enrolled at the University of Texas at Austin but only 167 or 3.25% of whom 

were Black.  There were a total of 55 BMDS making up 32.9% of the Black doctoral 

student population as the 112 Black females made up the remaining 67.1% of the Black 

doctoral student population. Black males made up 1.06% of the total doctoral student 

population, which underscores how much of a rarity BMDS are.  Remarkably, the nine 

participants in this study made up 16.3% of all enrolled BMDS at the University of Texas 

at Austin at the time.  The criterion-based sampling employed in this study required 

participants to be currently enrolled, Black males in their third year of the doctoral 

program or beyond with plans to become faculty upon degree completion. At the time of 

the interviews participant ages ranged from roughly 25 to 40 years of age. 

There is not much contemporary academic literature on BMDS, especially 

literature that tells us who they are, where they come from, how they persist through the 

educational pipeline (Ingram, 2006) and what their experiences are in doctoral programs. 

As a result rumors and stereotypes abound. BMDS occupy a difficult space as many of 

the competing narratives that surround them are based largely around race and class. The 
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most familiar narratives label them as unworthy of entry into doctoral programs in 

comparison to the racial other due to lower test scores, lower grade point averages and 

affirmative action policies. The crux of these narratives is that Black doctoral students are 

likely to be less intelligent and less willing to work as hard as others. However, there may 

be another narrative, one that suggests that there is something different about BMDS, 

something “special” that separates them from their Black peers. Perhaps BMDS are seen 

as rarities within their race, the “good ones.” According to this line of reasoning, perhaps 

no less problematic than the first, BMDS are outliers, anomalies of the Black community; 

they are imagined to be the offsprings of well-to-do Blacks, or young men who have 

always been strivers or high academic achievers. However, in truth, BMDS cannot be so 

easily categorized as this study will show. Participants in this study emerged from all 

segments of the larger Black community. They come from two-parent households as well 

as single-parent households. They come from affluent families of origin and they also 

come from inner city projects. 

Description of Participants 

The life experiences of participants prior to the doctoral experience varied widely 

in significant areas such as family structure, academic performance in school, family’s 

educational attainment, socioeconomic status and demographic make-up of the 

communities in which they lived. For example, five of the nine hailed from two parent 

households, and 4 of those 5 families consisted of both biological parents. An additional 

participant lived with both parents, however when he was in the fifth grade when his 

parents divorced but continued to live together until his mother could support herself and 
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the kids more effectively several years later when was in high school. Single parents 

raised three participants and one participant’s parents had joint custody. Three 

participants are from the west coast. Three are from Mid-Atlantic States, two are from 

Louisiana and one participant is from Texas, the site of the study. 

Participants in this study were from a variety of academic programs in non-STEM 

fields. Five of the participants were in various programs housed within the College of 

Education. The College of Education contains programs that range from higher education 

administration and teacher education to sports management. Two students were in the 

College of Liberal Arts and two students are in the College of Communications. No two 

students were in the same program. All participants were the only Black male doctoral 

student in their program at the time. 

Nearly all of the participants spent large portions of their lives growing up in 

predominantly Black neighborhoods. By their high school years only four lived in 

predominantly Black neighborhoods, two lived in racially diverse neighborhoods and 

three lived in predominantly White neighborhoods. It is particularly interesting to note 

that despite their varied backgrounds none of them attended schools that could be 

considered high-poverty, high-minority high schools. Even those who lived in high-

minority, high-poverty neighborhoods by some twist of fate, each wound up in either 

diverse high schools or predominantly White schools rather than their neighborhood 

schools. 

As previously noted, participants in this study are not a homogenous group and several 

were not necessarily high academic achievers prior to their undergraduate degree 
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programs only becoming fully engaged academically as college students. In fact several 

took very nontraditional routes to the doctorate. They come from two parent families as 

well as single parent families, they are first generation college students and families with 

multiple generations of college graduates and they hail from low-income backgrounds as 

well as more affluent origins.  In their undergraduate studies, they attended historically 

Black colleges and universities as well as predominantly White institutions and a 

community college. 
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PARTICIPANTS VIGNETTES 

The study examines the experiences of nine Black male doctoral students. They 

hail from all different walks of life. This section serves to give a brief introduction to 

each participant while highlighting a few essential aspects of their journeys. 

Jamaal 

Jamaal is from an urban area in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. His 

degree area was in the College of Liberal Arts. He comes from a middle class, college 

educated, two parent household with one older, male sibling. With regards to education, 

he feels that he had largely been relegated to the margins of two societies as a Black 

honors student in virtually all White classes throughout high school. 

I had 12 years of perfect attendance and I was in honors classes. You know what 
the honors system always does, it divides. You know how that goes; ‘you are 
acting White’, whatever, whatever. It put me into a White social circle but I am 
still living in a Black neighborhood. Still, I never had the type of, “the Black kids 
don’t accept me” experience but I was like it is what it is and keep it moving. 

 
Jamaal feels that as a Black honors student in the Northeast, he learned at an early age 

how much the perspectives and life experiences of the Black community in which he 

lived differed from that of elite Whites. He recounted attending an affluent high school 

and learning that many of his peers had never known Blacks in peer relationships prior to 

high school, although they were accustomed to Blacks in service and employee roles to 

their parents. 

In college, Jamaal was so frustrated with his educational experiences that he 

contemplated not only leaving the university but leaving the country. “At the end of my 

freshman year I was like,  ‘I can’t stand America I got to leave’ and I really considered 
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dropping out of school but friends talked me out of it.” Later in his undergraduate 

experience, fueled by his racial frustration, Jamaal found opportunities to study abroad in 

Kenya, Ghana, Columbia and Cuba. In the midst of these travels and studies he found the 

desire to continue his education into the doctoral degree. 

I understood more than ever the importance then of us telling our own stories and 
I realized that scholarship is such an important avenue for us. If you have these 
other people telling what happened they could do whatever they want. We need to 
tell our own stories for ourselves. So I was in Ghana for three and a half months 
and I was back in the states for a month and I remember deciding that scholarship 
was going to be the avenue. Before that, I had never thought about a professor, 
PhD or anything. I was really just using research as a means to travel up to that 
point.  

  

Although Jamaal’s original intent was to use the study abroad opportunities for selfish 

motives, it later became the avenue by which he discovered scholarship that interested 

him enough that he began to consider an academic career. Jamaal is one of the few 

BMDS in this study who is a traditional doctoral student meaning His educational 

pursuits were uninterrupted by work or time away from higher education. 

Melvin 

Melvin is a student from the west coast. At the time of the study he was earning 

his doctorate in a program within the College of Communications. He is from a single 

parent household on the west coast.  However, Melvin’s father was present throughout 

his life, even after his parents divorced when he was ten years old. 

Years prior to his parent’s marital difficulty that ultimately led to their divorce, 

the neighborhood quickly deteriorated after the introduction of crack cocaine, and the 

family decided they should move. 
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My dad moved us to the Whitest neighborhood he could find. It was about 45 
minutes from downtown LA and it was so rural that there were cows, people had 
horses there were dirt roads it was just crazy. I remember thinking,  “Wow! This 
is interesting” because we were the Black population. Later on there was one 
other Black family that moved in and they moved out within two years. They said, 
“We can’t handle this” and they left. It was extremely racist and on top of that my 
family unit was not strong. 

 
Moving to an area that was so different from the predominantly Black neighborhood 

required quite an adjustment for Melvin and his family. The family structure began to 

break down as his father’s began to abuse alcohol. His father’s substance abuse and his 

parent’s divorce contributed to the family’s financial difficulties. 

High school and college were very challenging times for Melvin. The difficulties 

were experienced partly because he felt isolated and marginalized as one of the few Black 

students in both educational settings but also because of problems in his family. 

Academics were his escape, for long periods of his life it was one of the few ways he 

knew how to deal with racism and a difficult home life. 

It was tough because I didn’t prepare myself to have to prove myself all over 
again as a Black student not just to the faculty but also to the fellow students who 
were all thinking “Ok he’s here because he’s Black” so it was tough getting 
through undergrad. I was depressed quite a bit, for a while I got to the point where 
I didn’t even care if I lived or died. I stopped going to classes, I stopped eating, 
for about a year and a half it was really dark. Part of it was school and part of it 
was family life as my dad went from being an alcoholic to being a hardcore drug 
user. Seeing that deterioration in him going from a functioning alcoholic to 
completely dysfunctional and seeing my mom still suffering through some things 
and financially not knowing where she is going to be living. 

 
Through all of this Melvin was able to maintain a competitive grade point average. He 

suggests that he was able to do this largely because he found solace in academics. Even 

when he almost stopped caring whether he lived or died, he still cared about academics 
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enough to persist. 

Peter 

Peter is also from the west coast of the United States. His parents have both 

earned college degrees and remain married to one another. His family moved away from 

a Black neighborhood after there was an increase in violent crimes. Peter spent the 

remainder of his youth growing up in a predominantly White community where he felt he 

was an outsider both in the neighborhood as well as in the school system. Peter’s degree 

area was in the College of Communications 

My family is actually a very academic family, my mother, father and both of my 
sisters went to and graduated from UC schools but I was the ‘White sheep’ of the 
family. I was trying to catch up to the scholastic achievements that my parents 
and sisters made. There was never a question as to whether I would go to college. 
In California there is the UC system and the State system. My grades and SAT 
scores were not good enough to get me into the UC system schools but I was able 
to get into the “State System” schools 

 
It is ironic that the family’s underachiever, the ‘white sheep’ of the family ultimately 

became the one to pursue his doctorate. Difficulties encountered in grade school and high 

school equipped Peter with the mental fortitude and will to persist that he feels gave him 

a great advantage during college and graduate school. In high school he struggled 

mightily but learned how to think critically and deal with isolation and marginalization. 

This served him well when he went to college as when other students were struggling 

with trying to figure out how to deal with adjusting to the PWI environment he was able 

to concentrate on academics. This allowed him to get off to a strong start and gain 

confidence in academics in ways that he had never known. From there he was able to 

excel. 
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Corey 

Corey, from a small town in Texas, is a doctoral student in education and is 

married with children. His parents remain married to one another, both have earned 

associates degrees. Corey has always been highly involved in student government and as 

a graduate student he has served in several leadership capacities on campus. His 

involvement is partly due to a passion for improving the student experience but also 

because he feels that as a Black male, he needs every angle and every advantage possible. 

I believe that I have to do as much as I can but if I put all of my eggs into the 
basket of being an academic and that doesn’t happen, I won’t have anything to 
fall back on. I have also felt that I have to do all of these things because it puts me 
on an even playing field. Say that there was this person looking to be an academic 
and he has published three articles, applying for the same position and I have 
published three articles I have always felt that the thing that gave me an edge and 
that offset my color was the extra thing that I did. I have always believed that 
people see my color as a disadvantage so the three published articles doesn’t look 
as good from me as it does from the White male. 

 
Despite the messages Corey has received from faculty regarding how to acquire an 

academic post after graduation, his views on race in America persist as he remains 

convinced that as a Black male he has to do twice the work if he is to ever get ahead. 

Although he aspires to a faculty role he feels that he must gain the type of experiences 

that make him marketable outside of academe. Despite messages he receives primarily 

from White faculty and White graduate student peers that, “he is a Black male, he will be 

ok”, experience and history send him a different message. He feels that he must be “twice 

as good, just to be seen as equal.” Faculty members have advised that he should focus on 

publishing rather than organizational involvement. However, he worries that by putting 

all of his eggs in the fragile academic job basket he and his family would have few 
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options to fall back on. 

Reggie 

Reggie is an education doctoral student from an urban area in the South Atlantic 

region of the United States. He was the youngest of three children raised by a single 

parent mother in low-income, predominantly Black neighborhoods. Reggie is currently 

married with one child. Reggie’s journey to the doctorate is unconventional as he 

completely fell through the cracks in k-12 education without ever having his academic 

talent recognized or discovered.  

I was an average to below average student; I didn’t emphasize schooling or 
grades. I did just enough so I could stay eligible to play sports in high school. I 
simply wasn’t an outstanding student; in fact, my family probably prayed me 
through school because I was subject to not making it through school. It wasn’t 
because I was a bad child I just didn’t do my work. I don’t think it ever really 
changed until I got out of high school. I graduated from high school with probably 
a 2.2 grade point average. I never took the ACT, and I never took the SAT in fact, 
I never even considered college. I got out of high school and got a job at the post 
office because my brother worked there. I was a seasonal worker at the bulk mail 
center I made $5.50 an hour unloading trucks before I finally ended up going to 
trade school.   

 
Reggie’s route to the doctorate included jobs such as the post office, UPS and 

construction. He also attended trade school and became a heating, ventilation and air 

conditioning (HVAC) specialist before going to college. Reggie claimed that his 

“Damascus road” experience regarding education came as he was on the construction 

crew standing inside the frame of a high-rise building in December “freezing his butt off” 

at that point he decided to “give education a try.” 

Earnest 

Earnest is a doctoral student in education. He is married with one child. He comes 
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from a two-parent family in Louisiana. Earnest decided to take his wife away from their 

comfortable life to pursue the doctoral degree in Texas for the opportunity to find more 

fulfilling work. Earnest’s route is non-traditional as he worked as an educator for several 

years and earned a master’s degree online. He was contemplating earning his doctorate 

online when he ran across the name of a Black male faculty member that he had known 

from another institution and decided to contact him and ask a few questions about the 

doctoral degree. Leaving their lives in Georgia behind to pursue his dream of earning a 

doctoral degree and a new career proved to be challenging. Initially it was a difficult 

dream for his wife to accept because she felt that they were already approaching living 

the “Cosby lifestyle.” Both he and his wife were leading productive careers, owned their 

own home and were enjoying life. However, Earnest was restless and felt that he could 

do more with regards to his career. She soon relented and they moved to Austin. 

Elijah 

Elijah is a doctoral student in the College of Liberal Arts. He is from the West 

South Central region of the United States. He and hi sister were raised by a single mother 

in an urban high-poverty, high-minority environment. 

I had to take the bus to school; I didn’t go to the same school with all the other 
folks in the projects. I went to a magnet school. I really feel like your associates 
can make a difference; birds of a feather flock together. All of my friends from 
school were going to college but they weren’t living in the projects. I was the only 
one in the projects. I didn’t want to be the one who was not going to college. But 
on the other hand, at the neighborhood school, nobody was talking about going to 
college. You have to be a very strong person to say, “No, forget that, I am leaving 
all of this behind and I am going to college anyway.” The peer pressure, the want 
to be liked, you don’t want to stand out like that sometimes. But I was that person 
to my community to where I never had that peer pressure.  I remember in 
elementary school, a cat said, “Nah he can’t play the game with us right now, he 
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got to go do his homework.” But he was in the same class that I was in! He wasn’t 
talking about me bad, like I got to go do my homework.  He was like, “Elijah 
brings his books home, he has got to do his homework and he will be out in a 
little while.” Like he was an older dude trying to look out for me but he was my 
age. 

  
Elijah and his family did not have much financially but they did have a passion for 

learning and education. Elijah also described the support he found in the community even 

from unexpected sources like his childhood peers. His experiences in this urban, 

predominantly Black community fostered within him a love for the community and the 

desire to use his talents to give back to similar communities. 

Cedric 

Cedric is a doctoral student in the College of Education. His parents never 

married but had joint custody of him as a youth causing him to spend significant chunks 

of time in two different states.  The time spent with his mother was often in low income, 

high minority communities. However, the time spent with his father and paternal 

grandmother afforded him the opportunity experience some of the lifestyles of upper 

middle class Blacks like spending summer vacations near Martha’s Vineyard. Cedric’s 

family always expected educational excellence from him and he met those expectations 

by performing at the highest level throughout his education.  Cedric recalled, “In sixth 

grade, Dad was overseas in Egypt and heard that I made two C’s on my report card and 

grounded me, from Egypt. He was going to make sure I respected his punishment.  No 

television and no games. I couldn’t do anything but go to school and come home to study 

until the next report card.” 

Cedric believed that he was the only Black male doctoral student in the United 
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States who was studying in his degree area at the time. He worked closely with a faculty 

member when he initially arrived at UT to earn a master’s degree. However by the 

midpoint of his doctoral degree program that faculty member has left for another 

university. Since that time he has appeared to struggle in finding mentors who take an 

active interest in his growth and development as a doctoral student and a professional. 

Terrence 

Terrence is from the west coast. He is a married doctoral student in the College of 

Education. His parents remain married to one another. His father is a military veteran 

who has earned an advanced degree and his mother also has a college degree. He is the 

younger of their two children. The family moved around the country a bit when he was 

younger. Terrence’s family often lived in predominantly White neighborhoods and 

attended private predominantly White schools. Terrence reported that was always one of 

the only Black people both in the schools and communities. However, his parents made 

concerted efforts to connect him to his African American heritage through the Black 

church, Black civic organizations as well as frequent visits to extended family members 

in other states. He feels that these experiences have enabled him to be a balanced and 

well-adjusted individual as he is comfortable in a wide range of settings. 

EXPLAINING THE BMDS CONCEPTUAL MODEL 

The BMDS conceptual model is a graphical representation of key components of 

the doctoral experience. This model illustrates the BMDS journey through the doctoral 

program as a journey into the center of the socialization. This model organizes the five 

central themes that emerged from the data. I will provide a brief description of each 
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component but each will also receive its own subsection in the results chapter of this 

dissertation. 

In this model, the student starts outside of the socializing structure. The first 

theme or component of this model is the “Pathways to the PhD.” The “Pathways to the 

PhD” include early life experiences up until admission into the doctoral program. The 

point of entry for students in this model is through their “Pathways”. The Pathways 

include experiences and influences that make each student who he is. These experiences 

may have additive or subtractive values to the student’s progress and development 

towards their life goals. Yet taken together, they form the student’s pathways to the PhD. 

For example, several participants have grown up in high-poverty, high minority 

communities, which typically do not serve as positive predictors of educational 

attainment; yet those participants were able to point to people, and experiences that 

encouraged them towards their educational and professional goals. In Elijah’s example, 

despite the financial circumstances the family faced, he felt that high educational 

expectations were written even on the walls of his home in the projects. 

Pathways extend from birth until admission into the doctoral program. Included in 

Pathways are high school and undergraduate experiences and early mentors. Also 

included in Pathways is racial awakening. The racial awakening is important to the 

participants in this study largely because participants indicated that race is a central part 

of their identities as well as their research interests. Participant’s often felt that their racial 

awakening or coming to a deeper awareness of what it means to be Black in America was 

pivotal in their lives. 
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 Seven of the nine participants are non-traditional doctoral students or doctoral 

students who have interrupted their educational pursuits to pursue a career or full-time 

work. This makes the participants not only slightly older than traditional doctoral 

students but they also have the professional experience that comes along with full-time 

work. 

Dissertation and research topics have proven to be an important aspect of the 

doctoral experience for Black males. Choosing a topic is a major decision for most 

doctoral students. However, Black male doctoral students and other doctoral students of 

color often find race to be an issue they must navigate regardless of whether they choose 

to examine race directly in their research. Students in this study were often driven to 

make a difference for communities of color through their research activities including 

their dissertations. Several viewed race as a type of currency that scholars of color have 

that gives them both an increased interest in issues affecting communities of but it also 

may provide a level of insider access and knowledge that can be beneficial in their 

scholarly endeavors. 

The next component of this model is the “PWI environment.” Much has been 

written about the effects predominantly White institutions have on students of color at the 

undergraduate level (Cuyjet, 1997; DeSousa, 2001; Fleming, 1984; Fries-Britt & Turner, 

2001; Green, 1991; Hopkins, 1997; Jones, 2001; Majors & Billson, 1992; Harper, 2008). 

A significant portion of that literature is relevant to Black male doctoral students as they 

are still persons of color on campus but because doctoral students experience the 

university differently, there are significant dissimilarities as well. The environment of a 
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predominantly White institution plays a vital role in the socialization of Black male 

doctoral students because its influence extends beyond the official start of the program as 

the reputation of the city, state and institution often precede the institution. It is depicted 

as a dotted line that encircles the entire socialization process like an atmosphere. It is 

comparable to the air Black doctoral students and other doctoral students of color breathe. 

It is always there for better or for worse. The climate of both the campus and the 

department play significant roles as students look to find a level of comfort and make a 

home. In the cases of BMDS in this study, most of the participants moved to Austin to 

pursue graduate degrees. A key influence of the PWI environment is the fairly common 

experience of being “the only one” or “one of the few” Blacks in the program. 

“Onlyness” is a regular and consistent aspect of the experiences of the BMDS in this 

study. It is important to note that the PWI environment envelops most of the doctoral 

socialization process. The only exception is that the Pathway to the PhD often extends 

beyond the reaches of the PWI environment, as the pathways extend backward into the 

participants’ lives prior to the doctoral program. 

The next portion of the model is the socialization. This study examines and 

critiques the socialization experiences of Black male doctoral students. However in order 

to critique the socialization experience we must understand exactly what the experience is 

for BMDS. Participants have had positive socialization experiences, negative experiences 

and experiences in which they were largely resistant to socialization. In the visual 

representation of socialization, BMDS socialization is depicted as a circle enveloped by 

the PWI environment and pierced by the dissertation topic and Pathways to the PhD. The 
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socialization circle while situated within the PWI environment also envelops the advisor 

circle. This is important as it indicates how socialization works in student lives. The 

pathways and topic work in conjunction to lead students to the core of socialization 

where the advisor and dissertation lie. 

The final piece of the BMDS socialization puzzle is the advisor. The advisor has 

often been referred to as the primary socializing agent for doctoral students. The 

relationship between the doctoral student and the advisor largely shapes the doctoral 

student’s experiences whether they are positive or negative in nature. It is largely through 

the advisor that students learn the nuances of successfully navigating the doctoral 

program as well as how to become competitive on the academic job market. For those 

reasons the advisor is situated at the core of the conceptual map. The writing stage of the 

doctoral program can be imagined as a point in which the doctoral student spends much 

of his time at the core of socialization. While at the core of the socialization process, the 

primary, if not the only point of contact for many students is the advisor.   
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PATHWAYS TO THE PHD 

Coming From Where Were From: Communities and Neighborhoods 

Four of the nine participants spent at least a portion of their formative years 

growing up in Black neighborhoods, while the other five grew up in more diverse 

neighborhoods. Three of the four who grew up in Black neighborhoods, by some twist of 

fate, ended up going to schools that were much more diverse than the neighborhoods they 

lived in. 

All of the participants who grew up in Black neighborhoods expressed that they 

enjoyed living in Black neighborhoods and look fondly back at their experiences as a 

whole. However for several, crime and violence prompted the families to move away. For 

example, Melvin began life in a part of California that has become synonymous with 

drug and gang related violence but he argues that things were not always that way. When 

his neighborhood began to decline, his family moved into a more rural area. He had this 

to say about growing up and moving away: 

I grew up in a place they called it the university of south central. Back then it 
was a nice working middle class African American neighborhood. I remember 
playing on the streets with the other kids and loving life. Somewhere along the 
line a dramatic change took place in the neighborhood. And it got so bad that 
my mom was actually sexually assaulted by one of our neighbors. I think the 
guy was a drug addict but I was so young I didn’t know what was going on but 
I knew that something terrible had happened. My parents said, “Come on we 
got to get out of here. It’s not safe, its not safe to raise a family here” so my dad 
moved us to the Whitest neighborhood he could find. 
 

Like Melvin, Peter and his family enjoyed living in a predominantly Black neighborhood 

until crime and drug related violence came too close for comfort. As tragedy struck it also 

compelled Peter’s family to leave an urban Black neighborhood in California to relocate 
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to a rural community in California. 

I was born in California in a predominantly Black community. I lived there 
until about age thirteen then the family moved because of crime. Actually a 
lady next door was killed, up the street a couple of people got killed and there 
were a lot of robberies. I didn’t know it at that time but there were a lot of 
drugs. The crack epidemic was hitting the community really hard. The 
community that I lived in was not a bad community it actually was a very nice 
community but it was located right behind a high school, called Kennedy high 
and that’s when gangs started coming into the neighborhood and it all just kept 
getting closer and closer. Looking back I am able to piece it all together but 
when I was a kid I didn’t realize much because my family kept me isolated 
from much of it. Obviously the violence got a little too close to home. Even 
though my parents loved the community, it was time for us to go. So we moved 
out to a place outside of the Bay Area, at the point where the Bay area ends and 
the central valley starts. 
 

Both Melvin and Peter moved away from diverse urban areas on the west coast to rural 

predominantly White communities on the west coast. Both struggled with adjusting to 

communities where they were one of the few Black students. They describe being 

outsiders both at school and in the community.  Terrence also grew up in predominantly 

White communities but they were not rural areas and he felt that he was able to integrate 

himself into the larger community except with regards to dating. He was able to gain a 

degree of comfort and acceptance without losing his racial identity and values to a much 

greater degree than Peter and Melvin. 

Reggie grew up in an urban area on the east coast. At the time the city was 

overwhelmingly African American, he suspects that over 90% of the population was 

Black. Although he is earning his doctorate in education, while he was a student in the K-

12 school system he did not take his education seriously. He worked in several blue-

collar professions for several years before deciding to pursue higher education. 
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Elijah, Melvin, and Reggie are first generation college students pursuing their 

doctoral degrees after growing up in primarily African American neighborhoods for at 

least part of their youth. Typically the term “first generation college student” refers to 

undergraduate students (Choy, 2001; Nunez & Cuccaro-Alamin, 1998; Pascarella, 

Pierson, Wolniak, & Terenzini, 2004; Terenzini, Springer, Yaeger, Pascarella, & Nora, 

1996) however the term has recently been applied to doctoral students who entered 

college as the first in their family to pursue a college education (Gardner& Holley, 2011). 

While approximately one third of all doctoral students identify as first generation college 

students, over 50% of African American, Latino and Native American doctoral students 

identify as such. 

Elijah, a first generation, low-income, Black male college student who navigated 

the educational pipeline through the doctoral level had this to say about growing up poor: 

I grew up in the projects in a city that is famous for its hoods; I grew up in one of 
those. A lot of people ask me how did you come to your political understanding of 
things? They say was that your parents? But I say, we were too poor for my 
mother to be thinking those types of thoughts. I didn’t have any idea about how 
she felt about anything political about anything psychological or about anything 
about Black folks. It wasn’t in the conversation and we didn’t have a lot of books 
in the house but there was this understanding it was an undercurrent.  It wasn’t 
spoken very much but it was understood that “You are going to college.”  I can’t 
explain it but it was just a feeling that coursed through this home we had in the 
projects.  When it was winter and the pipes froze we all had to take a bath in the 
same water but still somehow the message was, “You going to college.” In my 
(extended) family even though we were the only ones in the city that lived in the 
projects, my sister and I are the only ones who went to college and graduated. My 
sister has a Masters and I am finishing the PhD and its crazy. 

  
For participants, growing up in Black neighborhoods was somewhat of a mixed bag. 

Clearly, in Peter and Melvin’s experiences the situation had gotten violently out of 
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control. One might suspect that Melvin and Peter might harbor resentment toward the 

Black communities that they grew up in. However, they reflect fondly on most of their 

childhoods. Despite difficult financial times during his formative years, Elijah and his 

family never lost hope in the possibility of a brighter future through education. 

For participants whose families moved out of Black neighborhoods and into 

predominantly White suburbs there were a number of challenges associated with that 

move. The participants expressed that they often felt isolated from their new White peers 

in their new homes. Participants reported that they have maintained several ties to the 

communities they left despite the fact that they left long before the internet and Facebook 

made maintaining such ties much more manageable. 

Peter explained that there was an exodus of sorts of Black families trading in their 

lives in the inner cities of California for rural and suburban lifestyles, largely to escape 

the rising crime and drug problems that were plaguing inner city neighborhoods. For 

Melvin and Peter alike, the change in scenery provided a different way of life in almost 

every imaginable way, as Peter even learned how to farm. 

Clearly, not every family that moved out of predominantly Black communities 

into more diverse and/or predominantly White neighborhoods moved because of 

traumatic experiences. For example, Earnest stated, “My stepfather owned some land in 

another area so we knew we would move out eventually. It was closer to their jobs as 

well.” 

When Terrence was growing up his father was a military officer and later a 

business leader which meant that the family never lived in one place very long. They 
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often lived in predominantly White communities where he attended private schools. 

Because Terrence did not encounter many Blacks in those social circles his parents found 

it necessary to make sure that he was connected to other Black kids and the Black 

community through the Black church and through community involvement. Terrence 

reminisces that dating was particularly difficult as he was often one of the few people of 

color and rarely came across people he found to be viable dating partners and likewise he 

was rarely seen by others as a candidate for dating.   

Cedric’s parents never married, his father was in the military and his mother 

worked in a dry cleaning establishment. They shared joint custody despite living in 

different states. Cedric while living with his mother struggled financially, often living 

under rough conditions and barely having enough money to make ends meet at times. 

However, his father and paternal grandmother were considerably more well off, which 

gave Cedric access to the lifestyle of affluent Blacks. With his father and paternal 

grandmother, he took part in organizations such as the Jack and Jill of America 

organization; an African American organization intended to provide positive social and 

cultural outlets for the children of the Black upper-middle class. With his father and 

paternal grandmother he also spent summer vacations at Inkwell Beach on Martha’s 

Vineyard, a long preferred summer destination for well-to-do Blacks. 

Single-Parent Households 

One third of this study’s participants grew up in single-parent homes, growing up 

in this environment was a major component of the “Pathways to the PhD” for a 

significant portion of the participants. Students with highly educated parents are more 
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than three times more likely to enter doctoral programs than students with parents who 

have a high school diploma or less (Mullen, Goyette & Soares, 2003). First generation 

college students are less likely to attend graduate school and report lower grades than 

students who have parents that completed college (Mullen, Goyette, & Soares, 2003; 

Perna, 2004; Terenzini et al., 1996). Women and students of color are more likely to be 

first generation students who go on to pursue a doctoral degree (Gardener & Holley, 

2011). 

Three of the nine participants in this study are products of single-parent homes.  

The single parent families of BMDS had many of the same issues and struggles that other 

single parent families deal with. Growing up in single-parent homes with siblings in low-

income areas presented additional challenges but participants argued that it equipped 

them with a sense of determination and resilience with regards to education. Two of the 

participants explained that their mothers held them accountable to high educational 

expectations that they consistently met. The third, Reggie feels that he did not understand 

the importance of his education until he had a series of physically challenging, low wage 

jobs. Reggie explained that his mother did the best she could but she also needed to work 

until the evenings but he and his siblings took advantage of that freedom without 

considering the consequences as they were just kids: 

I grew up in a single parent household, I had my mom and an older sister and an 
older brother. So my mother like most single mothers worked all the time. My 
mom got off work at like 6 or 7 so by the time she got home I had come from 
school and done whatever I wanted to do. I would have played all day and not 
done my homework and my mother would fuss at me and ask why I didn’t get it 
done. But my older brother and sister were doing what they wanted to do so they 
didn’t have time to take care of me. 
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Despite Reggie’s mother’s constant fussing over their schoolwork, Reggie and his 

siblings continued to do whatever they wanted to do. However, it only took a few years 

after his high school graduation for him to understand how much of a grave mistake they 

were made by ignoring his mother’s pleas. 

Going off to college was accompanied by guilt for Elijah and Melvin. They both 

spoke of the difficulty of leaving their financially struggling single mother behind. For 

both, the desire to provide financial assistance to their mothers provided additional 

motivation to excel academically as well as graduate as quickly as possible. Elijah stated: 

My mom was still poor even though we moved out of the projects during my 
senior year in high school. I was thinking that I needed to get in and get out of 
college so I can help her. So that’s what I did. Even though I transferred from one 
school to another a lot of my courses transferred over and I still graduated in four 
years. 

  
Rather than having their sons work to support the family, the mothers of Melvin and 

Elijah encouraged them to earn a college degree. When they later left work to return to 

graduate school, their mothers continued to provide emotional support despite often not 

understanding what their sons were experiencing or why the doctoral program takes so 

long. 

Predominantly White Schooling Experiences 

Most of the participants, six of nine, attended predominantly White schools in 

their k-12 education. Three of the six were living in predominantly Black neighborhoods 

but circumstances allowed for them to attend predominantly White schools that they were 

not zoned for. For example, Jamaal grew up in a predominantly Black neighborhood, yet 
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at the time the school systems were undergoing efforts to achieve a better overall racial 

balance. 

When my brother was in the 4th grade and I was in kindergarten they wanted to 
have a more balanced racial distribution in schools so I didn’t go to the school in 
my neighborhood, I went to another school. All the Black kids in my school were 
from my neighborhood but it was still a predominantly White school in a 
predominantly White city about 40 minutes outside of New York City. 

  
Despite the fact that he and his older brother grew up in the same household, they had 

very different educational experiences. Jamaal never went to the predominantly Black 

neighborhood school he was zoned for. He was bused to a predominantly White school 

throughout his k-12 education, however he feels that when he entered high school he was 

introduced to a whole new world as he was now attending school with White elites. 

It was a totally different game, I had gone to school with White folks all along but 
this was a different league. I ended up graduating with like five Black folks in a 
class of 200 so it was different. I hated high school, I ain’t going to lie, but it was 
a significant period because I would roll with White folks because that was what I 
was accustomed to. When I got to high school it was different because I was 
dealing with rich White folks and many of them had never dealt with Black 
people in a peer situation, even though they have had people who worked for their 
father or whatever but this was different and it was a real wake up call for me. 

  
In Jamaal’s high school years he was one of the few Blacks in his grade level. Although 

he had White friends he struggled socially. Wealth later added an additional layer of 

complexity to his high school experience further accentuating his difference from his 

peers. Jamaal excelled academically and earned admission into prestigious institution for 

his undergraduate studies. 

Peter encountered what he described as the “culture shock” and “learning to fight 

subliminal racism” as a youth in predominantly White K-12 schools. He also described 
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the pain of being socially isolated by his peers while being targeted and labeled by 

teachers. 

I can still remember the first day my mom took me to class at the new school and 
I didn’t want her to leave. That was really like a culture shock, I feel like it really 
left a scar. I was the only Black in the class for the next three years and for two of 
those years I was the only Black in the entire school. I grew up learning how to 
combat subliminal racism. See I have never been called a nigger to my face but a 
lot of things that happened non-confrontationally like not being picked for sports 
games despite being the best player, and not having any friends. Growing up in 
that environment I had to figure out ways of combating racism. It wasn’t like it 
was to earlier generations, to them it was very direct but at the same time you 
become accustomed to seeing it and adjusting to it. 

 
Peter sensed that he was going to have a difficult time in school on his first day there. 

While Peter’s family escaped escalating physical violence in their previous community, 

in the new community Peter faced isolation, marginalization and “subliminal racism”. 

There was a 3 or 4 year period where I was the only Black then there were a few 
more and then there were all kinds of Blacks in these schools! During that time 
they were labeling us as disruptive or attention deficit disordered and all types of 
things. I grew up with a complex, I don’t want to call it an inferiority complex, 
but I doubted a lot of things about myself intellectually. Much of this is almost 
subliminal, I have never had a teacher tell me, “Yeah Peter, you’re not going to 
amount to anything” because my parents didn’t play that shit. But I have been 
treated like that (not going to amount to anything). I was treated in a fashion, 
where it was automatic that I just wasn’t going to be good in certain subjects, like 
the only way they were going to be able to teach me was through basketball 
analogies. And I am not alone; this is how it was for Black males there. So, I 
guess you can say that I was distanced from the school environment at an early 
age. 

 
Peter felt that many of his teachers never believed in him as a student and sought to 

pathologize his behavior. He contends that the knowledge, perspective and support 

provided by his parents allowed him to persist when others were “crumbling under the 

pressures of schooling.” Despite Peter’s University of California educated parents, he 
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spoke of schooling experiences that were subtractive and discouraging to him and other 

students of color around him, particularly for Black males. The deficit perspectives Peter 

described in his peers and teachers were damaging to his psyche and self-confidence. 

Participants certainly struggled with many of the social aspects of attending 

predominantly White schools. Some, like Peter, did not have their academic talent or 

potential recognized while in school leaving them to doubt their abilities until they are 

able to find their confidence at some later point. Others, like Terrence and Jamaal, always 

excelled academically and were relatively well accepted by their White peers but 

nonetheless were always outsiders in important ways.  The three participants who did not 

attend predominantly White schools attended very diverse schools with White majorities. 

Two of the three also lived in diverse communities. Those who attended more racially 

balanced schools did not report feeling isolated and marginalized throughout their 

schooling as those who attending schools where there were low numbers of students of 

color. This highlights the importance of a critical mass of students of color in enhancing 

both the learning and social experiences in schools. This benefits not only students of 

color but benefits White students as well, as it prepares them for competition in an 

increasingly diverse, global marketplace. 

Racial Awakening 

For eight of the nine participants, their “racial awakening” was a momentous life 

event that continues to reverberate through their lives. They each came to an increased 

racial awareness in a unique way. This awakening or shift in awareness occurred for 

some as early as middle school while for others it took place in college. This is 
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significant in the study of Black male doctoral students because most participants report 

race as not only a central part of their identities but also plays a significant role in their 

research interests. 

For Jamaal, reading a book in high school about Edmund Perry, a Black student 

who was about to start college at Yale but was shot and killed by the police the summer 

prior, was the spark that ignited his interest in what it means to be Black in America. 

Later when Jamaal entered college, his residence hall was on the exact same corner 

where Perry was killed. For two others, college courses allowed them greater access to 

information particularly college classes was largely responsible for their increased in 

their interests. For example, Peter stated, “College helped me to understand that it wasn’t 

all about George Washington and Abraham Lincoln I was able to learn some real Black 

history.” 

Elijah’s racial awakening occurred in the immediate aftermath of Princess Diana’s 

death. He stated: 

Its crazy but princess Diana’s death, played a major role for me, I was watching it 
on TV but what it really showed me that we are poor. I remember crying for this 
White lady who I never met. I recall listening to Elton John sing “A Candle in the 
Wind”. At that point I recall thinking, there is something different about Black 
people. I don’t think we are in our current situation because we want to be. 

  
For Elijah and other Black male doctoral students, the initial awakening was a significant 

moment but not as an isolated event. The racial awakening was momentous and 

irreversible. For most participants the racial awakening played a significant role in 

igniting a passion for reading and learning. After the initial awakening they expressed a 

desire to continue learning about the experiences of Blacks people in America and in 
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some cases throughout the African diaspora. They continued to take courses, read books 

and eventually conduct research related to race. Earnest argued that his racial awareness 

compels him to perform at his highest level as he’s “carrying the mantle” for both Black 

scholars who came before him and for the many who have sacrificed to allow current and 

future Black doctoral students to have the opportunities they currently have. 

Academic Performance 

The purpose of this section is to garner deeper understanding of how participants 

1) have dealt with educational adversity, 2) navigated educational environments and 3) 

have accessed allies and sources of support in educational endeavors. As one would 

expect, most (i.e., six of nine) participants are self-described high academic achievers 

exhibiting high academic performance at every level of their educational experience. Yet 

academic performance of Black male doctoral student participants prior to graduate 

school is uneven. There are high academic achievers among the participants who have 

excelled in high school and went to prestigious institutions for their undergraduate 

degrees while boasting a long list of academic achievements, scholarships, grants and 

fellowships along the way. Meanwhile, several other participants were late academic 

bloomers, not fully flourishing academically until college and even late in their 

undergraduate experience and are perhaps fortunate to have been afforded the 

opportunity to pursue a graduate degree as their roads to the doctorate are a bit less 

conventional. This does not suggest that participants are in any way unmerited in their 

admissions to their degree programs at any educational level as they have clearly 

demonstrated academic ability as well as a commitment to a professional career in many 
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cases, as well as the ability to persist in the face of adversity. 

Melvin feels that he has always known that he wanted to be a professor. Therefore 

he decided at an early age that he would invest heavily in academics and pursue his 

academic interests as far his talents would take him had the following to say: 

I could read well and do math and it seemed that school was the only outlet I had. 
And I still had issues there because I had certain teachers that thought, “he’s 
going to be a certain way because he looks a this way,” but school was the place I 
felt that for the most part I could be myself and I felt safe. So that kind of lead to 
the thought that school seems to be a route for me. So from a very young age I 
thought I would go as far as I could with this school thing. 

  
Melvin implies that he has always had an academic confidence and his story suggests that 

this in some ways is what carried him through difficult times such as when his family was 

falling apart and when he was seriously depressed in college. This confidence and love of 

learning also enabled him to persist and perform well even when teachers doubted his 

abilities. 

Earnest was an academic late bloomer; he was similar to Melvin and several 

others in that even when he was doing well in school, his relationships with teachers and 

school administrators were often strained. He “found himself” academically during his 

first semester in high school. He “slipped up and made all A’s without really trying that 

hard” but this proved both to him and his parents that he was capable of being an honor 

roll student. From that point forward he excelled academically. Whereas Melvin often felt 

stereotyped based largely on his looks, Earnest also felt stereotyped but also saw his “life 

chances threatened” as he describes efforts to place him in special education in despite 

his grades. 
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In high school I was an honor roll student, I graduated sixth in my class. 
However, I was considered kind of a bad kid but it was because I was always 
excitable but I always made decent grades except in conduct. My mom says I was 
really gifted because I would finish all my work but that was when all the 
behavior issues start to kick in. Of course, we had to have all of those 
conversations with school officials about placing me in special education but my 
mom would argue, “How can he be in special ed. if he’s making all A’s and B’s?” 

 
Earnest was fortunate that he had fairly obvious academic talent which could make 

placing him in special education more difficult, he was perhaps more fortunate that he 

had a mother that was willing to question school authorities and would not allow her son 

to be placed on medication or into special education. If Earnest did not have such an 

engaged mother he could have been placed in special education and potentially had his 

life chances and opportunities permanently altered. This speaks to the issue of Black 

males being overrepresented and over-identified for special education (Sherwin & 

Schmidt, 2003) as well as the special education to prison pipeline. Despite his academic 

and intellectual talent, Earnest could have found himself placed not only in special 

education but at increased risk of incarceration ((Tulman & Weck, 2010) as a Black male 

with “behavioral issues”. 

Whereas Earnest was considered to be a challenge for many of his teachers, Corey 

was his opposite with regards to classroom behavior. Corey worked hard to please both 

his teachers and his parents; “I was always a teacher pleaser. I was actually trying to fill 

my older brothers shoes because he always made straight A’s so I saw how that pleased 

my parents and I followed.” Corey admits that he was largely driven by his parents and 

teachers expectations while in school and this has carried over in significant ways into his 

doctoral studies as he is amicable and agreeable in his relationships with his advisor and 
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other faculty and feels that he remains a people pleaser. 

Jamaal was always a high academic achiever, earning his undergraduate degree 

from an Ivy League institution but admits that he did not find it necessary to exert himself 

much in high school. His parents expected academic excellence from him and he 

delivered without much difficulty in his opinion. “Academically I was doing pretty well, 

but I never really tried, it was just something you do, my parents instilled that you go to 

school and you do well. It wasn’t like I was over-applying myself but at the same time I 

wasn’t a slacker.” Cedric and Terrence are similar in that they have always excelled 

academically propelled by the expectations of their parents and attended very prestigious 

Research I institutions as undergraduates. 

Peter admitted that he struggled mightily throughout high school but argued that 

the challenges of high school actually prepared him well for college. Of the participants 

in this study, Peter seemed to have the most difficulty in school prior to college. 

A lot of people will say that high school was easy for them, but I struggled with a 
lot of stuff but at the same time I developed skills, they taught me to memorize 
and regurgitate what other people have said and they grade you based on how 
well you can give it back. However at the higher levels you need to think and 
craft your own thinking about concepts and that’s where a lot of people got into 
trouble but me and other Black males might have an advantage is that we were 
always really independent in our thinking. We don’t need people to tell us what to 
think but to help us enhance what we are thinking and develop what we are 
thinking. 

 
Peter’s academic low point came when he was declared ineligible to play high school 

basketball because he did not maintain the minimum grade point average. It was then that 

he truly became aware of the significance of his academic performance. Watching his 

peers play, while he as the team leader sat on the bench underscored the importance of 
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education. 

Like Peter, Reggie underperformed in high school. His primary academic 

motivation came in the form of eligibility to play varsity sports.  Reggie confessed, “I 

was average to below average; I didn’t emphasize schooling or grades at all. I just did 

enough so I could stay eligible to play sports in high school.” Peter had a similar 

experience with sports; being declared ineligible due to grades caught their attention and 

enabled them make an academic turnaround. 

After high school eight participants went off to college. However, Reggie went to 

work for several years. He went on to a trade school before enrolling in a four-year 

degree program as well. Earning a doctoral degree was not even remotely on his radar but 

in high school college was not on his radar either. As he came to face the economic 

realities associate with being a Black male without a college degree he grew increasingly 

more frustrated at his working conditions and his limited opportunities to make what he 

considered a decent wage. From there Reggie began to reexamine education as a vehicle 

for increased opportunities. 

It is difficult to characterize the academic profile of participants prior to college, 

as there is such a wide range.  Most participants were able to “find themselves” 

academically in or before high school. However, others took longer to find themselves. 

However, what is clear is that once these students did find themselves they were able to 

excel academically.  Some were always motivated, largely through the encouragement 

and expectations of parents and role models. For others ineligibility to play sports served 

as a wake up call. For many the racial awakening coincided with “finding themselves.” 
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This awakening was a source of intrinsic motivation for most participants (Cokley, 2003; 

Graham, 1994). 

Decision to Pursue the Doctorate 

Seven of the nine participants are non-traditional doctoral students, meaning that 

they stopped their education to work full-time for at least one year. Most did not intend to 

ever pursue a PhD; as a result several have come to doctoral programs in unexpected 

ways. There are few similarities in how these students decided to pursue the doctorate 

beyond supportive family, mentor and faculty networks that encouraged them. Only one 

participant seriously considered earning a doctorate and pursuing a faculty career prior to 

their undergraduate studies. Moreover, several participants only considered earning a 

doctorate until they neared completing the master’s degree. 

Peter described the difficult economic climate as the impetus that drove him to 

graduate school. He suggested that academic interests and career advancement alone are 

not leading people toward graduate degrees. There are often other more practical reasons 

for attending graduate school including economic downturns and the absence of jobs as 

college enrollment typically surges when the economy sags. 

This grad school experience is not just about learning, these are grown people, I 
am 28 years old, and I am here because I graduated and couldn’t find a job so I 
decided to go to grad school.  I wasn’t going to be at Wal-Mart begging for a job, 
I told myself that I am too good for that. It’s more about survival than anything 
else. A lot of Black folks are here because things are so slim, whereas here at least 
you have access to some resources. 

 
Despite earning a college degree with a competitive grade point average, Peter could not 

find a job. However, he was able to gain admission to a Masters degree program at the 
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University of Texas with the assistance of the McNair program and several supportive 

faculty members. 

Melvin graduated from college and earned an MBA with a 3.7 grade point 

average in Business school. However, he was unable to gain admissions into a doctoral 

program. He “Applied to seven schools and got seven rejections.” The following year he 

connected with several professors and the PhD Project, a non-profit organization that 

assists students of color in pursuing business fields, to be more successful in not only 

gaining admission but also finding a program that would be a good fit for his academic 

interests. 

Four participants are married, three of whom were married when they applied for 

the PhD program. For married doctoral students, clearly gaining buy-in from their 

spouses was vital, especially considering that all three families relocated for the 

opportunity. All married participants noted their wives as their biggest supporters, adding 

that the doctoral program does add some strain but marriage also requires of them to live 

structured lives in order to meet their many expectations. 

Over half of the BMDS decided to pursue the doctorate in part to advance their 

professional careers. Only after enrolling in the program did they decide that they would 

like to pursue faculty careers. Several doctoral students admit that despite earning a 

master’s degree prior to the doctoral program they had little experience with research and 

did not understand the role that research and publications play in faculty careers. This 

underscores the importance of the doctoral socialization process in making students 

aware of the expectations placed upon those who intend to become faculty, as they are 
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not the same in most instances for those who are not interested in faculty careers. 

DISSERTATION AND RESEARCH TOPICS: WHY SO MUCH BLACKNESS? 

Significance of Dissertation Topic 

Selecting a dissertation topic is a major concern for most doctoral students. The 

dissertation is an original, substantial and independent academic project. It presents the 

student the opportunity to find a narrowly focused niche within the academic field upon 

which they will become an expert. For many, this is the first major independent academic 

project. The dissertation is different from other academic papers written by students in 

the following ways: there is no assigned topic, students must find their own topic; there is 

no due date, students must manage the project with out the deadlines and external 

accountability they have grown to expect; and both the proposal and the final product 

must be defended before a group of scholars. It is through this research project, 

designing, implementing and managing it from start to finish that students prove 

themselves worthy of the PhD.  

Selecting a dissertation topic with corresponding research methods can be a time 

consuming and taxing experience for many doctoral students. Cedric, described selecting 

his dissertation topic and associated research questions, as being similar to that of an 

“undeclared undergraduate looking to find a major,” only this time the parameters of the 

decision is likely tighter as “this is the area of your academic specialty.” The dissertation 

also sets a trajectory for one’s career as it often shapes the early career research agenda. 

If the doctoral student had not previously been identified with any particular topic 

regarding academic work, the dissertation will serve that purpose which is particularly 
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when doctoral students are applying for faculty positions, as they generally use data from 

their dissertation for the job talk.   

Black doctoral students have all of the angst around choosing a dissertation topic 

that others students have but Black students must also navigate race in their research. 

That is not to suggest that Black doctoral students must study or address race explicitly in 

their work but it does suggest that Black doctoral students must come to terms with how 

much or how little Blackness matters to their research interests. 

Obligated by Race 

Eight of the nine BMDS in this study research racialized aspects of their fields; 

more specifically they study African American or Black aspects of their respective fields 

as their dissertation topic. This begs several questions, most importantly: Why is race 

particularly Blackness so central to the research of Black male doctoral students? What 

compels BMDS to study Blackness? Do they feel obligated in some way to study issues 

of race? Why are Black male doctoral students being drawn so strongly to issues of race 

within their particular fields? Don’t they fear being pigeonholed as “race scholars” 

thereby limiting the growth potential of their careers? To understand why is race 

particularly Blackness so central to the research of Black male doctoral students one must 

understand that many doctoral students of color come to graduate school with intentions 

of working on issues related to race.  Corey for example, had the following to say: 

I was an assistant principal seeing a lot of achievement disparity between White 
majority students and our minority students. I was really concerned about why our 
children weren’t achieving at higher rates. I really wasn’t in a position to make 
the kind of impact I wanted to make on these children. On a day-to-day basis and 
on an individual basis I could take the children that were called into my office. I 
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could take the kids I see on a day to day basis and try to intervene on their behalf 
and try to mentor and those types of things but there were so many of them and I 
felt like it was a systemic issue. I couldn’t put the blame on any particular group, I 
can’t say it’s the fault of the teachers, I couldn’t say it’s the fault of the parents, I 
couldn’t say it’s the fault of the community, I couldn’t say it was the fault of the 
students, and I couldn’t say it’s the fault of the administrators but what I found 
was that it was often policy that drove these outcomes. With that being said, I was 
still lost at figuring out how to fix that, especially considering the position I held. 
I’ve always been taught that if you don’t know how to do something, then you go 
learn how. So I signed up, brought my family along and here I am back in school. 
I found a problem and haven’t yet found a solution and I hope that by graduation I 
do but if I don’t then that’s what my career is for, I will keep on working at it. 
 

For Corey and others, like Jamaal, who cited the need for people of color to “tell their 

own stories” and believing that he was well qualified to tell those stories; there were 

concrete problems that needed to be addressed. However, the racial elements of the 

problems or issues were particularly interesting to these students. The desire to make a 

difference by changing the way issues are spoken and thought about motivates most of 

them.  

Participants were asked directly about their thoughts on race and race related 

research and later if they feel obligated to conduct research related to race. In response to 

this line of questioning, it was clear that participants have a positive regard for research 

on race but most are still uncomfortable stating that they are obligated to study race. 

Nonetheless, the fact remains that eight of the nine participants in this study chose topics 

that are either directly related to race or have strong racial components. However, 

participants feel that they do have autonomy to choose research topics to their likings but 

were drawn back to racialized topics. One participant noted that he was initially paired 

with a White male advisor who researched a topic he initially found interesting. The 
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doctoral student worked with him for a while but ultimately came to the realization that 

he wanted to do a different type of scholarship, with race being a more central issue. 

Six of the nine BMDS participants have Black advisors; all of the participants 

who have Black advisors have dissertation topics that have strong race components. Of 

the six BMDS with Black advisors, four of the six have Black males as dissertation 

advisors. All of the Black advisors also research race related topics. However, none of the 

participants felt led or directed by their advisors toward race related research but find it 

relieving and liberating to have Black faculty advisors who do research that is similar to 

their interests. Two of the three BMDS with White advisors also research race related 

topics. The participants with White dissertation advisors agreed that they have never felt 

faculty pressure to pursue or avoid race in their research.  

Most participants argued that they are not obligated by race, by the expectations 

of the community, by faculty advisor or by others in the department to specialize in race 

work but nonetheless they gravitate toward race. If it is true that they feel no obligation to 

study race, how can the prominence of Blackness in their research interests be explained? 

Melvin, a Communications student explained that he feels that much of his reason for 

being in a doctoral program is to try to solve some of the issues and problems of his 

community through his research.   

I don’t know if my race obligates me to serve the community through my research 
but I do feel that’s partly why I am here. It’s my life experience, and the 
experience of the people who have helped me along the way; it has shaped who I 
am. I see a very distinct difference between why people of color do research and 
why White researchers do research.  A lot of White researchers do it because it is 
an interesting topic or that’s what hot in the field but what I see with a lot of 
researchers of color is that it is something that is meaningful to themselves it’s a 
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part of who they are and I know that’s true of my own research I know that this 
field and how it works has shaped my own identity. So it’s interesting, it’s beyond 
interesting, to see how it shapes Black men as a collective. It’s hard for me to 
divvy out what is personal and what’s academic because it’s very much tied 
together. 
 

He argued that to the Black scholar there is a connection with the research that cuts to the 

core of who he is. It is intellectually and academically interesting but it there is an 

undeniably personal connection to the research topic. Media and cinema studies 

professor, Ronald Jackson, (1999; 2000) wrote that White scholars often have not 

thoroughly examined how their identities influence their academic work, largely because 

their identities are not preoccupied with difference and devaluation in the same ways that 

Black scholars are. This suggest that the subaltern position of Blacks in America and the 

continued struggles for respect, equality and social justice combine in the research 

interests of Black scholars.  

Corey agreed with Melvin’s assessment of the meaningful, personal connection 

BMDS have with their research topics. However, unlike most other participants, he 

argued that he is indeed obligated to study race because it was the plight of Black and 

Brown students in the k-12 educational system that originally drove him to pursue his 

doctorate. Therefore choosing to study anything other than issues of race in the school 

system would constitute a betrayal of the students that he left behind in the school system 

as well as a betrayal of his own desire to give back to underserved, racial minority 

communities. He stated: 

I feel very much obligated to study race. We have to go back to what brings me to 
my work. It may not be true for everyone but it is for me because I gave up a lot 
to come here. If that was my goal in coming here (finding ways to combat the 



 103 

achievement gap) then I think I need to hold true to that goal. Or else all the 
things I gave up to come here would have been in vain because I sacrificed a lot 
to come here. 
 

It is this desire to make a meaningful contribution to a topic that is both personally and 

academically interesting and important that keeps BMDS motivated through the long and 

winding road of doctoral education. It also connects scholars and the university to the 

needs of underserved communities. 

Blackness as Academic Currency: We are the Gap 

For Black male doctoral students, the personal and academic are very much tied 

together. Earnest argued that doctoral students are trained to find the “gaps in the 

literature” but it is often true that Black issues are often left largely unexplored. This in 

turn makes research on Black topics economically beneficial to Black scholars. This is 

also a large part of why there is so much Blackness in the academic interests of Black 

scholars. 

I think it’s more complex than just simply saying I’m Black and so have to write 
about Black things. But I do think we are conditioned and we feel a responsibility 
to study issues that affect Black people because the literature is still is so sparse in 
regards to the things that make us who we are. So I might be interested in history 
and I will look and see there is already research done and then I think well, what 
about Black kids? What about Black history? So in many ways it is economically 
beneficial for us to do “Black research” because that’s a gap in the literature. But 
when we find a gap in the literature sometimes it is hard to believe that this is 
what’s missing. Sometimes it’s hard to believe that in this day and age nobody’s 
done this kind of work. First of all, it is economically beneficial and then second, 
we see that gap and can’t believe it’s not being done and it kind of sets up our 
research agenda for the future. So I guess in a sense I am saying that we are 
obligated to do research about Black folks because if we don’t do it who is going 
to do it? So I think our experiences may be different from other persons but that is 
the way we diversify the Academy and broaden the literature. 
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Earnest started out stating that Black scholars should not feel obligated to study race but 

in the middle of his explanation, he changed course to say that Black scholars in many 

ways are obligated to study race. As noted earlier, there was some reluctance on the part 

of some participants to state that there is any obligation to study topics related to race.  

He suggested that Black doctoral students may not necessarily come into doctoral 

programs with the intention of studying racial aspects of their academic fields but it 

happens largely as a combination of academic training along with an absence or 

inadequacy of prior research in the area. In areas where the literature on the Black 

experience is underdeveloped Black scholars may be in a prime position to address this as 

personal and academic interest align at this point. 

Discussions about race and race related research remains a sensitive area in 

American life. There is often anxiety in interracial groups when race-related discussions 

take place as Whites often fear appearing racist (Trawalter & Richeson, 2008). Trawalter 

and Richeson (2008) argued that relative to Whites, Blacks are experts in race related 

discussions as they are more comfortable with race as a topic, speak more often about it 

with speak in greater depth than Whites. Race can be seen as one of the most central and 

defining elements of American life since this nation’s inception. Therefore, those who are 

able to deal with the politically charged complexities of race may indeed have a special 

kind of academic currency in many disciplines. Therefore, Blackness can be viewed as 

that kind of academic currency as it allows Black scholars a unique insider access to 

“hot” and critical issues within their degree fields. This is not to suggest that White 

scholars cannot, should not and do not effectively interrogate race, as several leading 
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scholars such as Marybeth Gasman, Michele Fine and Joe Feagin are White scholars who 

do such research. However, because different racial groups experience race differently in 

American life based largely on physical appearance, it does suggest that experiencing 

American life as a Black person, dealing with racism, discrimination, micro-aggressions 

and various other racialized elements in adds layers of perspective. This perspective may 

be particularly salient when attempting to understand the experiences and/or perspectives 

of Black people. This is not necessarily unique to Blacks as it is similar to the way 

Whiteness studies allows White scholars opportunities to use insider knowledge that is 

gained by virtue of living as a White person in America. 

One participant does not research race in his dissertation and does not intend to 

research race. Reggie believes that by being Black he brings a new perspective to almost 

any topic he researches. For that reason, Reggie decided to study a topic that was not 

related to race.  

I will always be Black and that wont change so I don’t necessarily have to have 
that be a part of my research because it will always be a part of my research just 
based on who I am. I don’t have to research Black people, or any multicultural 
topic. I mean I'm Black. I see things from a different perspective than perhaps 
most people. It is important to me but I thought about that when I was considering 
my research interests, I thought about not wanting to be pigeonholed as a Black 
scholar or as a scholar who only looks at Black history, Black this or Black that. 
 

Reggie continued that he did not want to be a “spokesman” for people of color but 

simultaneously admits that he often found his role in the classroom as both a student as 

well as a teaching assistant was to inform opinions on race related matters. Reggie chose 

to research a topic that is not related to race in an effort to keep from being pigeonholed 
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as a “Black” scholar. However, as a Black male doctoral student it may be more difficult 

to avoid the label of a “Black” scholar than simply avoiding race related research.  

Peter does have a race related topic but agrees that he did not feel obligated to 

research a race related topic within his field but maintains that whatever the topic of 

study, doctoral students must be passionate about the topic.  

There should be a passion for whatever you do. These people don’t love what 
they do and as a result they are getting very unhealthy, you see them gaining a lot 
of weight or they have psychological issues. A lot of them study Black issues, 
issues that could be of some importance but they don’t do anything with it, they 
are out there detached from reality.  
 

Peter reasoned that in addition being passionate about one’s dissertation topic, there must 

be some practical utility to the research as well. In Peter’s opinion, a lack of passion for 

research topics work and a lack of real-world application for research are linked to 

unhealthy physical and mental outcomes in Black doctoral students. Peter also argued 

that scholars must be attached to reality, despite the fact that the academic career is 

devoting one’s self to the life of the mind. A part of remaining connected to reality often 

starts with remaining connected with family and the community for scholars of color. To 

be sure, this is only his unscientific opinion. However, this point should not be dismissed 

as his point is similar to Melvin’s argument that his research topic extends into the very 

core of his existence and this serves to keep him grounded through a doctoral process that 

can be marginalizing and dehumanizing for underrepresented students of color (Gay, 

2004; Gildersleeeve, Croom and Vasquez, 2011). It is largely through research with an 

importance beyond its academic value that Black male doctoral students are able to find 

purpose and maintain their cultural integrity. 
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Black Male Doctoral Students as Organic Intellectuals 

The Gramscian organic intellectual’s knowledge base is not limited to the 

academy; the organic intellectual’s knowledge base includes the academy, the family, 

community, and culture (Fischman & McLaren, 2005 p. 433). All of the nine participants 

in the study report to have always had close ties to the Black family and the Black 

community in many instances even after their families moved away from the community. 

While in doctoral programs, participants work to maintain strong ties to the Black 

community, placing a high value on community service. All of the participants report 

serving in organizations dedicated to Black issues while doctoral students. Several are 

actively involved with on-campus Black student organizations, two more have started a 

professional organization for Black graduate students in their college, one has started his 

own charter school and most are involved in a variety of civic organizations that are 

centered in the African American community.  

As organic intellectuals, several made the point that they learn more in the 

community and with their graduate student peers than they do in the classroom. Jamaal 

illustrated how peers and community involvement spurred his intellectual development as 

a doctoral student. 

Most of my intellectual development came from outside of the program, or rather 
I should say indirectly from the program. It was in the books we're reading, but it 
was the way my peers were interpreting the books and that told me more. It was 
peers or often just me and Elijah, working with a high school based organization 
for Black and Latino youth or following current events, or debating with people 
outside of the classroom that was actually most of the development came from.  
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Jamaal’s statement underscores both the sense of community among Black male doctoral 

students and the intellectual growth that often occurs through interaction with peers. The 

broader, more communal intellectual foundation that Black doctoral students often 

develop in some ways demands of them practical and relevant academic work. Common 

themes for doctoral student interests include working to solve problems faced by 

communities of color; examining the experiences, attitudes and values of people of color 

and telling the stories of subaltern people.  

Social, Political and Cultural Purposes 

Nearly all of the nine participants believe that academic research and the 

university can and should have relevance or a purpose beyond the purely academic. They 

believe the university should in some ways meet the needs of the community beyond 

educating students. Similarly, all of the participants agreed it is appropriate that their 

research seeks to solve social, political, economic and cultural problems or issues in 

practical ways. While it is certainly true that some scholars have work that is more 

grounded in real-world issues than others, they all feel that if research can improve 

people’s lives it will have an important value-added. Ronald Jackson (2000) argues, “The 

goal of any and all scholarship, regardless of racial, political, or socioeconomic 

conditions, should be the enhancement of the human predicament” (p. 51). 

Elijah insists that he is earning his PhD as much for the Black community as he is 

for himself. He had this to say: 

People ask me why I am getting my PhD. I say that I am studying for the people! 
I could have been trying to succeed at a job just to have a job for myself. I say, 
“No! I want a job in Louisiana” and I am going to build a school and if I can’t get 
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a job here, then my school will be my job. I am going to make some money doing 
something. Just being a professor is not what I hold really dear to me, don’t get 
me wrong, I love it, being in front of students and watching that light bulb go off 
and engaging them in conversations about things they had never thought about. 
That is a beautiful thing. My focus is not simply that, my focus it to teach in 
general, I will teach in my own house, I will teach in my own school. 
 

In addition to his passion for the Black communities of Louisiana, Elijah makes it clear 

that his desire to help communities in Louisiana supersedes his desire to be an academic 

in the traditional sense.   

Upon his return to America after studying abroad in Africa, Jamaal began to 

understand that he could make the type of difference that he was hoping to make through 

scholarship. 

I understood more than ever the importance then of us telling our own stories and 
I realized that scholarship is such an important avenue for us. If you have these 
other people telling what happened they could do whatever they want, we need to 
tell our own stories for ourselves. So I was in Ghana for 3 ½ months and I was 
back in the states for a month and I remember deciding that scholarship was going 
to be the avenue. Before that I had never thought about a professor, PhD or 
anything. I was really just using research as a means to travel up to that point.  
  

Jamaal finds the practical application of his research to be a priority of the highest order. 

However, he sees many personal benefits as well. As an avid traveller he sees his life of 

an academic as one that marries his passions of working on the problems facing people of 

the African diaspora, international travel and rigorous scholarship. He believes that the 

faculty role lends itself well to his interests and talents. “Telling our own stories” and 

giving voice to the experiences and perspectives of marginalized people is an important 

aspect of many Black scholars’ research. It is also a core tenet of critical race theory 
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(Harper, Patton & Wooden, 2009; Solórzano, 1998; Yosso, Smith, Ceja & Solórzano, 

2009). He has this to say: 

The end goal of the PhD means that I can live anywhere in the world with an 
American PhD, so for me it was more about the time that the program offered me. 
The time to be able to think about these ideas to be able to research because if I 
working a 9-5 I wouldn’t have been able to do a quarter of the things I've been 
able to do. I am able to figure out tangible action steps on how we can improve 
the quality of life for Black people all is over the world. To me the actual degree 
is like an added bonus.  
 

The participants of this study are Black male doctoral students from a wide range of 

academic fields. However, none of the participants are from math and science related 

fields. It is unknown whether they also interrogate race in their research to the same 

degree or for the same or similar reasons. Black Doctoral students in other fields such as 

the hard sciences, engineering, math and business may not share the same sentiments 

regarding the centrality of race in their research. Then again, they may find ways to 

incorporate their interests in those degree fields in many of the same ways as the 

participants of this study. 

Summary 

 In summary, most Black male doctoral students in the sample did not initially feel 

obligated to research race related topics within their fields of study but nonetheless have 

chosen such dissertation topics. This can be largely explained by a number of factors. 

First, and possibly most importantly, the participants are Black males who identify 

cultural integrity or maintain a sense of Black cultural identity as being very important to 

their overall lives. Tierney (1996) argues that according to the liberal humanist 

perspective of academic life, scholars need distance and a dispassionate interest to deal 
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with social and environmental issues but these doctoral students do not fit that mold at 

all. BMDS are in many instances the opposite; the passion regarding the research 

interests of Black scholars, particularly critical scholars drives them. Moreover, they are 

not interested in simply assimilating into the melting pot of the academy but would argue 

that it is not in their assimilation that they add value to academy but rather through their 

diversity. As a result, they find ways outside of their academic lives to participate in 

activities that serve the Black community. In addition they find ways in which their 

personal interests can align with their academic careers to make a difference.  
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PWI ENVIRONMENT 

The experiences of Black undergraduate students at predominantly White 

institutions of higher education are well documented in the literature. The literature 

consistently paints a picture of Black students as marginalized, isolated, and stereotyped 

(Fleming 1984; Feagin & Sikes, 1995; Freis-Britt &Turner, 2001; Cuyjet, 2006; 

Solórzano, Ceja &Yosso, 2000).  Recent literature has sought to show another side to the 

Black student experience at PWIs by not only combating research that depicts Blacks as 

pathological (i.e., deficit perspective) but taking it a step further to highlight the 

experiences of high achieving students of color (Cuyjet, 2006; Harper, 2009; Harper, 

Davis, Jones, McGowan, Ingram, & Platt, 2011)  

While the underrepresentation and attrition of Black male doctoral students has 

been noted in academic literature (Willie, Grady & Hope, 1991; Ingram, 2007). A 

broader view of experiences of Black male doctoral students has been largely ignored in 

scholarship until recently (Ingram 2007). Black male doctoral students deal with similar 

issues of marginalization, isolation, stereotyping but are older, have more life experience, 

likely to feel that they have more agency as doctoral students than they did as 

undergraduates, and thus are better able to handle these issues on psychological and 

emotional levels. However, this is not to suggest that BMDS are so insulated by age and 

experience that campus culture and racial climate are no longer damaging to them. 

Marginalization, isolation, insults, stereotypes and micro-aggressions continue to hamper 

students’ ability to perform to the best of their abilities even at the doctoral level.  
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“Texas Hell Naw”- Campus Climate, State, City and University Reputation 

Jamaal decided to pursue his doctorate and found that UT offers the exact type of 

program he was looking for. However, the idea of living in Texas was troubling. He 

really struggled with the idea of moving to Texas until he discovered that a Black 

doctoral student that he met while studying abroad was now on the faculty in the 

department he was interested in.  

I was hungry as hell, working two campus jobs eating five-dollar chicken and rice 
from the Dominican restaurant. It was a summer night and I thought, “You know 
what I want to study? The African diaspora.” I put it in Google and the first and 
only thing that came up was the University of Texas and I was like, “Hell naw, 
I’m not doing that shit, I’m not going to Austin, you must be crazy! I’m from the 
northeast. We don’t do Texas! Texas? Hell no!” I didn’t know anything about UT 
except the Longhorns and I didn’t know anything about Austin. I saw The Real 
World: Austin, but Houston and Dallas is where the Black people are...But Texas? 
Its Texas were talking about, Juneteenth comes out of Texas! They don’t treat 
Black people well in Texas. You talk about the epitome of American racism when 
you talk about Texas.  

 
The state’s reputation and racial history was simply unacceptable to Jamaal. Texas and 

other southern states have state history, politics and reputations cause it to be viewed as a 

hostile to Black Americans by many Black Americans. Eight of the nine participants are 

not originally from Texas and came to Texas to pursue graduate degrees. Texas’s 

reputation outside of the state proves to be an obstacle for Black doctoral students despite 

Austin’s reputation as a progressive city. Similarly, with regards to the Black community, 

the University of Texas’ racialized history continues to haunt it despite efforts to 

diversify. 
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Jamaal did not have very high expectations for the state of Texas or the University 

of Texas with regards to racial climate. He also feels that his prediction was accurate. 

My presumptions and assumptions about Texas were all correct, it was terrible. 
The racial climate was terrible. Foolishness. They were constantly pulling some 
outlandish racist this or that. Then I was the TA one semester for a professor who 
is a Black young woman, on top of her stuff. I would be there and see these 18, 19 
and 20-year-old students would have the most blatant disrespect for her. It’s like 
their disrespect was active, like you don’t even register for me right now. It was 
beyond the disrespect, it was like they don’t even acknowledge her. 
 

While the disrespect students displayed in the classroom was directed toward the Black 

female professor, Jamaal also felt disrespected as a person of color. He was convinced 

that much of this disrespect was based in racist attitudes students have around seeing a 

young Black person as professor. Experiences such as this confirmed his impressions of 

the state and university as being racially hostile toward Blacks. 

Jamaal was not alone in his impressions that Austin is not necessarily as good as 

its reputation suggests, especially for people of color. Earnest, from Louisiana, had a 

similar perspective: 

Austin is just like any other southern city. I think the problem with Austin is that 
they are confused about the city’s image. Whereas if you come from Louisiana 
you know those jokers are racist and they've dealt with Black people before and 
we've dealt with White people before so it's one of those things where it's like, I 
know my place or they know their place and we accept it, not that we passively 
accept it but this is one of those things. We have a history with those people. 
Austin is different; Austin is confused so sometimes it’s kind of hard for them to 
picture an educated Black person. For example, I go to my wife's job and I'm a 
Black guy with dreads so they just have a totally different conception of me 
before they meet me. They know that her husband is a doctoral student at UT and 
all that stuff so when I walk in its like they are expecting to see somebody else 
and not really expecting to see me.  
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Of the nine participants, three grew up in the Deep South, including Texas or more 

accurately the Gulf South. Two more are from Southern states along the eastern seaboard.  

Participants from Southern states had more matter-of fact attitudes about the racial 

climate. For example, Earnest is aware of the troubled racial past that haunts UT. 

However, he feels that the racial climate of years past as well as the current climate has 

very little negative impact of him as a BMDS and may even provide an added incentive 

for Black students to excel. 

As far as UT goes, I haven't really seen a lot. I know UT has a history of troubled 
race relations that's one of the reasons why they have the Division of Diversity 
and Community Engagement. But as far as any personal connection to racist 
events or anything like that I haven't had any and I haven't really paid too much 
attention to it. However, I am familiar with the historical relevance of the 
university’s race relations because in just one to two generations ago that they 
became integrated. As far as a personal reflection on me, the history kind of 
pushes me to do well. It pushes me to do well because I know that they feel like 
often times a person like me can't succeed at this level. 
 

In contrast to Earnest’s relatively smooth transition to life in Texas, Melvin’s transition to 

Austin from California was a bit more difficult. Along with the many changes that were 

taking place in his life; he felt that race had taken center stage in unpleasant ways. 

I had no plan of leaving California, that’s where I wanted to stay, I loved living 
near the ocean and seeing water was important to me so coming to Austin was 
tough. That first year was hard for me, I had moments of depression, I often 
wondered, have I made the right decision? I never questioned if I made the right 
choice in becoming a doctoral student but I wondered if I came to the right place. 
Every step of the way there has been a racial aspect to it but coming here really 
opened my eyes to how much racism there still is. Whereas in Los Angeles maybe 
I was so immersed in it that I was inoculated by it, but coming to some place 
where I didn’t know the people and I don’t know the terrain, my eyes were just 
wide open to it. So it would really stood out to me if I would go to certain places.  
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In addition to moving from his home state to another geographic region of the country 

and starting a doctoral program, the doctoral student is overwhelmed by racial micro-

aggressions. His transition is further complicated by his struggles in initially finding and 

connecting the Black community, which left him very isolated. Melvin’s situation 

exemplifies the difficulties BMDS can experience when there are few students and 

faculty of color.   

Elijah was not yet a student at the University of Texas when photographs surfaced 

of a blackface party held by students in the law school. Upon moving to Austin from 

Louisiana, he expected to experience a better racial climate than the one he was leaving, 

however quickly discovered that there was not much of a difference. He had the 

following to say about the racial climates in Austin and at UT: 

I was not there for the big racial stuff. I think it was the year before I got there that 
they had the Blackface party and the egging of the MLK statue but it felt like there 
was always an underlying tension there that could explode at any moment. I didn't 
experience a lot of the things that happened on campus. I was somewhat surprised 
to find that Austin is just as racist as any place I've ever been! Even though is hailed 
as some sort of bastion of liberalism and I am like, “Are you serious!” with all the 
stuff that goes down here particularly the police murders of Black and brown 
people. There have been about 14 murders and half them were of police officers 
killing Black and brown people and I am talking innocent folks. I was thinking, I 
am leaving Louisiana where you have all these Confederate flags flying all over the 
place to come to Austin thinking it is going to be different. But no, it is the same 
thing.  
 

Elijah is acutely aware of the recent racial incidents occurring both on and off campus. 

He also added that racial dynamics are further complicated because “White people want 

to be color blind and not deal with race.”  In his estimation, the fact that there have not 

been any major racial incidents on campus during his time at the university does not 
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necessarily signify a healthy racial climate but is more likely a veneer of colorblind 

acceptance which overlays a potentially explosive racial tension that exists. 

Not everyone agreed that the racial climate is problematic. For example, Reggie 

has a very different perspective than his BMDS peers. He viewed the racial climate as 

neutral and argues that the racial climate on campus has very little effect on the work he 

has to get done and therefore he spends very little time or energy thinking about it. 

I think the racial climate could be better, it is ok but it could be better. Whether it 
was a very good climate or a very bad climate, I still think I would be here. It’s 
not my focus of being here and its not that I don’t care but it’s secondary in a 
sense because I don’t live on-campus. I go to class, I go to a few buildings and I 
go home, so the racial climate doesn’t affect me that in a sense.  
 

In the summer of 2010, on the campus of the University of Texas at Austin, the residence 

hall formerly known as Simkins Residence Hall had its name change approved by the 

board of regents. Simkins hall was named after William Stewart Simkins, a Klu Klux 

Klan organizer and law professor at the University of Texas (Goldstone, 2006). On 

campus many hailed the name change as a progressive victory, but Reggie, although he 

agreed that it was significant declared it merely a symbolic change. Further, he used this 

occurrence to illustrate of how racial climate on campus has little impact on him as a 

doctoral student. 

I will use the renaming of the Simkins Hall as an example. Sure its important, but 
it doesn’t affect me directly. I think it affects African Americans and people of 
color indirectly but was that building preventing anyone from getting a degree? I 
mean we can take a whole lot of statues down around here, but is that going to 
change anything? Some things can be neutral, not really any benefit or detriment 
to people of color. There is no real racial tension here, I mean there are definitely 
disproportionately low numbers of people of color on campus but I don’t think 
it’s a tension between races.  
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Whereas Elijah thought the racial tension on campus was so tense that it could explode 

unexpectedly, Reggie found very little racial tension at all. This highlights the fact that 

there is not any monolithic Black experience or perspective that all ascribe to. Reggie 

continued:  

The racial climate is important but it doesn’t affect me because I still have to do 
what I have to do for my self. I went to a workshop on racism and it talked about 
how systemic racism is put in place and realistically I don’t want to say that you 
can’t change it but because of the 400 plus years it took to establish it and codify 
it into law and into the way things work, we can’t scratch the surface of undoing 
what has been done. I mean we have assimilated into the process by getting our 
advanced degrees. You’re becoming more affluent; you’re becoming more 
knowledgeable you’re moving out into the suburbs you’re doing all of these 
things. You’re not fighting against the system, you’re buying in, you’re 
swimming downstream, and you’re going with the flow.  
 

Reggie believed that the racial climate is inconsequential for him and the names of 

buildings and statues on campus are not worth being upset about. He argued that the 

racial climate is neutral but even if the climate were not neutral, he would not allow that 

to hinder him in terms of the pursuit of his goals. It may be true that he would be 

undeterred of his goals by the racial climate on campus and in the surrounding 

community. However, many students, including doctoral students can be deeply affected 

and troubled by the culture, climate and symbols on campus. Students of color are often 

deeply troubled when they face added stressors they perceive as symbolic and 

institutional racism (Bell, 1992; Cuyjet, 1997; Noguera, 2003; Smith, Allen & Danley, 

2007).  

Reggie’s final point, that as doctoral students, participants are en route to 

becoming more affluent members of society, most are not dismantling systems of 
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institutional racism and discrimination, but rather are assimilating into the system seems 

to laser in on a tension that many of the BMDS in this study seem to have some level of 

conflict around. Most in this study cast themselves as those working to change the 

system. Reggie disagreed that they are working to make changes, but argued that as they 

are moving up rather than making waves for change. Participants agreed that they desire 

to “move up” with regards to their careers but agued that they intend to use their 

increased status and influence to make changes that would allow more people of color to 

lead fuller lives. 

In stark contrast to Reggie’s perspective that the racial climate on campus has 

little impact, in perhaps the most provocative statement regarding racial climate, Peter 

argued that there is a longstanding antagonism of the Black community by the university 

that lets Blacks know they are not welcome. He made it clear that in his opinion this was 

not isolated to this university but is the general case of most large predominantly White 

universities. Peter stated: 

UT has been here for over 100 years and in fact a lot of this campus was built 
over a Black community but at the same time Black people know not to cross 
onto campus after 6 or 7 pm. They will want to know who you are and what the 
hell you are doing on campus. There are some systematic things that have been 
established to let Black people, especially Black men, know that you are not 
really welcome here. We are not fools, we understand this and we know that this 
is pretty systematic and standard in every virtually every White campus and 
community across the nation. If they were actively getting Black people here and 
actively letting Black folks know that you are welcome here and showing that 
their goal is to develop something that will enhance our communities rather than 
raping our communities. They are raiding us for Black men to fill football teams 
but far as our educational development, we know that they are not interested. 
Most folks know this, maybe they cant articulate it, but they know it because they 
feel it. 
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Whereas Reggie argues that Black male doctoral students are likely being prescribed 

rather than socialized as BMDS and are willfully assimilating into the White mainstream. 

Peter’s argument is its opposite as he implied that even if there was an interest in 

assimilation, there are built in limits for Blacks as they are forced to remain outsiders. He 

continued by illustrating that Blacks are generally unwelcome on campus except in 

certain situations for specific purposes.  Peter’s comments also draw attention to the town 

versus gown rift that often takes place between predominantly White institutions of 

higher education and the Black community. He presents this as an unbalanced 

relationship as the PWI takes (land via imminent domain and athletes for college sports 

teams) from the Black community but often fails to hold up to its end of the bargain, i.e., 

educating Black students, employing its citizens and working to solving societal ills.  

How much does the racial climate matters to Black male doctoral students? Most 

participants did agree that the racial climate makes a huge difference but agree that they 

must continue to work in spite of this. However, a difficult racial climate can make 

students of color fearful and timid or overly defensive, and can rob students of their 

motivation as because students often find it difficult to perform well when perceived to 

be an unwanted, unwelcomed outsider. This type of marginalization is hurtful and 

dehumanizing with the ability to contribute to the high attrition rates of doctoral students 

of color.  

Departmental Environment 

There may be some debate about whether the racial climate of the campus and 

community matter to Black male doctoral students. However, no such argument can be 
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made regarding the department. The departmental environment and culture is of profound 

importance for doctoral students as it shapes so much of the doctoral experience. The 

department influences experiences of doctoral students in a myriad of ways from faculty 

interactions both inside and outside of the classroom to the dissertation committee’s 

selection and functioning. 

Melvin spoke about the tension he felt in his department based not solely around 

his race but also his gender. He felt that as a Black male doctoral student there were those 

who were physically intimidated by his presence. However, on the other extreme others 

appeared to be genuinely pleased that he was a doctoral student in the program but more 

because of the diversity he represented rather than his own unique academic and 

intellectual talents. Finally, there is also the undergraduate response to him as a BMDS 

instructor. Undergraduates felt he was out of place, expressed by disbelief that he was the 

instructor and constant questioning and challenging of his authority and intelligence as 

instructor. 

I can tell you about my first day on campus, we were picking out classes and stuff 
so I went to see the graduate coordinator. He sent me to a faculty member and 
said this guy can probably give me some good advice on classes to take. He was 
right down the hall so I went and knocked on his door. It turns out that his door 
was open so he turned around and he looked at me like he was frightened for 
some reason. I got the impression that he just could not or did not believe that I 
was a first year doctoral student and he was still trying to process just what did 
that mean. Years later I found out that I was the first African American male PhD 
student ever in the department. I will be the first to graduate from that department 
we and have had four or five African American women but no African American 
men. So I think that look on his face was, “You’re not supposed to be here, we’ve 
never had you here so what’s going on?” and ever since then I have had to deal 
with that look from many faculty members 
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Although it may be tempting to consider being feared as a doctoral student as desirable, it 

is not. While being fear may at serve protective measures by at times preventing overtly 

hostile behavior, it also has many more undesirable outcomes and consequences. For 

example, fear may prevent other Black males from being admitted into doctoral 

programs. Fear may also prevent genuine dialogue and genuine detailed feedback thus 

harming the BMDS’ growth potential while in the program. Being feared means that the 

likelihood of developing a close relationship and being mentored are virtually non-

existent. 

Melvin also experienced the opposite reaction to him as a Black male. This 

reaction is complicated as it may be genuinely well meaning. However it could prove to 

be problematic as it is often accompanied with racialized expectations. 

I feel like my first year was just saying, “Yes, I am a student here” or the other 
route where it’s the ultra-liberal or you would think ultraliberal and them saying 
how wonderful it was that I was here and how wonderful it was that we were 
embracing diversity and forgetting that I am also a qualified applicant, I'm not just 
bringing Black skin here. I’m bringing some intellect and talent in addition to the 
skin. So they are negating that just thinking it’s so great that we have a Black 
male body here.  
 

“I am glad you are here” intends to convey the message that, “you have an ally in me” 

which can certainly be helpful. However, Melvin was attempting to articulate that this 

perspective could also be challenging, as the BMDS is unsure if there is a genuine 

scholarly respect or mere tokenization. As a Black doctoral student, the support is 

appreciated on some levels but the hope is that this support is accompanied by respect for 

him as an individual and as a scholar. 
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Social Support 

Writing the dissertation is usually a lonely process for doctoral students. Being a 

doctoral student of color at a PWI can allow for added degrees of isolation particularly 

during the final stages of the doctoral process. Graduate students of color typically do not 

have a critical mass of peers and professors of color and therefore often contend with 

issues of marginalization which several scholars have deemed oppressive and 

dehumanizing underscoring a need for social support (Gay, 2004; Gildersleeve, Croom & 

Vasquez (2011). During this notoriously lonely leg of the journey many students find that 

they need social support to persist.  

Social support can be described as emotional and moral encouragement, 

fellowship and understanding enables the student to more effectively persist toward 

academic goals. The social support that BMDS in this study found most important were: 

1) cultural organizations and spaces 2) graduate student peers 3) religious organizations 

and 4) family members. The thread that pulls together these forms of social support is the 

concepts of “community” and “belonging” in their experiences. To BMDS, a sense of 

connectedness to others both on campus and off campus appears to be vital to their 

persistence and success at the doctoral level. BMDS feel that they must always be “on” 

and able to perform when on campus. Their existence on PWI campuses is often 

grounded in their identities as one of the few of an undervalued and underrepresented 

group.   

Faculty advisors are conspicuously absent from this list because the student-

advisor relationship will be examined more closely in another section. However, the 
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advisor is perhaps the most vital relationship doctoral students have with regards to 

navigating the doctoral process. Faculty members and the advisor are often the magnets 

who draw Black doctoral students to the university and the anchors that keep them there 

through graduation. However, graduate and doctoral student peers, staff, and various 

organizations often provide vital support for Black doctoral students as well. 

Racial/cultural organizations are important to participants because they connect 

them with the larger community of doctoral students of color. The Black Graduate 

Student Association was the primary racial/cultural organization that BMDS in this study 

looked to for support and community. The Black Graduate Student Association is both a 

racial/cultural support organization and a professional development organization for 

graduate students at both the Masters and Doctoral level. Most of the BMDS in this study 

indicate that BGSA was a port of entry into the Black graduate student community, 

particularly for those who are in less diverse programs and/or fields of study. 

One of the greatest values for graduate students that an organization like BGSA offers 

is that it allows students of color who may not otherwise connect on campus an 

opportunity to meet and develop relationships. The Black Graduate Student Association 

offers structured events and activities, a regular meeting time and place. Black male 

doctoral students indicated that it is important for them to connect with other Black male 

doctoral students for they share similar issues and challenges making their interaction and 

access to community through BGSA is a valuable resource.  

Seven of the ten BMDS in this study indicate that religious organizations, i.e., 

church, serves as a source of support in terms of the therapeutic effects of organized 
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religion and communal support. Most of the participants in this study grew up in 

religious, Christian households and therefore finding a “church home” in the new city 

was a priority. Participants view church as an opportunity to not only engage in religious 

ceremony but also find it a way to connect with the African American community that 

exists outside of the university.  

BMDS in this study placed a high value on family relationships and find the strain 

that doctoral studies place on family relationships to be among the most difficult 

challenges faced in their doctoral degree programs.  

The John L. Warfield Center for African and African American Studies 

(WCAAAS) more affectionately known as “The Center” or CAAAS (The Center for 

African and African American Studies) has been a fixture and a “home base” of the 

Black experience on the campus of the University of Texas at Austin since 1969 (Duren 

& Iscoe, 1979). The Center is a safe space for many Black graduate and undergraduate 

students providing a sanctuary where they can be free. For example, Elijah had this to say 

about BGSA and “The Center”: 

BGSA was a big help. Without them my time in Austin would not have been so 
beautiful, as comfortable, as memorable. Having a group like that on a campus 
like the University of Texas, where only three or four percent of its population is 
Black, is invaluable. “The Center” and BGSA made my experience in Austin 
much better than it would have been had they not been there 
 

BGSA appears to be especially important to BMDS early in their doctoral student 

experience as they are becoming acclimated to a new city and new university. Corey had 

the following to say about BGSA: 
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BGSA was very instrumental in my adjustment to UT because I saw people like 
me. When I got here I got involved with the BGSA and it was able to help me 
acclimate because there were people like me, we had shared experiences and we 
could lean on each other as a group. It was very helpful in helping me navigate 
that first year and after that I went on to graduate student assembly and stuff and 
that wasn’t so much about me acclimating as it was about spreading my wings.  
 

Corey was not the only BMDS to use BGSA and/or the Center as a home base from 

which they were able to extend themselves into other organizations and opportunities. 

Melvin added that BGSA and CAAAS were priceless in his doctoral experience, 

particularly during his first two years. Melvin stated: 

In my first year was the Black Graduate Student Association was big toward helping 
me find community on campus and closely related to that was CAAAS. Recently I 
co-created (with Peter, another participant in this study) an organization that is 
housed in the communication school. We are a group of scholars that work with 
media and talk about issues of race and find ways to help one another. We even had 
an event to allow folks to share their research with the community and we even went 
out into the community and had an event where we had singers, dancers and live 
poetry and gave that to the community. Through this organization I have formed a 
nice base of people who support what I do and I do the same for them. Without this it 
would be really tough to get through. 
 
Eight of the nine participants in this study regularly attended BGSA meetings or 

events at some time during their tenure as graduate students. Earnest was never able to 

get effectively integrated into the Black Graduate Student Association as a married, 

slightly older graduate student. 

I wanted to get into the Black Graduate Student Association but I just never really 
had that time. And it was like it was real difficult getting involved with that 
organization its like when they had events I always had something else to attend 
to. And the meetings are on Fridays at five when everything is going away from 
campus and they want folks to come on to campus. Then being married, you have 
to go home at a certain time. Whenever there were activities there was always 
something else going on so I never got involved in that organization but I really 
wanted to get involved but now it is late in my program and it is time for me to 
focus my dissertation. 
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While Earnest has been able to find a community on campus through other means, this 

was a potential trouble spot. It is not difficult to imagine others falling through the same 

proverbial cracks as there are very few opportunities outside of BGSA and The Center 

where Black doctoral students can connect with other Black graduate students. 

Conclusion 

This section serves to illustrate ways in which the PWI environment envelops the 

entire socialization process of Black male doctoral students. The findings suggest that the 

PWI environment influences every aspect of the doctoral experience for Black males 

from the moment they arrive on campus. Many of the challenges Black male doctoral 

students face on PWI campuses are related to being “one of the few” and in many cases 

“the only one” in their departments and programs.  

Eight of the nine participants agree that the history, reputation, climate and 

symbols of campus can have a negative impact on student performance, wellbeing and 

persistence. However there was not unanimous agreement on this; the dissenting 

participant argued essentially that as doctoral students not only must Black male doctoral 

students have enough psychological distance and perspective that they are not affected by 

institutional climate and culture but they must also understand that they are not the are 

not fighting systems of oppression but are agents of it. However, the large majority of 

literature on the experiences of people of color on PWI campuses whether they are 

undergraduate students, faculty, staff, administrators or graduate students of color align 

with the experiences of the majority of this study’s participants.   
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SOCIALIZATION 

This section of the dissertation will explore the various aspects of academic 

socialization for Black male doctoral students. It will begin with a brief overview of 

socialization before shifting to examine positive socialization, which aims to prepare 

students to become productive and effective members of the academy. The next section 

will explore negative socialization and its implications, which can be described as a 

socialization, which impedes the student’s ability to perform and persist in the doctoral 

program before looking at resisting socialization. Resisting socialization will examine 

ways in which BMDS push back against and struggle with socialization efforts, largely to 

maintain their identities, perspectives and boundaries. The fourth section is a critical race 

theory critique of the academic socialization of Black male doctoral students. The fifth 

and final segment serves to summarize the findings regarding socialization. 

Faculty Socialization as two Stages: Anticipatory and Organizational 

Socialization is defined as the process through which one becomes a part of the 

group, organization or community (Austin, 2002). In preparing for future roles as faculty 

members, doctoral students begin graduate school learning the values, norms and 

expectations of the group they are they are being socialized into (Bieber & Worley, 2006; 

Gildersleeve, Croom & Vasquez, 2011; Rosser, 2003). Austin (2002) views socialization 

as one of the primary purposes of doctoral education. Socialization includes acquiring the 

attitudes, values, expectations and norms in addition to the knowledge base expected of 

experts in the field through mentoring, advising, teaching, research and service 

(Gildersleeve, Croom &Vasquez, 2011; Rosser, 2003). A large amount of socialization 
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takes place within departments through both formal and informal activities. These 

activities taken together are an attempt to mold and define students into the scholars they 

should become within the discipline (Chang, 2001).  

Graduate school, particularly doctoral programs are often considered a part of the 

early-career stage of faculty socialization (Austin, 2002; Weidman, Twale & Stein, 

2003). Socialization into academic careers is conceptualized as having two discreet 

stages, the anticipatory stage and the organizational stage. The anticipatory stage takes 

place primarily as doctoral students while the organizational stage occurs as junior 

faculty in pursuit of tenure. Therefore doctoral programs are the settings of the 

anticipatory stage of faculty socialization. A challenge in examining academic 

socialization at both the anticipatory and organizational stages is that much of it is 

unstated, implied, subtle and unofficial. In other words, many of the expectations are not 

codified in the program or department’s literature, therefore it is not easy to find or look 

up. As a result, many of the major questions and concerns that new doctoral students 

have each year continue to revolve around what is expected of them and how to best 

navigate the process of becoming a faculty member. Consequently, doctoral students 

often look to other doctoral students to make sense of their experiences and expectations. 

There is some disagreement in the literature about whether faculty or peers are more 

important in the socialization of doctoral students (Sallee, 2011). Despite this dispute, it 

is clear that doctoral students look to both their doctoral student peers and the 

department’s faculty to assist in making meaning of their experiences. As students get 

deeper into the degree program they establish a relationship with an advisor who often 
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becomes the primary source of information and knowledge regarding proceeding in an 

academic career and navigating various aspects of completing the doctorate as well as the 

job market.  

Tenure or Termination 

Tierney and Bensimon (1996) provide an alternate take on socialization. Rather 

than socialization being mainly about acquiring the knowledge, skills attitudes and values 

of a society, faculty socialization can be imagined as a rite of passage. If socialization has 

been successful, the faculty member will successfully maneuver the rite of passage. After 

a probationary period, if socialization is successful tenure is granted but if not, 

termination from the faculty role is imminent. This rite of passage indicates the degree of 

academic success and cultural integration the faculty member has achieved within the 

cultural organization of the department. This is relevant to Black male doctoral students 

and students of color as race still plays a role in student preparation for faculty roles with 

regards to teaching research and service. Race also plays a role in student sense of 

belonging or integration within the academic institution. This is important because tenure 

is a primary marker of success, value and acceptance within the academy for faculty. 

Socialization Influenced by Race, Gender and Class 

Another challenge in examining socialization is, despite efforts made by the 

university, departments and programs, socialization is uneven. Socialization is influenced 

by life experiences and characteristics such as race, gender, and social class (Sallee, 

2011), as a result underrepresented groups often have disparate socialization experiences, 

often feeling isolated and marginalized as doctoral students (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001).  
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Student and advisor related variables may influence socialization, i.e., life experiences, 

race, gender and social class (Gay, 2004; Golde, 1998; Gonzalez, 2007; Sallee, 2011; 

Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). Additional advisor related variables include academic rank, 

ability and interests in student’s dissertation topic may influence doctoral student 

socialization (Daniel, 2007; Gay, 2004; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). Departmental and 

institutional factors may also play some role in doctoral student socialization. Examples 

of departmental and institutional factors include institutional climate, policies, 

procedures, requirements, racial and gendered composition and student support (Daniel; 

2007; Gay 2004; Gildersleeve, Croom &Vasquez, 2011).  

Doctoral students of color have disparate experiences as result of macro-

aggressions or overt marginality, which although on the decline because this type of 

behavior is no longer legal or socially acceptable, when this type of incident does occur it 

is often very traumatic for the victims.  However, covert marginality, micro-aggressions, 

isolation, invisibility and tokenism is more subtle and is likely to go unnoticed by 

bystanders and often goes unchallenged even by the victims. The net effect of these is a 

disparate socialization experiences and expectations and marginalization for people of 

color (Daniel, 2007; Gay, 2004; Gildersleeve, Croom & Vasquez, 2011; Gonzalez, 2007; 

Solórzano & Yosso, 2001).  

Even as Black doctoral students progress and ultimately become Black faculty 

members they continue to struggle with marginalization and feel like outsiders within the 

academy (Daniel, 2007). While it is apparent that they become a part of the department 

by virtue of being Black doctoral students and for Black faculty, by holding tenure track 
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positions; it is still clear that Blacks experience the academy very differently than their 

White counterparts. Blacks and other people of color remain outsiders in the academy in 

very important ways (Daniel, 2007; Hill Collins, 1986; Solórzano, Ceja & Yosso, 2000, 

Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). Examples of ways in which marginalization continues to 

impact the lives of students and faculty of color on campus include the 

underrepresentation of students of color and faculty of color, racial stereotypes, symbolic 

racism, low expectations, and the shortage of mentors and role models (Daniel, 2007; 

Gay, 2004; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001).  

Doctoral Student Understanding of Expectations 

This study utilizes criterion-based sampling to select participants. Participants 

were required to be in their third year of a doctoral degree program or beyond. The third 

year was chosen largely because by this time in a doctoral program most students have 

made productive connections with faculty members and they have been in the degree 

program long enough to have a reasonably good idea of how the department operates. 

The productive connections doctoral student often make include receiving opportunities 

to work on research projects, serve as teaching or research assistants, teach courses and 

receive funding opportunities. At this point doctoral students typically are aware that they 

need experience in three broad areas: teaching, research and service to be well rounded 

candidates upon graduation. 

Most doctoral students take classes and manage their various responsibilities and 

typically are conflict avoidant particularly when interacting with faculty associated with 

their program or department and they “play the game” (Gonzalez, 2007; Solórzano & 
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Yosso, 2001). “Playing the game” refers to student attempts to “play by all of the rules”, 

avoid conflict, avoid making enemies in an attempt to avoid any unnecessary hardship so 

that they may progress though the program as smoothly as possible. Doctoral students 

often avoid conflict due to feelings of powerlessness and fear that conflict could continue 

to haunt them as they progress through the program and possibly into their careers 

afterward. However, there are doctoral students who are unable or unwilling to “play the 

game” (Gonzalez, 2007).  For those who fight, resist, protest or reject socialization efforts 

the task of earning a doctorate becomes considerably more difficult. Whether a result of 

active resistance or simple failure to find a good fit in the academic community the risk 

of attrition is heightened for those who fail to fit in (Golde, 1998; Gay, 2004). For Black 

doctoral students, playing the game is in many ways similar wearing the mask. In Paul 

Dunbar’s (1906) poem We Wear the Mask, he illustrates that Blacks find it necessary to 

camouflage their emotions to keep from upsetting the delicate racial balance in 

segregated society. He wrote at the poem’s closing:  

We smile, but, O great Christ, our cries 
To thee from tortured souls arise. W 

We sing, but oh the clay is vile 
Beneath our feet, and long the mile 
But let the world dream otherwise 

We wear the mask! 
 

While it is clear that Black doctoral students have much more agency than African 

Americans living in America at the turn of the twentieth century. It also remains true that 

doctoral student of color feel they must play the game or “wear the mask” (Solórzano & 
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Yosso, 2001), which indicates a degree of conforming to the social expectations. Corey 

explained it as “performing” in the presence of certain others.  

Its like you are putting on a performance, there are certain people you can be free 
with and they look at you like an individual and they don’t start attaching your 
intelligence to your actions. Maybe it’s the way I have been socialized to believe 
this but there are certain groups and certain people, when you get around them 
you have to put on a performance.  
 

Corey is arguing that in the presence of others, he as a Black male doctoral student must 

always be “on.” Gay (2004) argued that faculty and graduate students of color at 

predominantly White institutions have a “very demanding experience” as they are 

visitors, always on stage, having to perform for their hosts. More importantly for Black 

male doctoral students, the consequences of not being “on” or performing when expected 

is means to be subjected to lowered expectations (Gay, 2004). 

Need for a Frame of Reference –Teaching, Research and Service 
 

Doctoral students often need a frame of reference for their academic performance. 

Students need true evaluative feedback on their writing, teaching, research and service. 

Typically doctoral students do not have many ways of knowing how they stack up against 

other doctoral students within their programs and know much less about how they 

compare to doctoral students at other institutions.  This evaluative feedback also enables 

the doctoral student to make changes and improvements while still doctoral students, 

without the pressures of the tenure track timeline. 

This is particularly problematic for doctoral students of color as peers and faculty 

often fail to rigorously probe and challenge their ideas and thoughts (Griffin &Reddick, 

2011). Jamaal experienced this with several professors. 
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The biggest challenge for me was with a few of my professors has been the 
dismissal of my work. There would be no intellectual basis with the dismissal of 
my work; it would be more like an emotional thing like, “Oh you don't agree with 
my politics,” but you not talking about the ideas. I might intellectually agree with 
you if you would tell me how my perspective doesn't work 
 

 By failing to engage Jamaal in a meaningful classroom discussion, both he and the class 

are denied an opportunity to learn and grow. Failures to engage the Black male doctoral 

student whether intentional or unintentional often serves to silence and intellectually 

isolate the student (Gay, 2004). Perhaps, he simply needs to adjust his frame of reference 

or to become familiar with how to effectively and appropriately convey his messages in 

the classroom as a solution. Or perhaps the faculty must expand their perception of what 

an appropriate conversation may entail. Whichever solution or combination of solutions 

best fit this situation and others like it; it remains that doctoral students and their ideas 

should be given a common level of respect.  

In addition to navigating classroom experiences, doctoral students must figure out 

the proper balance of teaching, research and service.  As doctoral students at a Research I 

institution, most of the participants have had at least one opportunity to become involved 

with a research project. The participants all agree that research should be their first 

priority as this is the metric by which academic careers are measured. Although they are 

all full-time doctoral students, there are great differences in how they financially support 

themselves, which has implications for how much research they are actually able to 

complete as doctoral students. Several students are on fellowships, which allow them the 

greatest ability to focus on research and publications; others are teaching assistants and 

research assistants while yet others work 30-40 hours each week outside of the 
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department. Even those who have full-time jobs outside of the department understand the 

importance of research with regards to moving their academic careers forward, but also 

understand the familial responsibilities and obligations that they must maintain while in 

school.  

Participants agree that service, while valuable and rewarding should take much 

less priority than research both while they are doctoral students as well as when they are 

junior faculty. Melvin shared his advisor’s advice: 

I enjoy the service but my advisors say, “You worry about service later on. That’s 
the focus either once you have got tenure or you’re looking to become a full 
professor, that’s when you focus on that.” Right now focus on research; teaching 
is a distant second and I will focus on that service later.  

His advice echoes the advice given to most of the BMDS in this study. Earnest, has been 

able to put forth a great amount of energy towards his research and has found relative 

success through the support of his advisor. He had the following to say: 

I am fortunate enough to have two publications and on both of them I am the first 
author. We have another three or four that are under review so research is big in 
my department especially for my advisor. The teaching, of course is secondary 
but there’s still a lot of focus on teaching. They don’t really highlight the service 
part but it is important. But it is interesting as persons of color and faculty of 
color, I think there might be more pressure, although pressure may be the wrong 
word. There probably is a little more pressure to be mentor-ish for me as a 
doctoral student of color. I get this pressure because if you look at a school like 
UT and if and then you look on the national level through conference attendance, 
I can count the number of Black professors there are in my field on one hand 
 

He has been able to be very productive regarding his research as a graduate student while 

attempting to avoid getting involved in much service. However, he gets drawn in to 

service activities because there is a need to hear the voices and perspectives of Black 

doctoral students and Black faculty in his field. Examples of the types of service BMDS 
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are asked to perform include: serving as mentorship fulfilling the role of advisor to 

student groups, judging contests ranging from scholarships to step shows, and 

involvement in political efforts on campus.  

Although Black doctoral students understand that service does not help move 

their academic careers forward as much as research and teaching experience on the job 

market and in pursuit of tenure they find ways to devote time to service. The service 

objectives of choice typically are programs that mentor Black males within the various 

levels of the educational pipeline.  

Pushing Doctoral Students Out 

For doctoral students of color, the socialization experience has potential to push 

them out or cause to drop out of the program as they often find their experience 

demeaning and dehumanizing (Gay, 2004; Nettles, 1990; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001; 

Solórzano &Yosso, 2001). Aspects of socialization that doctoral students of color find 

particularly problematic are failed or insufficient advising, poor or non-existent 

mentoring relationships, academic and personal invalidation, lack of departmental and 

institutional support, alienation and isolation (Gay, 2004; Gildersleeve, Croom 

&Vasquez, 2011; Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). It is important to note that these are the 

non-academic aspects of doctoral programs that are leading Black doctoral students and 

other students of color to conclude that doctoral studies may not be a good fit for them. 

Perhaps the final challenge in academic socialization of Black male doctoral 

students is the reality of an extremely tight job market in which there is an over-supply of 

new PhDs and a shrinking pool of traditional full-time tenure track positions available 
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(Austin, 2002). The job market makes the prospects of securing a traditional tenure track 

position, less likely, perhaps robbing doctoral students of a significant portion of a their 

dream or goal.  

Positive Socialization 

Positive doctoral socialization is based largely on mutual respect between the 

doctoral student and faculty colleagues, acceptance into the academic culture, scholarly 

productivity, adequate mentorship and guidance, and opportunities for intellectual 

freedom and development. Quite simply, socialization is regarded as the process of 

gaining the necessary knowledge, skills, behaviors and attitudes of a new position or role 

(Sallee, 2011). Positive socialization experiences are associated with successful transition 

into a new role as well as effective performance in that role. Several scholars argue that 

students must assimilate the attitudes, values, definitions of success, professional and 

personal life to be successful in academic careers (Austin, 2002; Weidman, Twale & 

Stein, 2003). This research typically accepts in an uncritical manner that socialization is 

beneficial to those seeking to acquire a new role on a personal and professional level 

(Gildersleeve, Vasquez &Croom, 2011). However, socialization can be a bit more 

problematic in situations such as the academy where those seeking to become professors 

may not fully understand what the new role entails as it is rare that all of the expectations 

are clearly articulated and codified in the organization’s literature. Positive socialization 

is defined as the process by which doctoral students gain the requisite knowledge base, 

attain an understanding of the expectations, values, attitudes and attitudes of the 

department and field but and feel adequately prepared for academic careers. Critical 
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scholars maintain that assimilation is not necessary and argue that effective socialization 

can allow for scholars to maintain their values (Gonzalez, 2007; Solórzano & 

Villalpando, 1998) 

Corey illustrated how one faculty member’s attention made a tremendous 

difference for him, this relationship allowed him to gain valuable research and writing 

experience. “One of my professors reached out to me. The relationship between afforded 

me the opportunity to work on a book chapter with him and since then he has hired me to 

work on his research team. I feel like I have gained a great mentor.” As wonderful as this 

opportunity is for Corey, he wonders if this is how faculty relationships typically work in 

his department. He stated,  

He has really provided opportunities for me.  But these are things that aren’t a part 
of the fabric of the department itself but its something that happens by chance or 
because the professor may see something in you. Now, on second thought, maybe 
that’s normal, maybe that’s how they normally work but I know that for people of 
color, we can sometimes be so disconnected or we feel so disconnected when it 
comes to academia that I think it would serve us well to have some of these things 
institutionalized and in place so that they wouldn’t just happen by chance.  

 
Every department’s culture is distinct even at the same university. While doctoral 

students may understand that research is important, they may not know how to conduct a 

study independently or how to get involved with a research group. Corey continued: 

As far as the department goes, they encourage you to get involved in research 
projects but my concern is that while they encourage you to do it, it seems like 
there are never many research opportunities available.  So there’s a difference 
between what they desire for you and what they practice. There is a disconnect 
there but maybe that’s a part of graduate school. Maybe I'm not catching this like 
I am supposed to and maybe you are supposed to go out and seek and find these 
opportunities. But some of us come in, like me for example, I didn’t have that 
capital, I didn’t know what to look for, I was just fortunate that somebody found 
me.  
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Corey understood that there is some discrepancy between what the department 

encourages and what the department makes available to students. He further understood 

that, as a Black male may be lucky to be “discovered” and given the opportunity to work 

on research projects, as it is clear that other doctoral students in the program are not 

receiving the same types of opportunities. This illustrates the unevenness of doctoral 

socialization as opportunities often go to those who are selected by individual faculty 

members and possibly to those who are savvy enough to know how to seek the 

appropriate opportunities. 

Conversion into Academics 

The doctoral degree program and its related socialization process takes the student 

from the role of learner to that of researcher and professor. Typically academic 

socialization is thought of in terms of teaching, research and service. However, many of 

the hidden expectations of doctoral programs revolve around concepts that compliment 

teaching, research and service but are slightly different. Socialization is largely about 

“successfully” converting students into academics. This conversion includes 1) meeting 

academic demands and rigors associated with doctoral level courses, 2) navigating 

conferences and publications and 3) presenting one’s self and one’s research in an 

appropriate manner. These various aspects of becoming a scholar require an 

understanding of the expectations of both the doctoral level, which students currently 

inhabit as well as the faculty positions they aspire to. This conversion from student to 
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faculty requires at least a minimal mastery of the hidden curriculum of rules and 

expectations. 

Corey in speaking about his doctoral socialization examined the complexities of 

academic socialization for Black doctoral students. He examined the sometimes blurred 

line between being professional and losing one’s self in socialization. In addition he 

explored the consequences for committing infractions against these hidden rules. 

Sometimes you have to downplay some characteristics about yourself but you try 
to exhort other qualities about yourself so that people can see you as a serious 
scholar. I know some would argue, doesn’t everybody have to do that? If you 
want to be perceived as a serious scholar you do. But I think it’s even more so 
when it comes to people of color because as soon as you walk in the room people 
see your color 
 

Presenting one’s self in a professional manner in professional settings is expected 

regardless of race. But Corey and most of the BMDS in this study agree that when Black 

doctoral students deviate from professional behavior the consequences are different.  

So whenever I go to class, I feel like I am carry the weight of the entire race on 
my shoulders and I feel like they see my color before they see me and that also 
includes the stereotypes that come with it. So if I come in and I'm not on my A 
game or I didn’t quite understand something in the literature I feel as if I am being 
looked at like I'm just ignorant and they attribute all those negative Black 
stereotypes to me as an individual. For example, it’s the whole situation where 
when you are around certain people you code switch, I hate to say this but you 
can’t act Black sometimes 
 

It is worrisome that some Black male doctoral students feel that their Blackness is 

somehow in conflict with their roles as doctoral students and that they must deny such 

integral parts of themselves in order to fit in. in essence, their Blackness hinders fitting in. 

This is further problematized by the fact that much of doctoral socialization is contingent 

upon fitting in (Tierney, 1988; Tierney & Bensimon, 1996). As a Black male doctoral 
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student, Corey was well aware of the importance of meeting the expectations that others 

have regarding his presentation of self. 

But what does that mean? The opportunities that they had for you or thought 
about offering you, they take those back because they are like, “Oh, he’s that way 
and if he’s that way then he is going to embarrass me one day.” So its one of 
those things to where you’re playing the game and you have to put on this 
performance to make sure that at the end of the day you get your doggy treat and I 
hate to put it so bluntly. Its like if I play the game and I am the person that they 
want me to be then I will get the reward that is associated with it. The problem 
with that is that you can start to question who you are really and that can be a real 
problem if you are not comfortable with whom you are 
 

Corey’s comments regarding doctoral socialization are worrisome because 1) the amount 

of attention and energy that he and other Black doctoral students must devote to 

managing racialized perceptions and 2) the subordinate positioning of self. There is 

typically a hierarchical relationship between teacher and pupil; however this is different 

and more degrading than the typical teacher-pupil interaction. His position is subordinate 

to the degree that he compares himself to a dog (Black doctoral student) desiring a treat 

(academic career, academic advancement) from the faculty member or master.  Corey 

made the point that professional behavior, attire and appearance are expected of people 

regardless of race and that is not an issue in and of itself. However, this becomes a 

problem when violations of professional expectations are attributed to racial deficiencies. 

Black male doctoral students do not feel free to express themselves fully and therefore a 

portion of their personalities, talents, academic interests and perspectives may remain 

hidden and unexplored. While it is true that he was gaining valuable experience and a 

powerful network, this socialization is not necessarily positive despite the fact that he 

made gains professionally. 



 143 

Peter added a bit of perspective to Corey’s comments by arguing that Black male 

doctoral students do have some agency in their socialization experiences and must decide 

how far they are willing to go in efforts to fit in.  

Fundamentally you don’t change but you change your approach or tactics. That’s 
what you are supposed to do as you get older you become an adult. You have to 
sometimes come up with very creative tactics to get what you want but at the 
same time many of us have forgotten to keep our principles. We have forgotten to 
draw a line that we will not cross, so many of us will do things that are contrary to 
our spirits, our culture our ancestors. We do whatever has been proscribed, or 
conditioned into us, knowing that it goes contrary to our spirit. Too many times 
we cross that line or we don’t even have a line.  
 

The majority of Black male doctoral students in this study agree that a positive 

socialization is one that allows them to be authentically Black while also being 

professional as those two Blackness and professionalism are not mutually exclusive. 

Peter is arguing for cultural and personal integrity. This integrity requires individuals to 

set boundaries and stand up for one’s principles.  

Collegial Relationships  

A collegial department culture is a very important ingredient in developing a 

culture positive socialization for doctoral students. By contrast, in toxic departmental 

cultures, graduate students often unwittingly become pawns in faculty battles. Not only is 

the overall culture of the department important, individual relationships are also 

important. 

Earnest illustrated that his experience has been very positive overall, largely 

because he feels very supported by his advisor and the entire department.  

In my case everyone’s been very cordial, very helpful, even when I came in for 
my recruitment trip everyone was so nice it was encouraging me. Maybe its 
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because we’re small department but I feel there’s an innate cheering for me to do 
well. Not to say that I’m the only one that people cheer for because I’m a Black 
dude and I’m the only Black dude in the department and I really do feel that 
everyone’s pulling for me to do well even on a more national stage.   
 

Reggie feels that he does not need much from the department and does not expect much. 

He is not seeking to make friends with his peers, he simply wants to take his classes, do 

his work and go home. However, his relationship with his advisor is a little closer but 

Reggie desires to still keep his advisor at some distance.   

I don’t really know much about the relationships that faculty members have with 
other students because I am an older student, I don’t look for a relationship. I 
don’t look to hang out with faculty; I don’t look to share personal information 
with them.  I am not looking for that type of relationship, I can share things 
professionally. Now if there is something I decide I would like to share then I 
will. Well my advisor, he asks how is my family. He doesn’t only talk about 
academics with me he will ask how is the wife, how is the family? Not in a nosy 
way just out of concern 
 

Reggie has the type of relationship he desires with his advisor and with his graduate 

student peers. The relationships are cordial and unobtrusive. Several of the Black male 

doctoral students in this study prefer this type of relationship with the department but feel 

pressure to be more involved than Reggie claims to be. However, Reggie’s preference to 

be “left alone” may not be in his best interest regards to his development as an academic. 

Clear Guidelines are Critical for Positive Socialization 

Students are much better able to meet expectations and demands when they fully 

understand what they are. For example, students often are not aware of how competitive 

they are on the job market in comparison to others until they are actually on the job 

market. Students of color in particular may not be aware of the out of class expectations 

that they are not meeting. Faculty may expect that doctoral students come into the 
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program with an understanding of the relationship between conference presentations, 

doctoral degree programs and successfully acquiring a faculty position but this may not 

be true. Doctoral students may not know much about research prior to entering a doctoral 

program, although the expectation in many programs is that they do have a solid 

foundation of research methods. For example, Reggie confessed that his Masters degree 

program did not have much of an emphasis on research at all. He stated, “I didn’t really 

learn research until I started my doctorate.” Therefore, once in the doctoral program he 

had to make up the ground he had lost.   

Negative Socialization 

By the third year, doctoral students are expected to understand how to effectively 

navigate the department and doctoral degree program without much assistance from 

faculty, but whether they actually do or not is an entirely separate issue as the rules are 

often unwritten, implied and perhaps unknowable to some. Daniel (2007) argues that the 

socialization process itself may be largely responsible for many of the barriers faced in 

the academy and the underrepresentation of students of color.  

Negative socialization can be defined as an unpleasant, damaging overall doctoral 

experience. To be sure, every doctoral student has instances and experiences that are 

unpleasant. However, a negative socialization is different and refers to the overall 

experience. Negative socialization is characterized by stress, conflict, and isolation 

resulting in loss of confidence and loss of a desire to continue pursuit of the doctoral 

degree. 
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In this study there is only one participant who seems to have a negative overall 

socialization. However, most have had experiences and even stretches within their tenure 

as graduate students that were stressful, demeaning, and frustrating in which they felt 

isolated and discouraged. The difference for participants who have had difficult stretches 

versus the student who has had a negative socialization experience has often been the 

support of the advisor. To be sure, there are other sources of support that assist students 

in making it through challenging times but the advisor has more of an ability to resolve 

the situation than most other sources of social support.   

Negative socialization experiences are usually characterized by conflict and 

stress. The typical outcome for students with an overall negative experience is 

marginalization and/or or attrition from the program. For students of color, the 

socialization process itself can be stressful and harmful. Several scholars argue that the 

socialization process is dehumanizing for students of color (Gay, 2004; Gildersleeve, 

Croom &Vasquez, 2011).  For doctoral students of color much of the stress and conflict 

comes as a result of feeling as if their identities and culture are under assault, leaving the 

student in the difficult position of trying combat these messages and continue to try to fit 

in. The socialization process may push students of color out of doctoral programs through 

invalidation, marginalization and lack of support despite student’s academic ability 

(Gildersleeve, Croom & Vasquez, 2011; Tierney & Bensimon, 2002). 

Uncomfortable with Training 

Participants were asked how confident they are in their skills, knowledge and 

ability with regards to teaching, research and service. The majority of participants were 
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uncomfortable with academic training in some way. For most participants the research 

and publication process was the area of training that they were most uncomfortable with. 

Jamaal stated: 

I'm out doing fieldwork; I don't really feel prepared in certain respects. Mainly 
methods because there isn’t a good methods course. That’s why people work on 
their prospectus and they almost invariably hear they need to work on the 
methods section but we haven't been prepared. So in that sense I am scrambling 
for myself to look at other dissertations figure how other people are doing it.   

 
Jamaal, a Liberal Arts student, believed that the department is not meeting the reasonable 

expectation of offering essential courses that would strengthen student’s understanding of 

research methods. Although Reggie, an Education student, entered his doctoral program 

after completing a Masters degree at another institution, he still felt unprepared for the 

research portion of his program. 

My masters’ degree wasn’t in a research driven field I didn’t really learn research 
until I started my doctorate here at UT. I kind of had to catch up. They had a level 
of familiarity with it that I didn’t. The master’s students that went here had a leg 
up on me because I wasn’t really exposed to it until recently. 

Peter argues that the department has not prepared him well for faculty roles but insists 

that he has needed to be self-sufficient all of his life. Therefore he is able to train himself 

and refuses to depend on the department for what he can do for himself. 

They don’t provide any encouragement or support for research projects, you have 
to go out on your own and find those things. Because of my earlier experience in 
undergrad I have no problem going out and finding my own money and my own 
research projects. It’s a whole new game with grants and fellowships but 
understanding the system, you start understanding how to generate money and 
how money is generated. So they don’t support you in those types of ways again 
you have to find the money and if you are going to do research you have to figure 
out how to translate that on your own.  
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One is left to wonder if it is true that the department does not provide any encouragement 

or support toward research projects for students in the program or if Peter simply is not 

receiving the support and encouragement that others are receiving. The preponderance of 

evidence would suggest that Peter isolated and not receiving the support that others 

receive. 

Benign Neglect- Intellectual and Scholarly Abandonment 
 

Geneva Gay (2004) argued that doctoral students of color often suffer from 

benign neglect, intellectual and scholarly abandonment. Doctoral students of color are 

few in number in most programs with Black male doctoral students being among the 

most rare of all student populations. Black males and other doctoral students of color 

frequently suffer from benign neglect of faculty (Gay, 2004). This benign neglect often 

presents itself as a non-directive, hands-off approach to advising and passive approach to 

doctoral student development. The process of writing the dissertation is indeed lonely for 

most students, requiring the student to figure much of it out on his or her own. However, 

there should be a reasonable expectation that advisors provide guidance and support that 

students do not “flounder about” needlessly (Gay, 2004).  Detailed, constructive training 

is needed to develop sharpen the academic skills of teaching, writing and research (Gay, 

2004). For students who felt marginalized before dissertating, while this inattention may 

not be malicious in intent, but it is harmful to students’ ability to progress in a timely 

fashion which impacts the time and money spent in the doctoral program.  

When a doctoral student has an advisor who does not provide the critical feedback 

and attention to student progress during the writing stage, students often find that they 
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must figure it out on their own or find alternative sources of support. These alternative 

sources of support are often other committee members, but are at times are informal 

contacts and faculty members from other departments and other institutions (Gay, 2004). 

Cedric, while he was not writing his dissertation at the time of his interviews, did 

feel that his relationship with his advisor was strained because he could not receive 

timely responses from his advisor.  

I don’t clash with my advisor but if I were to rate her on a ten-point scale, I would 
probably give her a seven if I am being nice. But if I am keeping it real, she 
doesn’t deserve any more than a six. She has had a lot of major life events take 
place over the last year or two but my main issue is that she just takes so long to 
respond when I need her.  
 

Jamaal felt that he was blind-sided by his committee during his prospectus defense. It is 

apparent that Jamaal had not received adequate advising and feedback regarding how to 

write his prospectus. 

When I went to defend my prospectus in May, the first question was what do you 
want do with your PhD? Their stance was, if you write your dissertation like you 
wrote this you won’t get a job anywhere. My defense an hour and half of it was 
spent looking at the politics of my research. Thirty minutes was spent on you need 
to work on this, develop this more. 

 
There are apparently unwritten rules that he did not fully understand but what is worse is 

that it appears that no one was willing to have the difficult conversation of explaining 

exactly what the problems were prior to his defense. 

Service and Problematic Popularity  

Black male doctoral students in this study claim to be most comfortable with 

service when compared to teaching and research. However they were aware that research 

is valued within the academy over teaching and service as evidenced in the tenure 
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requirements of Research I institutions. As a result they believed that their attention must 

be spent gaining research experience as opposed to doing the service work they enjoy. 

Although several BMDS have found ways to roll their service and community interests 

into their research interests.  

Black male doctoral students are a rare commodity on the campuses of most 

predominantly White institutions just as Black male faculty members are. Black students 

and Black student groups are often in need of faculty sponsors, mentors and role models. 

Doctoral students are at times likened to faculty members and possibly mistaken to be 

faculty members by undergraduate students by virtue of their roles as instructors, 

teaching assistants, adjunct faculty and various other roles they perform.  As a result they 

can be highly sought after, particularly if they are viewed as welcoming. To be sure, 

Black faculty and Black doctoral students enjoy the roles they play as advocates, mentors 

and role models for Black students and take great pride in these roles. However, this can 

easily become a “problematic popularity” as the demands continue to mount (Gay, 2004). 

In addition to popularity with Black students, Black male doctoral students can face a 

similar popularity with faculty and staff with regards to working and speaking on 

diversity related topics. 

It is this tension between the desire to assist and advocate for students, 

particularly students of color and the need to balance the demands of a tight schedule. 

Meeting the needs of students and student groups is often considered service. At 

Research I institutions, service is valued considerably less than research and teaching 

with regards to the faculty positions that doctoral students aspire to. 
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Earnest argued that this desire to assist students of color is difficult to ignore. It is 

difficult to ignore despite the fact that it may not be valued appropriately in the academy; 

it holds tremendous value for students of color. 

We often feel like the worst thing that we can be as a Black person is a sellout. 
Say for example a black undergraduate came to you and says, “Hey can you fulfill 
this role for this Black organization?” and you know you don't have the time. 
However, if you say, “No I'm too busy.” How may times can you say no? If you 
say no three times then nobody is coming to you anymore.  
 

Black male doctoral students often identify with the needs of the Black community on 

campus and desire to use their talents to make it a better place for people of color. They 

all express a desire to give back and provide service to communities of color both on 

campus and off campus. Earnests stated the following: 

You also feel you have a personal responsibility to the Black community on 
campus. This is one of those things. I'm not White so I don't really know what goes 
on the other side but I believe they have more opportunities to say no or at least less 
of an impact when they say no. So is not really a big effect but on the flipside if 
they're only two Black professors in your department and both of them say no then 
what else is there to do? 
 

Earnest highlighted there that the impact of hearing “no” from Black faculty and Black 

doctoral students may have a larger impact on communities of color as there typically are 

not many options in most departments. Although Black faculty and doctoral students 

understand that the service they provide for communities of color will never be 

adequately valued at public research universities, it often makes a tremendous impact on 

students and communities of color. For this reason, despite the fact that from a purely 

selfish standpoint they should decline the offer; they accept these offers and give of their 

most precious commodity: time. 
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Resisting Socialization 

Doctoral students are going through several socialization experiences at the same 

time-socialization into the graduate student role, into the academic life of the discipline or 

field and ultimately many are hopeful that they are being socialized into tenure track 

faculty positions. As doctoral students trek forward they inevitably face questions and 

uncertainty regarding their decision to pursue the doctorate and their commitment to see 

it through. Some of the questions students may ask themselves are:  Do I belong in this 

program/department/ field?  Is this a good fit for me? Am I willing to make the sacrifices 

being asked of me?  Is it worth all that I am sacrificing? The answers to these questions 

and others like them are not always yes. Some flatly reject the costs as too high while 

others hang on hoping that it will get better or struggle to find ways to make it work. 

Sometimes, these efforts to make the degree program work, to lessen the cost, and to 

mitigate the psychic damage take the form of resistance, protest and rebellion against the 

norms. It is also important to consider academic socialization as a two-way street, not 

only are efforts being made to get doctoral students to fit the mold but doctoral students 

are also attempting to socialize their programs and departments that they can better meet 

the needs and expectations of doctoral students. To be sure, there is a power differential 

that exists and doctoral students often feel powerless when their needs are not being met 

but there are ways that as a group they can leverage their voices for change. 

The doctoral socialization literature consistently indicates that students who resist 

socialization and those who have a negative socialization tend to struggle, take longer to 

complete and find themselves at risk of not completing the doctorate (Lovitts, 2001; 



 153 

Weidman, Twale & Stein, 2001; Golde & Walker, 2006; Nettles & Millett, 2006; 

Gardener, 2008).  

Resist fitting the mold/ playing the game 

Elijah believed that as a Black male doctoral student, he had to be careful about 

how he bought into and attempted to fit into the socialization process. He cautioned that 

socialization has the potential to render Black scholars incapable of dealing with the 

issues of the Black community, largely due to shifts in perspective that take place as a 

part of the socialization process.  

If you never saw yourself in the curriculum but you accepted that curriculum as 
something you had to go through to get to the next level. Then you are being 
indoctrinated, you are being mis-educated, and the education that you are getting 
is giving you all kinds of ideas and philosophies that are not of your people’s 
making. You may begin to think, view the world, and live your life as if you have 
blue eyes. A person, who goes through high school and learns nothing but 
European stuff, gets through college and gets nothing but European stuff and then 
they come to do graduate work with usually a European mindset. Your basis is 
European unless you got a lot of education outside of the classroom that kind of 
shifted your worldview. 
 
Elijah’s argument suggests that the because the curriculum in many fields is so 

void of the experiences, perspectives and values of Black people, Black doctoral students 

must combine outside, culturally relevant materials with the curriculum. In addition, 

Black doctoral students must have an understanding of community cultural wealth as a 

means to maintain a balanced perspective and outlook (Yosso, 2005). 

Elijah believed that Black people’s interests are undermined through socialization. 

This concept is closely aligned with Friere’s (1970) concept of prescription, which is 

socialization that oppressors use to transform the consciousness of the oppressed.  
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The way we have been socialized throughout our educational career even if we 
major in African American studies, we are going along on well-worn lines that 
other folks want us to travel. There is a reason why this country celebrates Black 
history month, it is non-threatening. They don’t care if we have a Black studies 
program, it’s non-threatening. Even if you come through these programs, you are 
not a problem; you ain’t going to do nothing. If you know the beginning well, 
then the ending will not surprise you, that’s an African proverb. If I know how 
you were socialized in the beginning, I already know the result or the product you 
will get at the end. 
 

Elijah was arguing that when students of color in doctoral degree programs do not see 

people who look like them in the faculty ranks and when they realize that the curriculum 

neglects the concerns and perspectives of people of color red flags should go off. In 

exchange for the doctoral degree, he argues, BMDS lose their cultural integrity and lose 

their ability to advocate and fight effectively for change. Elijah’s comments are 

reminiscent of Reggie’s comment regarding racial climate. Reggie argued that Black 

doctoral students are not the protectors of Black intellectual thought that they imagine 

themselves to be but have moved into the suburbs and adopted White values, so they are 

not resisting but assimilating.  

Earnest argued that playing the game and fitting in as an academic should not 

have much to do with losing your integrity but understanding that there are certain ways 

that things must be done in order to move your agenda forward. He stated: 

There is this perceived notion that academics have autonomy. However, there are 
certain rules of the game and you have to play the game to be successful and get 
your grants and get your research funding. There are certain ways to do things a 
certain theoretical frameworks that you use. There just certain things you have to 
do to make tenure. I'm not a big person on kissing butt, I don't believe in that; I 
think your work should speak for itself. But still you have to go out and meet 
people and make sure your work is known. In many senses you're an entrepreneur 
because no one cares about your work except you so you have to be your own 
advocate. To me playing the game is just one of those facts of life. No matter 
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where you are you have to play the game even if you own your own business. 
And my advisor advises me on that. There's certain things you have to say and 
write and do, otherwise you find yourself pigeonholed into something that you 
may not want to be pigeonholed into. 
 

Earnest’s perspective is that everyone must play by the rules of his or her profession. 

There is some flexibility in how scholars do this, but those who reject traditional standard 

are not likely to find much success. This underscores what is perhaps the central 

challenge for BMDS who resist the subtractive elements of doctoral socialization. The 

question is how can one insulate himself from damaging elements while simultaneously 

grasping useful knowledge, skills, attitudes and values? For the BMDS this is not 

necessarily a new challenge. Elijah highlighted earlier that BMDS have spent their entire 

educational careers as a devalued minority in predominantly White schools and have 

dealt with deficit perspectives regarding their race, culture, and abilities for as long as 

they can recall. However, there are three factors that make doctoral education and 

doctoral socialization different and more challenging than prior educational experiences.  

First, the process is not straightforward as there are more hurdles and there is the 

dissertation. The second factor is that the student’s relationship with research and 

learning materials is different than at any other academic level as they transform from 

learners to leading experts. The third factor is the student’s relationship with faculty, 

including the advisor is different, closer and more impactful on the student’s trajectory in 

most cases. Many of the Black male doctoral students in this study were not aware of 

these differences when they began the doctoral program and had to learn the ropes of 

doctoral education on the fly. Therefore having faculty in the department who BMDS can 
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work with based on similar research interests and work styles can be priceless with 

regards to the persistence of this population. It is also important that they have mentors 

that can assist them in navigating the social, interpersonal and political aspects of the 

department and program so that they do not alienate themselves from other faculty 

members potentially jeopardizing the completion of their degree.  

Melvin, a Communications student, had difficulty in figuring out how to make his 

research interest acceptable within his field at the early stages of his doctoral program. 

With the assistance of Black faculty mentors he was able to find ways to make his 

interests more palatable and appealing without compromising his core values. 

I have had to change some of the language I was using. There has been some 
negotiation between the language that I would prefer to use versus the language 
that is going to make sense to them. However, there is a line that I won’t 
cross…one of the main reasons I came here was because I knew that I would have 
the support of faculty members who not only got my research but were doing this 
type of research and would support this type of research so coming here and 
having two African American faculty members’ support is almost unheard of 
especially in my field where there aren’t many African Americans. I know they 
always got my back. 
 

Melvin’s example of reveals how he was able to find his niche within a conservative 

degree field with the support and guidance of Black faculty members. Without proper 

guidance he could have easily spent much more time and energy trying to figure out how 

to gain academic traction on his research.  

Alternative Success Routes 

Several of this study’s participants resist socialization and find alternative ways to 

exist in the academy. Melvin, for example has decided to pursue qualitative research 
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methods in a field that is predominantly quantitative in nature. He understands that his 

decisions have implications and is comfortable with that.  

It’s a harder path if you are interested in things that go against the grain but I 
believe that you can still find a way. Most Research I schools, aren’t going to be 
interested in me because I don’t do a whole lot of quantitative research, I don’t do 
a lot of modeling and how to maximize profits because that’s what most Research 
I programs do and I am fine with that. I am looking for a place that appreciates 
what I do and that has the resources to support what I do. For those that are taking 
the opposite approach and saying, “I want to be at a Research 1 school so how can 
I best do that?” It may mean that you have to change who you are and what you 
want to do to make that happen  
 

Peter is perhaps the participant who makes the least effort to fit in within his department 

expressed frustration with his department and field of study for their under-appreciation 

of issues that concern Black students and the Black community. He has spearheaded 

efforts to bring more attention to Black issues within the field. 

Most grad students will tough it out and go along to get along so they will go to 
all these classes they don’t want to go to most will go to conferences and stupid 
get-togethers at bars and happy hours and go to housewarmings and stuff like that 
with no other Black person in sight but they still feel like they have to do it.  They 
go to conferences where they don’t talk about any Black issues at the conference 
not one panel, not one presentation. What I felt a need to do with other students in 
media fields, since they weren’t going to look at our issues and problems and 
things that we want to do, we decided to start our own organization with our own 
conference.  
 

Peter’s resistance to socialization is complex because as on one hand he largely refuses to 

make efforts to connect and form collegial relationships with many of the students and 

faculty in his program. This attitude may prove to be harmful to his academic career, as 

he has often eschewed efforts to be collegial. In describing the atmosphere of the 

department he argued, “Really the atmosphere (in my department) is I do my own thing. 

But I do get a lot of forms of respect, meaning they don’t mess with me, they are like, 
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‘Oh he’s don’t his thing, cool.’ I’m like, ‘Yeah don’t fuck with me.” While he may 

prevent some people from giving him a difficult time, his attitude may also prevent 

anyone from lending a hand as well. Peter is so hostile and resistant to socialization 

efforts one may wonder if he can graduate from his program and if he would be able to 

find a faculty position if he does graduate. However, he is creative and proactive in terms 

of gaining the types of experiences and skills that translate well for an academic career. 

For example, he spearheaded efforts that culminated in the formation of a student 

organization that conducts Black research they have presented research at international 

conferences including sessions in South Africa. This organization has formed its own 

annual conference and offers annual scholarships for Black undergraduates in a cluster of 

degree fields. He and others in the organization have taken several trips abroad to 

conduct Afrocentric research.  

 Another important aspect of Peter’s academic career interests is the fact that he 

does not intend to pursue faculty positions at predominantly White institutions. Peter 

hopes to obtain a faculty post at a historically Black college or university. Although 

HBCU’s account for only 3% of institutions of higher education they account for nearly 

60% of full-time Black faculty (Johnson, 2001). He has worked hard to circumvent 

traditional avenues of doctoral student success and has found alternative routes, has 

found faculty and community support for his efforts.  

With regards to teaching, research and service, he feels that he does not need the 

department to gain the type of experience that he needs to move his agenda forward.    
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The department hasn’t prepared me with regards to teaching, service and research. 
It hasn’t.  I don’t believe that the university is geared to do that. Again my aim is 
to be self sufficient, and to think for myself and that goes completely against what 
they design.  They want you to go and teach and not question the system just be 
like robots and just go forward and teach what you have been taught. 
 

With Peter’s attitude, one might wonder why he would even choose to pursue a doctoral 

degree at a predominantly White institution. However, it appears that Peter has weighed 

the consequences of his actions and intends to have the type of uncompromising career 

that challenges the culture, values and assumptions of academe. 

Work-life Balance 

The time in people’s lives between the mid 20’s through mid 30’s is often spent 

having fun, building a career, finding a partner and starting a family. However doctoral 

students within this age range are often away from family, delaying marriage/partnerships 

and/or parenthood, those who are married and with children often find themselves putting 

their family’s needs on the back burner as they pursue the dream of earning the doctorate. 

This delayed gratification, while commendable on many levels can be a source of tension 

and difficulty. The tension between the expectations of those close to doctoral student’s 

(i.e., families, friends, loved ones and spouses) come into conflict with the expectations 

of doctoral students and of academics.  

Many doctoral students face the temptation to allow the doctoral program to 

completely take over their lives. There is a very real and tangible workload that is 

expected of them and often there is not enough time in a day to do all that should be done 

as related to school, home and work. Difficult decisions must be made at times regarding 

how time can be spent. Corey added his perspective by stating, “This is different from 
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when I was working 8-5 because you punch in and punch out. In graduate school there is 

no clock.  Like when I go home tonight, I will be up until 2 am working on something or 

writing something. Even if you finish your class work there is something else that you 

need to be working on.” Students are tempted to allow their studies and other academic 

activities to overtake relationships and other aspects of life that would bring about 

balance. All of the Black male doctoral students in this study claim to actively stand 

guard against the doctoral program’s ability to creep into and take over other areas of 

their lives. Peter stated, “I find balance in keeping things realistic, not taking things too 

seriously meaning this doctoral program isn’t my whole world. You have to get yourself 

outside of the books and live a life that isn’t completely centered on academic stuff.”  

Black male doctoral students find it important to stay connected to their culture 

and community and also to maintain the important relationships in their lives. These 

relationships include those of their parents, wives, significant others and close friends. 

Peter added,   

Some people might have a sick parent but wont go see a sick relative because they 
have a test or they have to TA a class but, they put those priorities over the things 
that are really important. You have to value people in your life because you can’t 
get people back when they are gone 
 

The problem is that many doctoral students perceive that there is an expectation that the 

doctoral program and academic career should take precedence over all but the most dire 

of situations that can occur. While Black male doctoral students are committed to their 

careers and professional development, they agreed that they should seek a well-balanced 
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lifestyle. However, most participants also agreed that this balance is elusive and possibly 

unattainable as either a doctoral student or as an assistant professor. 

Participants also explain that their friends and family understand that the doctoral 

program is very demanding of their time and attention and remain supportive. The 

expectations of the relationships have needed to change, as they are no longer as 

accessible to hang out or even speak on the phone as they had been prior to the doctoral 

program. This does not make it easy to manage, particularly with close relationships. 

For Black male doctoral students finding a work-life balance is extremely 

difficult. Most of the participants do not believe they have achieved a balanced lifestyle. 

Corey stated: 

The first thing you have to learn when you get into graduate school is that you 
have to establish priorities. It’s a zero sum game because time is a very limited 
resource and you have to fit all of these priorities. Look at all the things you give 
up to earn the doctorate and these are conscious decisions. When my Mom calls 
and I rush her off the phone and tell her, “Mom I got to go”, what did I give up? Is 
it worth it? I question that a lot especially when it comes to my family. When my 
little girls say, “Hey Daddy, I have an event I want you to attend” but I have class 
to attend so tell her that I can’t make it, what did I give up? What I think is best 
and what my daughter thinks is best at that time may be two completely different 
things, so I value what I think is best over what my daughter thinks is best and to 
me that’s selfish. At the end of the day it may work out better my way, I may be 
able to provide some things I wouldn’t have been able to provide but I don’t know 
if I can compare those. I don’t know how much it would have meant for her to 
have me there at her play.  
 

Corey was expressing how difficult it is to miss out on his family’s life. He, like the other 

participants, was dedicated to performing well academically in classes and preparing for 

an academic career but were worried that the costs to his family may not be worth the 

sacrifice. Each of the married doctoral students have added that time constraints have also 
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lead to marital difficulty, despite the fact that their wives are often their biggest 

supporters. 

Black male doctoral students like most other doctoral student value their research 

and their academic careers. However, most Black male doctoral students in this study 

assert that they have struggled to maintain a health balance. Jamaal stated: 

So for me I've always found balance in knowing that this (his research) is 
something I care deeply for this but I do not want ever losing sight of what I'm 
doing this for. See I can't risk my health… a lot of women who come to my 
program have had health issues and most of these problems are stress-related 
that's and ridiculous! I will never allow myself to get to that point through this 
process. It is good just to know that I can turn to the source whenever I need it so 
I don’t start a day without meditation and prayer.  
 

Jamaal explained that he does not have balance in his life and hints that perhaps he could 

spend more time in his studies. He also made it clear that he did not find it appropriate to 

become stressed out over academic work while some of his colleagues and peers may 

have suffered from physical and mental ailments as a result of being stressed out. This 

point is of particular importance to the African American community as its members are 

at increased risk of heart disease, diabetes, certain cancers and stroke (NCHS, 2010). His 

argument was that becoming stressed out is unwise and irrational. However, balancing 

multiple commitments, for most doctoral students, is not as simple as Jamaal explains it. 

Yet the overall principle is one that most participants agreed with.  

Earnest stated that marriage and being responsible for his wife and child help him 

achieve balance. He argued that the desire to do well professionally is typically what 

drives academics to lose the appropriate work-life balance. 
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I don't even know if I have balanced man. But it may be as easier for me because I 
am married, so I am forced to find some level of balance. Marriage almost 
requires you to be more balanced and more organized. But being single I could 
easily imagine just being totally encapsulated in the work and not finding balance 
particularly if you want to do really well.  
 

 While most participants agree that the work-life balance is rather heavily skewed toward 

work, they also agree that they desire balanced lives. As conscientious scholars, they 

aspire to excellent research, teaching and service but also aspire to happy and healthy 

lifestyles. They do feel some tension between healthy lifestyles and academia, as they 

perceive the demands to be incessant, adhering to no particular time schedules. However, 

they are active in resisting the pressures to lose balance.  

CRT Critique of Socialization 

Ann Austin (2002) argues that socialization in graduate school must make 

significant changes if incoming faculty members are to continue to meet the demands of 

higher education. Austin also argues that graduate student socialization serves two roles 

competing roles. The first, the role of graduate students as cogs to make institutions work 

effectively i.e., teaching assistants, research assistants, and preparation for future roles.  

Socialization is not just about doing a job; it is about fitting into the culture of the 

department (Tierney, 1988). This is precisely what makes socialization a part of the 

problem. Social Work assistant professor CarolAnn Daniel (2007) refers to graduate 

student socialization as a barrier that is largely responsible for the underrepresentation 

and attrition of students of color largely because they have different cultures and attitudes 

than those typically privileged in academe. The socialization literature generally neglects 

to consider race and gender (Daniel, 2007), despite the well-documented importance of 
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culture in socialization. Taken together this underscores the need to understand the 

doctoral socialization from a critical race theory perspective as CRT places race, racism 

and experiential knowledge at the center of the debate (Solórzano & Yosso, 2001). 

Friere’s Prescription 

Friere (1970) defines prescription as the process by which there is an imposition 

of oppressor’s choices over those of the oppressed for the purpose of transforming the 

consciousness of the oppressed. Critical scholar Juan Carlos Gonzalez (2006) argues that 

doctoral socialization can be a form of prescription or acculturation for students of color. 

For students of color, acculturation is considered a danger of socialization as they risk 

being marginalized and isolated within communities of color in addition to the 

marginalization they face on campus when they lose a sense of personal and cultural 

identity. People of color who lose the ability to connect with the issues of people of color 

and adapt majoritarian perspectives are often accused, particularly by other people of 

color, of  “selling out.” Black male doctoral students and other students of color often 

guard against and resist this type of socialization.  However the culture and make up of 

their degree field and department, makes this a difficult task. In departments and degree 

fields that are less open to diverse perspectives, students of color find their cultures 

experiences, perspectives and concerns absent in the curriculum or presented from deficit 

perspectives. This also poses challenges for doctoral students of color as they select 

research and dissertation topics, particularly when there are few faculty of color or others 

that may assist them in navigating race in their research. 
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According to Friere (1970) the oppressed have a clearer vision of reality through 

their experiences. It is precisely this clearer vision of reality that adds tremendous value 

to the perspectives of students and faculty of color, as they are able to see both 

perspectives of the dominant majority as well as the minority perspectives. The research 

is bolstered by life experiences and seeing from two perspectives, this is the benefit of 

existing in two different worlds. 

Socialization Hindering Agency  

Doctoral socialization can hinder student agency (Gonzalez, 2006) or ability to 

assertively address his or her own grievances. Doctoral students often feel powerless, 

with few options and little ability to take a stand. It is not uncommon for doctoral 

students to work as a teaching assistant or graduate research assistant for their committee 

chairperson or other influential committee members, which places their academics and 

their finances under the control of the same person. Corey argued that doctoral students 

of color have a responsibility to stand up for themselves, refuse to be marginalized and 

demand a full doctoral education, from start to finish. However, this may be easier said 

than done, as students fear that if things go badly, they not only jeopardize their career 

aspirations but also their ability to pay for basic necessities such as rent and food. 

I think we as students have some responsibility as well, because we’re grown-ups. 
We can speak up when there are issues or concerns because were spending our 
money and borrowing money to be here.  For example, if you got to McDonalds 
and they don’t give you your fries you are going to go back and ask for your fries 
because you paid for them. The same thing has to apply to our education. If you 
see something missing you have a responsibility to ask for what is missing. 
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Corey is certainly correct in that doctoral students have some responsibility to advocate 

for themselves. However many students do not advocate for themselves effectively some 

of the reasons include: 1) Fear of reprisal, 2) feelings of powerlessness 3) fear of 

damaging relationships. Black male doctoral students must also consider popular imagery 

of the angry Black male and their very presence may be threatening and intimidating to 

faculty adding an additional layer of difficulty when advocating for themselves.  

Peter argues that Black male doctoral students have an obligation to speak up and 

stand up, even in the classroom. And gives an example of how he stood up and the 

consequences. 

In class once, they are still around here talking about D.W. Griffith and the 
aesthetics of The Birth of a Nation. They were talking about how great the film is, 
like they can’t see the Black man being portrayed as a savage and talking about 
lynching and stuff. They say, “Yes there are those racial elements but you can’t 
question the actual”…but I am like, “Yes you can. And I will”. They stopped 
having those discussions around me but they still feel comfortable doing that 
around Black or Mexican women.  
 

Some doctoral students, including Black male doctoral students, would have difficulty in 

speaking up and expressing that they were offended by the conversation of racial matters 

and the dismissal of Black people’s suffering. Perhaps, it is expected that doctoral 

students would always express their perspectives. However, this does not always occur as 

students at times feel that they must weigh the costs. Moreover, a problem with passivity 

and silence as a response is that it becomes expected and students then unwittingly lose 

the respect of their faculty and students alike. On the other end of the spectrum, Black 

male doctoral students and other students of color feel they must always be the 
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spokesperson for their race and culture, perhaps garnering no more respect from White 

faculty and students than their silenced Black and Latino counterparts.  

Doctoral students sometimes play the game or perform whatever role is expected 

of them. At what point can those who have chosen to “play the game” be their authentic 

selves? Does this occur take place after they leave campus, after obtaining a faculty post 

on weekends or after earning tenure? Is a scholar at some point able to hit reset and 

become outspoken after spending years biding time and biting one’s tongue? The larger 

question is, can the game be played with integrity and self-respect? For being wise 

regarding when and where to express your true feelings is not in and of itself playing the 

game. For the Black male doctoral students in this study, many of their mentors and role 

models are Black male faculty, they serve as templates of how they can advance their 

academic careers while maintaining their self respect, being their authentic selves and 

very importantly to BMDS, maintain their authentic Blackness. This authenticity counters 

the passivity that socialization  

Socialization Challenging Cultural Foundations  

Socialization can at times challenge some of the cultural foundations held by 

people of color, specifically African Americans and Latinos (Gonzalez, 2006). These 

cultural foundations are typically issues regarding family and community. The tension 

between positive socialization and doctoral student cultural foundations is similar to the 

tension in Vincent Tinto’s (1987; 1994) theorization of student retention in Leaving 

College where he compares students leaving college to one committing suicide.  

Socialization, from the majoritarian story/perspective is necessary for success in 
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academia, which includes adherence to the attitudes, norms, values and expectations of 

the department and field of study. According to this perspective, those who fail to 

become properly socialized into their academic departments and fields of study will be 

marginalized and are likely to never earn the doctorate or lead unproductive academic 

careers. William Tierney’s (1999) critique of Tinto’s theory of student departure added to 

academic literature the perspectives and experiences of students of color who do not view 

cultural suicide as a viable option, they find alternative routes of success. Similarly, 

Black male doctoral students find alternative sources of success, diversifying the 

academy and the academic literature as they go. 

Earnest gave an example that illustrates the pull that the family and to some extent 

the community exerts to pull Black scholars close and keep them grounded. 

I think the biggest things for Black PhD's and people of color is that we still want 
to be connected to the community and is kind of perceived that if you do certain 
things you are not really connected with the community or with your family. 
When you come back, people are like, “Hey don't think you better than anybody 
just because you got that education.” I’m like, “Dang Mom, I just want a salad I 
don't want fried chicken today! That’s all, I just want a salad.” They say, “You 
went to Austin now you don't eat meat!” And I am like, “It is not even that deep.” 
So I think sometimes there is this pressure on us to keep it real but at the same 
time be intelligent. 

 
This example, while humorous, illustrates both the Black scholars desire to remain 

connected to the community and the family/community’s intention to hold him 

accountable to cultural roots and traditions. To Earnest and his mother this exchange was 

not solely about whether or not he ate fried chicken at this particular outing.  The family 

and community support the Black male doctoral student and desire to see him do well but 



 169 

do not want the upward mobility that comes with education to cause them to lose his 

culture, values and connection.  

Balancing natural changes that occur with time and with academics with 

socialization can be challenging. Doctoral students of color often find they must resist 

socialization’s efforts to make them what Gonzalez (2006) refers to as “homogenized.” 

Doctoral socialization in some ways pressures students of color to become their 

homogenized selves, minimizing important aspects of their background and personality. 

Earnest stated: 

I was just thinking the other day, I don't think it's necessarily have to change who 
you are to be successful academics but I do think based on what you've learned 
that your dispositions are going to change naturally because you're in this 
particular profession. I think people naturally change based on their experiences, I 
feel like you to get into a PhD program to change because you will be introduced 
to new things and it is going to affect the way you look at things. But I still think 
you can still remain true to yourself. 
 

A part of the challenge is that the doctoral program is indeed a period of intellectual 

expansion for students as they are exposed to a wide range of theories and perspectives. 

This growth is expected and should be embraced. For Black male doctoral students this is 

more complicated than simply growing and expanding, as they must consider to what 

degree they are willing to assimilate or resist assimilation. Peter summed up this 

challenge well: 

Its not that people are changing (that is wrong) but it’s that we aren’t recognizing 
what we are changing into. We are supposed to change but you are supposed to be 
aware of what you are changing into. People think it’s an unconscious thing but 
you control what you change into. You channel what you want to be but we 
sometimes let other forces dictate who we are, what we are going to be and where 
we are going to go and that should not happen. 
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Black male doctoral students, like all doctoral students, must assert themselves and their 

own wills to become the scholars that they hope to become. For example, Corey currently 

has a Black advisor who meshes well with his research interests. However, prior to 

connecting with this Black advisor he worked with a White professor on a topic that he 

was not very passionate about. For some time it was presumed that the White professor 

would be his advisor as they had a great relationship and were able to publish some of 

their work. However he was miserable and dreaded working on their projects. He 

understands that by choosing the Black professor he may not graduate as quickly but 

feels that it is a much better fit for the type of work he would like to do. It is important to 

note that he was fortunate that the Black faculty member was available to chair his 

committee, as this person was not there when he began his doctoral journey and other 

Black doctoral students do not have the option of having a Black dissertation chairperson. 

Carrying the Mantle  

Race remains a salient part of the identities and experiences of students of color. 

Corey explained how race shapes his opportunities and how he intends to work to 

discover ways to continue to effectively close the academic achievement gap, and he 

would love to do this as an academic but he also refuses to put all of his “eggs in that 

basket”.  

I had a professor say to me recently, “What do you want to do when you graduate, 
is it possible that you would want to go into academia?” I said, “Yeah that’s 
definitely a possibility.” He said, “Do you not know for sure?” I was like, “I'm not 
certain, I want to have that door open.” Then it was stated, and I have had other 
people say this too, “Well if you want to go into academia, you need to focus on 
the academic route.” I have had people tell me that I shouldn’t work and I 
shouldn’t get so involved in all of these organizations and focus on my academic 
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work so I can be marketable when I finish. I have been socialized to believe the 
opposite.  
 

Corey speaks of “being socialized to believe the opposite,” however he is not referring to 

his academic socialization. He is referring not to his socialization into the academy but 

about his socialization as a Black mam. He expounds on that statement by underscoring 

the belief that as a Black person in a professional setting, he will often need to do more 

than others simply to be viewed as qualified and competent.   

I needed to do these things to make myself marketable. Going back to grade 
school, I have always believed that I needed to do the extra stuff and those were 
the things that got me a lot of attention. I always did well academically but it 
wasn’t until I was more outgoing and more social. You may hear this sometime 
where people say when referring to Black people, “He’s so articulate” or “She’s 
so well-spoken” and its usually not focused on your academic abilities as much 
but its usually focused on your social abilities or how well you fit in with 
mainstream society. Sometimes I felt that the only way I was able to exhibit that 
was through my involvement in organizations.  

 
Corey is arguing that the things he does beyond what is required of anyone is what sets 

him apart despite the fact that his academics alone or his publications alone should make 

him competitive. 

However, Corey is referring to the African American community’s long-held 

view that Blacks need to be twice as good to be considered as mere equals. Corey made a 

comment that I used in his introductory vignette and it is significantly insightful of this 

perspective. He stated, “I have always believe that people see my color as a disadvantage 

so the three published articles doesn’t look as good from me as it does from the White 

male.” Embedded in his argument is the notion that there is a deficit perspective that 

comes into play when he as a Black male is being evaluated in comparison with a White 
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male. This deficit perspective is likely to include narratives about the Black males’ 

intelligence, being a less collegial team members, and possibly being an Affirmative 

Action admit into undergraduate institution and/or doctoral program. As a result of this 

deficit perspective he feels that he needs additional work experience and credentials to 

bolster his academic record.  

 Carrying the mantle for Black male doctoral students means doing research that is 

related to race, but doing it in a way that is beyond reproach in terms of quality. Earnest 

explains that he sees himself as following in the tradition of earlier Black scholars, which 

means that his academic work needs to be extremely well done as it represents the race in 

important ways. 

Talking to old-school Black PhDs I found that they are really serious about their 
work. They really believe that your work has to be tight as they grew up when it 
was really tough on them. They had to hold the mantle of the entire race while 
they were in school so that work had to be really tight so they can be legitimized. 
In that regard everybody’s pushing me and pushing me to be to be rigorous with 
my work. I know this has to be more rigorous because my work hasn’t been done 
by anyone else before.  
 

For Earnest and other Black male doctoral students race still matters. Black male doctoral 

students continue to feel that they must do more and present more rigorous work if they 

are to gain respect as academics, move their careers forward and make a difference for 

Black communities and students.  

Conclusion 
 

Critical race theory is an interdisciplinary intellectual space where scholars can 

challenge the dominant discourses around race. With regards to doctoral socialization, the 

dominant theories argue that socialization is necessary and good for doctoral students if 
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they are to move forward to have successful careers as faculty. While it is true that 

doctoral students need mentorship, training and intellectual development, many of the 

social and cultural cues associated with socialization may be problematic for students of 

color. If Black doctoral students are to resist socialization and still find success they will 

often need to find alternative routes of success, often with the assistance and mentorship 

of Black faculty.  

A primary concern of critical race theory is the transformation of structural and 

cultural aspects of education (Solórzano &Yosso, 2002; Love, 2010). Similarly, a central 

concern for this study’s participants has been navigating, resisting, and transforming 

many of the structural and cultural aspects of doctoral socialization that they as Black 

males find to be subtractive. BMDS in this study have largely adopted proactive 

strategies to aid them in their academic careers. Most have sought strategic relationships 

with faculty, Black faculty in particular as well as community support networks. Most 

have either created or worked closely with organizations that seek to transform the 

experiences of graduate students. These efforts are to maintain control of their 

educational experiences and resist elements of doctoral socialization that can be 

dehumanizing, frustrating and isolating for students of color while hopefully leaving the 

department and institution easier to navigate for those who follow in their footsteps. 
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ADVISORS 
 

The quality of the doctoral student’s relationship with his or her advisor 

influences the quality of the overall doctoral education experience (Zhao, Golde & 

McCormick, 2007).  For better or worse, this relationship is by far the most critical with 

regards to the student’s interests in having a positive and rewarding doctoral experience 

(Baird, 1995; Barnes & Austin, 2009). Important attributes of effective advisors include 

supportiveness, accessibility, connectedness with other faculty members both locally and 

nationally, ability and willingness to assist students in progressing in a timely fashion, 

critical feedback particularly with regards to writing, and a collegial relationship with the 

student (Zhao, Golde &McCormick, 2007). The advisor serves as an academic mentor; 

vital mentorship qualities include demystifying the publication process, assistance in 

securing funding and assisting students in developing skills and experiences that allow 

them to become competitive on the academic job market. The relationship between 

faculty advisor and doctoral student usually extends beyond the doctoral program as a 

mentor-protégé relationship. 

If the student-advisor relationship is critical to the career success of doctoral 

students as future or aspiring faculty then it makes sense that choosing the right advisor is 

vitally important. A good fit between student and advisor includes compatibility in areas 

such as demeanor, attitude toward academic work, work styles, academic interests and 

for students of color outlook regarding race. Connections with potential advisors or 

magnets can influence students to choose one school over another. Melvin argued that the 

faculty support he saw at the University of Texas lead him to choose it over other 



 175 

institutions, “my advice is to be wise about whom you decide to work with and where 

you decide to go. If I had decided to go to another school that I applied to like Stanford or 

Cornell, I doubt I would have been as successful as I was here and it’s because I had such 

a strong support system here.”   

For the BMDS in this study, time to degree is important. The doctoral degree is 

indeterminate in length but there is a 7 year average across institutions and fields (Hoffer 

et al, 2006). However the Black male doctoral students in this study desire to 

significantly reduce the seven-year average. Finances are a major concern with the length 

of the doctoral degree as many of the participants are married and left full time 

employment for the doctoral opportunity. Several participants indicated that teaching and 

research assistantships do not pay well enough for them to complete the degree and 

support their family without taking out significant student loans. Earnest, highlighted the 

lifestyle that he gave up as evidence of this, “I have my family we were living in good 

life. We were living or approaching the Cosby lifestyle. We could have bought a 

$300,000 house in the suburbs big backyard with two or three kids-got a little Benz or 

Suburban but I pulled us out of that lifestyle.” Most of the married students had similar 

experiences as both spouses were gainfully employed but the doctoral degree required 

major downgrades in lifestyle to accompany the reduction in income. Black male 

doctoral students felt that they need advisors who understand these dynamics and who do 

not have expectations that the doctoral degree should take upward of five years. 
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Anchors and Magnets 
 
  For Black male doctoral students in this study Black faculty, particularly Black 

male faculty have played significant roles in both attracting and supporting their 

retention. Magnets are faculty that recruit and draw Black male doctoral students to their 

academic programs. Anchors are the people who support Black male doctoral students, or 

“hold them down” or provide vital support enabling them to persist through difficult 

segments of their doctoral experience. At times, though this “holding them down” is in 

fact holding the Black male doctoral student accountable through providing feedback that 

others for various reasons fail to supply the student. 

Magnets draw Black male doctoral students to the institution and to programs in a 

number of ways. First and most importantly, they give the student a sense of comfort in 

that there are persons on campus who are invested in their successful completion of the 

degree. Coming at a close second is the reassurance that there is at least one faculty 

member in the department who does research that is compatible with the research 

interests of the particular student. A tool that magnets find useful in attracting talented 

Black male doctoral students is connecting the prospective Black male doctoral student 

with current Black doctoral students particularly Black male doctoral students, allowing 

them to have candid conversations about their graduate school experiences at the 

university and any tips that might be helpful. These tactics are used to convey to the 

prospective doctoral student that there is a sense of community and support at the 

institution. In this study three Black male full professors, each in different departments 

have played major roles as magnets and anchors for seven of the nine participants. These 
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faculty members have made a concerted effort to draw Black males to doctoral programs 

at the University of Texas and have provided financial support by ways of full-time non-

academic work opportunities, research assistantships and teaching assistantships. During 

the recruitment stage, they have also connected Black male doctoral students with faculty 

advisors within the student’s chosen degree programs; often the relationships formed 

through these initial contacts have developed into advisor-protégé relationships.  

Terrence, who worked closely with one of the Black male faculty magnets, 

recounted many of the efforts made by the professor to assist Black male doctoral 

students. This professor who arranged meetings with groups of Black male doctoral 

students in a wide variety of different degree fields to assist them in choosing their 

dissertation topics. In these meetings they would critique the merits of each student’s 

dissertation ideas. Once this group of students progressed past the stage of selecting 

dissertation topics he would meet with them periodically to make sure that they were 

progressing periodically as well as provide them an opportunity to fellowship with one 

another.  

Peter, like most participants, indicated that he has had a constellation of mentors 

and supporters (Johnson, 2007) who have served as magnets drawing him to the 

university.  He identified his advisor, an advisor from a TRIO’s McNair program as well 

as four other faculty members, all in different departments. All of the people he credits 

for drawing him to the university are people of color, which is different from the 

experiences of most participants. Several participants cited White mentors who were 

often initially thought to be unlikely mentors. Cedric and Melvin both indicated that 
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White faculty members have been key to their success as there are typically very few 

faculty of color in their degree field. 

Anchors make alternative ways of existing in doctoral programs possible. Many 

of the BMDS seek the advice of anchors as they encounter trouble in their programs 

receiving advice on handling various situations. Early in the doctoral experience anchors 

appear to take the form of faculty as well as staff. For example many participants cited 

the staff of the Multicultural Information Center (MIC) and the Center for African and 

African American Studies (CAAAS) in assisting them through early difficulties and in 

making meaningful connections on campus. Later they lean increasingly on faculty 

anchors and as they are dissertating several many report relying almost exclusively on the 

advisor.  

The Division of Diversity and Community Engagement (DDCE) provides 

employment for a large percentage of Black male doctoral students in various roles. The 

employment and assistantship opportunities often provide teaching and administrative 

experience and allow many to work on or near campus improving their ability to be 

visible and active in their departments. DDCE plays a significant role in spearheading 

efforts to diversify the faculty within the university. This is important to Black male 

doctoral students because as the faculty diversifies often the doctoral student population 

diversifies as well.  

BMDS-Advisor Relationship 
  

Seven of the Black male doctoral students have Black faculty advisors. Four have 

Black male advisors. However, nearly every BMDS has a Black male faculty mentor. 
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Earnest describes the relationship between BMDS and Black male faculty as a “natural 

connection” but warns that a racial match does not guarantee a connection between 

faculty and students. 

I think my advisor and I picked each other mutually based on race initially but 
then we found out we have more common. I think we assume that we will have a 
connection with other Black males studying similar topics. When I met my 
advisor I thought maybe we will have a natural connection. It turns out that we do 
have a natural connection but it turns out that some my friends don’t have that 
natural connection with their advisors. 
 

Earnest also cautions research interests alone are not enough to make a good connection 

between mentor and protégé. There are a number of other important ways that the two 

must be compatible.  

  Most participants did not initially seek Black faculty advisors; however when they 

met and connected with Black faculty they often found it to be a worthwhile connection. 

Some of the primary advantages Black doctoral students have in selecting Black faculty 

as advisors are typically a high degree of familiarity with academic race related literature 

as many of the participants in this study have strong race components in their 

dissertations. Black of faculty advisors also have the advantage of a personal familiarity 

with the experience of being a Black male doctoral student on a PWI campus. 

The underrepresentation of faculty of color at predominantly White institutions is 

an important issue for Black male doctoral students. Most participants reported having 

few faculty color in their programs. This highlights the fact that in many fields faculty of 

color remain underrepresented. It is often difficult for students of color to find suitable 
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academic role models. This underscores both the value and need for effective cross-

cultural mentors. 

Positive Mentor-Protégé Relationships 

Positive mentorship relationships enhance undergraduate student satisfaction and 

retention for college students in general (Freeman, 1999; Pascarella, 1980; Strayhorn & 

Terrell, 2007) as well as Black college students in particular (Strayhorn & Terrell, 2007; 

Strayhorn & Saddler, 2008). Research centered mentorship also reduces isolation and 

marginalization for students of color (Strayhorn, 2006). Strayhorn and Saddler (2008) 

found that Black college student satisfaction and retention were not significantly 

impacted by casual faculty interaction outside of the classroom it was however 

significantly influenced when there were frequent research related interactions. This is 

important because for Black doctoral students research activity, particularly at a Research 

I, is much more central to their experience and development. 

Melvin was mentored from the start of his doctoral program to make research his first 

priority. He stated: 

My two main advisors are Black, my main advisor has recently left to go to 
another university; he is still on my committee and is still a close mentor of mine. 
Now I have a new (Black female) advisor. They have from day one preached, 
“This is a Research I university so you are going to learn to do research here, we 
want you to have teaching experience but we don’t want you to spend all of your 
time with lecturing and grading papers”  

 
Five of the nine participants indicate that they had not realized that research and 

publication was such a central component of doctoral education for those who intend to 

become faculty members. For the students who learned of the importance of research 
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during their doctoral studies, it was often the person who would later become their 

advisor who gave them their initial introduction into research.  For example, Corey 

expressed that at the time of the first interview for this study, he was unsure of how 

students typically become involved in research projects. He was unsure about whether 

faculty typically identified and sought students or if students sought faculty members or 

identified projects they would like to work on.   

Elijah explained that his advisor has made a tremendous difference in his life’s 

trajectory, largely by being an African American male professor. “He was the example 

that I needed to show me that I could do so much more. He expanded my possibilities just 

by being himself and being there.” His advisor made the PhD and faculty work an 

accessible dream. He began to think that if his advisor can earn the PhD and get 

promoted to full professor as a Black male, then so could he. 

Negative Mentor-Protégé Relationships 

In this study only one of the nine participants reported having a troubled 

relationship with his advisor, however several other relationships appear to be at least 

somewhat distant. For example, Reggie reported a pleasant relationship with his advisor 

but stated, “I don’t look to hang out with faculty; I don’t look to share personal 

information with them.  I am not looking for that type of relationship, I can share things 

professionally. Well my advisor, he asks how my family is doing. He doesn’t only talk 

about academics with me.” He prefers a distant relationship with faculty, although he 

may not be best served with this degree of distance. On the other hand, prior to the 

doctoral program he had always preferred a more distant relationship with faculty largely 
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because he has never developed a close mentor-protégé relationship with a faculty 

member. 

When Cedric came to the university he worked closely with a professor but early 

in his tenure as a doctoral student she left for a position at another university. He believed 

that he was the “only Black doctoral student in a field like this, in the country” that he 

was aware of. He argued that he was receiving solid support from his advisor and other 

faculty in his department however he later confirmed that he was not gaining experience 

in research or teaching. This suggests that although he has pleasant relationships with 

faculty, none have taken enough of an active interest in him to be invested in his 

development. 

Jamaal reported that his advisor had taken months to read his work before 

verbally informing him, “I read it and it needs a lot of work.” The advisor promised 

written feedback that never came. He however, waited a few weeks and resubmitted the 

same paper but this time getting glowing feedback as it was actually read the second time 

around.  

My advisor has been completely absent to the point it has been damn near 
negligent on her part. Sometimes I want to say, “Okay I understand, she’s trying 
to do her thing.” Because I understand her situation you know we came in 
together she was a first time faculty member and she was young Black woman but 
at the same time you have to understand that the support she’s offered has been 
non-existent. 
 

As noted in the socialization section, Black male doctoral students often find it necessary 

to find alternative routes of success. Jamaal has been able to find another faculty member 
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in his department to provide the mentorship and feedback he had been unable to access 

with his advisor. 

Then on the other extreme I have another professor who held me down so 
thoroughly. He has read everything I have sent him he gave me super-thorough 
feedback. When I’m off track, when I’m wilding, he lets me know. I’m not saying 
want somebody to tell me that I’m the greatest, when I am wrong I want 
somebody to let me know 

 
Jamaal reported that had it not been for the alternative sources of support primarily in the 

form of other faculty and students he might not have left the doctoral program. He also 

indicated that he was miserable and took advantage of an opportunity to continue his 

doctoral studies at the university from a remote location by conducting his research and 

writing for his dissertation in another state. 

Melvin has had a positive relationship with his faculty advisor and other mentors 

however he is aware of others who have not been as fortunate. 

I have seen two people not be able to get through comprehensive exams because 
the faculty members aren’t supporting them or there is some political thing and 
they don’t like the person or their research or how they do their research. But its 
because the faculty have decided that they were not going to let them through. So 
having somebody that’s on your side saying, “No, no, no, they are going to make 
it through” is vital 
 

Like Melvin, Earnest has a very positive relationship with his advisor but he reported that 

other Black doctoral students of his were not as fortunate. 

It turns out we do have a natural connection but it turns out that some my friends 
don’t have that natural connection with their advisors. I think God has blessed me 
with an advisor who is perfect for me, and my research. But I've also known 
people who were not that blessed. Whereas they thought somebody was down for 
the cause and they didn't really help them out that much  
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Melvin and Earnest both report that they know at least a few Black doctoral 

students who have advisors who have not been as supportive as one would hope a faculty 

advisor and mentor would be. While it is important to note that the BMDS reporting these 

issues did not have access to both sides of the story. It is more important to note that 

because the Black doctoral student population is so small, the experiences of two to four 

students can become a significant part of the Black doctoral student narrative. Four 

students may seem to be an insignificant number on a campus of over 50,000 students. 

However for an underrepresented sub-population the experiences of a handful of students 

can shape the perceptions and expectations held by many more. For example, the nine 

Black male doctoral students who participated in this study represented over 15% of the 

total Black male doctoral students at the University of Texas at Austin in 2010. The 

experiences of four Black male doctoral students represent the experiences of 7% of that 

total population.  

To be sure, faculty members whether tenured or untenured have a host of 

responsibilities to juggle in addition to teaching courses and working with doctoral 

students. However, from a human capital perspective it is important that the university 

and the state do not lose the talent and potential associated with doctoral students as a 

result of negative socialization marginalization and isolation of students. Many scholars 

have noted that doctoral attrition rates are estimated to be as high as sixty percent in 

many programs and disciplines, which represents a tremendous loss of human capital 

(Lovitts, 2001). The assumption when doctoral students do not complete the degree is 

often that they were unable to handle the coursework or the research. However, this is not 
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the case, in fact attrition is more likely caused by social isolation, poor fit with the 

advisor and/or department (Lovitts, 2001).  

Cross-Cultural Advisors and Mentorship 

Race continues to be an important aspect of mentoring relationships (Barker, 2007; 

Campbell & Campbell, 1997; Frierson, Hargrove & Lewis, 1994; Guiffrida, 2005; Lee 

1999). Black students often prefer Black faculty mentors although due to the limited 

supply of Black faculty this may not be an option (Griffin & Reddick, 2011; Reddick, 

2009). However, for most Black students the quality of the relationship is more important 

than the race of the mentor (Barker, 2007; Wallace et al., 2000). Black faculty members 

often share cultural and educational experiences with Black doctoral students, which may 

provide a level of comfort. Same race connections remain essential for Black doctoral 

students whether those connections are peers, mentors or faculty members; but not 

necessarily as advisor (Barker, 2011). To be sure, White faculty and other cross-cultural 

mentoring relationships also provide a number of valuable benefits to Black students as 

well. For example, White faculty members are more likely to be tenured or full professors 

and are likely to have access to larger social and professional networks. While Black 

doctoral students provide White advisors with cultural exposure and access to different 

perspectives ideas regarding academic literature (Barker, 2011; Reddick & Young, 2012). 

Johnson-Bailey and Cervero (2004) argued that all mentor-protégé relationships 

should be based on a foundation of trust, however for cross-cultural mentorship 

relationships the need for trust is heightened due to the legacy of race relations in 

America. The mentor-protégé relationship is characterized by the hierarchical power 
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differences and cross-cultural relationships add a layer of challenge requiring a degree of 

cultural and racial understanding on both parts (Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2004). 

Three of the nine participants have White dissertation chairpersons or advisors 

and two more very came close to choosing White advisors. Corey and Melvin ultimately 

chose Black advisors largely because there was more congruence in their research 

interests. However Corey added that the White male mentor would have probably helped 

him move through the doctoral program more quickly as he would have benefited from 

the more structured style of researching and writing he would have provided. Melvin 

considered making a White female full professor his dissertation chairperson when his 

advisor took a post at another institution. He stated: 

My department chair has been extremely supportive, particularly since my initial 
mentor has left and I thought maybe she would be a good person to replace him. 
She is funding my dissertation research, she has been a huge advocate regarding 
getting funding to go to conferences, giving me teaching assistantships and she in 
the process of getting me an interview to stay on here as a part of the faculty 
 

Melvin did choose a different dissertation chair, however the department chair remained 

a close mentor and advisor.  

Reggie and Cedric were both third year doctoral students, both have White 

advisors but neither of them had finished coursework or taken their comprehensive 

exams. The fact that they had not yet advanced to candidacy may explain in part the 

emotional and social distance in their relationships with their advisors. It is possible that 

the trust vital to mentor-protégé relationships has yet to coalesce which would allow both 

parties to feel more comfortable. This is particularly important in cross-cultural 

mentoring relationships. Despite Reggie and Cedric’s claims of a “good” relationship 
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with their advisors they lack a frame of reference and were not aware of the differences 

between in the socialization and preparation they were receiving relative to other doctoral 

students.  

Reggie reported having a positive working relationship with his advisor, however 

he does not feel he has a mentor. He stated, “I don’t know if I had much of a mentor so to 

speak. I have the personality where I am self-motivated. I can get the help I need whether 

I have a mentor directly or indirectly.” Although he does not feel he has an academic 

mentor he argued that his advisor does contribute to his intellectual development as a 

doctoral student. As students of color, several participants indicated being accustomed to 

being largely “left alone” by faculty and even expressed a desire to be left alone to do 

their work. However, students who are left alone by faculty, as doctoral student are less 

likely to gain the types of insights and experiences that will enable them to reach their 

fullest potentials much less land faculty positions upon completion. For doctoral students, 

being left alone may have far reaching implications for the student’s development 

potentially precluding them from being competitive on the academic job market. 

Conclusion 

The dissertation advisor sits at the heart of the socialization experience for 

doctoral students and the BMDS conceptual model reflects this important point. For 

BMDS, Black faculty provide tremendous amounts of social support both through the 

role of being formal advisors as well as through less formal mentorship roles. 

 A key finding suggests that BMDS come to rely on “anchors.” While most 

BMDS did not have advisors as their advisor, they invariably had at least one anchor on 
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the dissertation committee. Anchors in this study were typically faculty members who 

take a special interest in assisting this population with regards to important aspects of the 

doctoral experience like selecting dissertation topics, connecting with incoming doctoral 

students and maintaining one’s cultural integrity and personal dignity within the 

academy. In addition, these anchors, particularly those who are full professors and 

simultaneously hold administrative posts, were able to provide funding for large numbers 

of doctoral students of color including BMDS. Anchors also made alternative routes of 

success possible for BMDS who resist socialization largely by serving as a buffer 

between the student and faculty and by advising the student of how to more carefully 

navigate the department and institution. 

One might be tempted to assume that it is the anchor, not the advisor who is most 

vital for BMDS success. While it is clear that the engaged anchor plays a vital role 

helping BMDS persist. In most cases, particularly the deeper one gets into the writing 

stages, the advisor’s role becomes more vital and the BMDS works more closely with the 

advisor. However, if there is a breakdown in the relationship/communication between 

advisor and student, the anchor is likely to assist in important ways. 
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CHAPTER V: CONCLUSION 

Overview of the Study 

This study has sought to interrogate four research questions regarding the 

socialization and experiences of Black male doctoral students through qualitative 

research methods. The four research questions guiding this inquiry are:   

1. What is it like to be a BMDS at a large PWI in the south? 
2. What are the experiential commonalities of Black men who are persisting? 
3. How do BMDS make sense of and respond to socialization efforts? 
4. How do BMDS who resist socialization efforts locate alternative sources of 

support, community and alternative opportunities for professional preparation? 
 

Five interconnected themes emerged from the data to answer the research questions. 

Those five themes are: 1) BMDS “Pathways to the PhD,” 2) BMDS dissertation and 

research topics, 3) the PWI environment, 4) Socialization and 5) the advisor-protégé 

relationship. I have developed a conceptual model to illustrate graphically how the 

themes fit together in the experiences of BMDS. The themes or sections work together to 

provide a picture of how the experiences of BMDS fit together into a larger framework. 

Chapter five will summarize points made in the chapter four results and bring to a finer 

point several important themes of this study. 

The point of entry into the BMDS conceptual model for the doctoral student is at 

“Pathways to the PhD.” “Pathways” illustrate the various routes doctoral students took to 

arrive at the University of Texas at Austin in their respective doctoral programs.  Themes 

emerging in the “Pathways” chapter include students’ neighborhood and communities, 

and schooling experiences prior to the doctoral program. A key finding in this chapter 

was the academic impact of the “racial awakening” as this was a momentous event for 
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most participants. The racial awakening experienced by several participants corresponds 

with several stages in psychologist William Cross’ (1971, 1991) nigrescence theory.  The 

racial awakenings experienced by current BMDS when they were youth revitalized some 

students academically, while for most provided a sense of cultural responsibility. This 

section served to illustrate some of the experiential commonalities shared by BMDS 

leading up to their enrollment in doctoral programs. 

The next segment of the dissertation and BMDS conceptual model is “Why so 

much Blackness.” “Why so much Blackness” examined why race featured so 

prominently in the dissertation and research topics of BMDS in this study. Eight of the 

nine participants had race-related dissertation and research topics. This section of the 

dissertation deals primarily with research questions 1) what is it like to be a BMDS at a 

large PWI in the south? and 2) what are the experiential commonalities of Black men 

who are persisting? 

With such a high percentage of the participants identifying race as an important 

aspect of their research it became important to understand how and why this was taking 

place. Participants were asked if they felt any type of obligation as BMDS to study race 

related topics. Most participants did not feel they were obligated or compelled by any 

outside sources to study race initially. Clearly, however it is important to them. Race has 

emerged as an academic currency allowing scholars of color insider access to some of the 

most closely held experiences, thoughts and perspectives of people of color. This is 

largely how BMDS intend to broaden and diversify the academic literature as they have 

found important but overlooked areas of research.   
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In the BMDS conceptual model, the PWI environment is shown to envelop most 

of the Black male doctoral student experience like an atmosphere. The PWI environment 

influences the experiences of Black male doctoral students and underrepresented groups 

as they often feel isolated, marginalized and devalued. This section of the dissertation 

covers how BMDS came to choose UT Austin over other options in many cases.  The 

campus climate, city and state reputation all bled together for several participants, 

particularly those who had never lived in the south prior to coming to the university. The 

experience of being a BMDS was marked by the experience of being “one of the few.” 

They were the only Black male doctoral student in their programs at the time of the study 

and often one of the few students of color. Under these circumstances most participants 

felt that they needed social support on campus. Most participants went to faculty 

members who came to be referred to as “anchors” as well as safe spaces like “The 

Center” and organizations like the Black Graduate Student Association for social support. 

This constellation of support enabled most BMDS to build a sense of community during 

their first few years in the program. However, as they forged deeper into the program 

their circle of support tended to shrink to include just a trusted few. 

In the BMDS conceptual model, the first of two interior circles represents the 

socialization experiences of students. Faculty socialization is conceptualized as taking 

place in two phases, anticipatory and operational. The initial stage of faculty socialization 

takes place in the doctoral program. The second phase or the operational stage takes place 

as junior faculty in pursuit of tenure. Tenure is conceived as a rite of passage that is either 

passed or failed; those that have had successful socialization will pass be promoted 
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within the academy and awarded with tenure (Tierney & Bensimon, 1996). However, 

those who have unsuccessful socialization will not receive tenure and ultimately face 

termination form the faculty role (Tierney & Bensimon, 1996). This section included 

several sub-sections that explored various aspects of the socialization experience. For 

example there were “positive socialization” experience, “negative socialization” and 

“resisting socialization.” “Positive socialization” included conversion into academics, 

collegial relationships and clear guidelines, critical feedback. The negative socialization 

section included BMDS experiences of being uncomfortable with training, experiencing 

neglect and isolation, and problematic popularity. For BMDS “resisting socialization” 

was primarily about maintaining boundaries, preserving cultural integrity and 

individuality or resistance to fitting the mold. Resisting socialization and negative 

socialization may arguably put doctoral students at greater risk of non-completion largely 

because relationships and mentorship are an integral part of the doctoral experience for 

most students.  The section on “Alternative routes of success” includes how BMDS find 

alternative sources of support, including those created by the students themselves. The 

alternative routes of success also include non-traditional expectations about their 

academic careers. For example, several participants realized that Research I institutions 

may not be the ideal place for them, one participant expressed no interest in serving as 

faculty at a PWI, preferring to work at an HBCU. The final subsection was a Critical 

Race Theory critique of socialization. Here I examine ways in which socialization can be 

problematic for BMDS in particular and doctoral students of color in general. Many of 

the problems doctoral students of color faced with regards to socialization were related to 
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being one of the few students of color in the program and feeling as if their race, and 

culture were under constant assault.  

In the BMDS conceptual model, the inner most circle belongs to the Advisor. The 

advisor is placed at the center of the socialization, as they are for most students the chief 

socializing agent in doctoral programs. This section examined participant experiences 

with anchors (supporters) and magnets (those who draw BMDS to the institution) as well 

as mentor-protégé relationships that were more difficult. No conversation about Black 

doctoral students at a PWI would be complete without addressing cross-cultural 

mentoring relationships as these are perhaps more likely to occur than same race 

mentoring relationships. 

REVISITING THE MODEL 

Each of the five sections included important points that I hope the reader would 

take away from the readings. I have compiled a few of those points from each section. 

Revisiting Pipelines 

1. Strengthening the pipeline 

Strengthening the pipeline helps Black males reach their highest potential but also 

helps the nation reach its highest potential. Black males are underrepresented in doctoral 

programs is no mystery as drop-out rates and academic difficulties thin the ranks of those 

eligible to proceed past each level (Cuyjet, 1997; DeSousa, 2001; Fries-Britt & Turner, 

2001; Green, 1991; Hopkins, 1997; Jones, 2001; Majors & Billson, 1992, Ingram, 2006). 

Whether concerned with increasing the number of faculty of color or doctoral students of 

color, increasing academic achievement, or developing a globally competitive 21st 
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century workforce, the African American and Latino male must be addressed. As the 

academic outcomes of these groups increase, the economic trajectory of communities, 

states and the nation are likely to follow suit.  

2. Unlikely candidates. 

If we could rewind time and view several of this study’s participants when they 

were in high school, many would declare them unlikely candidates. One participant was 

forced to sit out sports games due to poor grades and another maintained the school’s 

minimum for sports eligibility through much of his high school experience. However, 

those participants were able to change gears and perform well academically. For several 

participants this academic turnaround was immediate. In other words, their academic 

trajectory suddenly skyrocketed. There are examples in this study of individuals who 

were referred by their teachers to special education and another who performed poorly in 

high school and did not go to college but worked for several years before turning back to 

education; however, they all were able to find ways to end up in doctoral programs. Past 

performance is not necessarily the best predictor of future performance or potential 

performance. This finding should encourage programs and institutions to not settle for 

simply supporting students who are the most obviously academically talented but to 

consider that there may be many “diamonds in the rough” who need more time and 

attention. With increased focus more students may emerge, although once thought to be 

unlikely or at risk. 
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3. “Racial awakening” tied to increased academic engagement 

For several participants a “racial awakening” or a development of racial 

consciousness coincided with an increase in academic performance. This awakening 

provided motivation and inspiration. For several participants the racial awakening was 

tied to an increase in motivation and academic engagement contributing to better 

performance in the classroom. The racial awakening was linked by participants to an 

increased sense of personal responsibility for “carrying the mantle” or representing the 

Black community and their forebears well. The racial awakening was momentous for 

BMDS; although it may have initially occurred over a decade ago for many participants, 

many of the interests and values remain. 

4. Inspiration can come out of hardships 

Several participants admitted having difficult times as they grew up on free or 

reduced lunch and in single-parent homes. Two of the nine participants specifically cited 

easing the financial burdens that their mothers faced as major motivational factors 

particularly while undertaking undergraduate studies. This inspiration is not unlike the 

inspiration college athletes cite when they decide to leave college early to go pro. In the 

case of BMDS from low-income backgrounds, they were often interested in getting their 

college degrees as quickly as possible, often finding motivation in the increased earning 

potential that a college education typically allows. 

5. Need investment in their success.  

Several participants could have “slipped through the cracks” at many points 

during their prior to coming to graduate school. Some actually fell through the cracks for 
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periods of time. A large part of their success is owed to others who have been invested in 

their success. Teachers within schools, professors in college and mentors in the 

community are key along with family support.    

Revisiting “Why so much Blackness?” 

1. Selecting dissertation topic as a major challenge 

Weidman, Twale and Stein refer to selecting a dissertation topic as “the most 

difficult part of the degree program” (p. 67) particularly for students who are not 

involved with ongoing research projects with faculty. Participants did not indicate that 

they found it to be among the most difficult challenges of the doctoral program, however 

it was one that required tremendous care. Perhaps it is rated less challenging by BMDS 

than doctoral students in general is because BMDS are often dealing with isolation, 

marginalization and the experience of being “an outsider” within the academy 

2. Interest in race brings them in 

Race motivated participants in important ways particularly with regards to the 

decision to enter into doctoral programs. Participants searched for programs that appeared 

to fit their academic interests but central to their interests were solving the problems 

facing communities of color, combating the educational achievement gap and telling the 

stories of people of color. The interests in race related subject matter began for most 

during their racial awakening. For many they were introduced to readings that sparked an 

intellectual curiosity outside of the classroom but the benefits bled over into the 

classroom. This suggests as Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994) previously noted, diversity in 

the subject and subject in the curriculum can be vital for the achievement of students of 
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color as it increases their engagement. Prior to their racial awakenings participants do not 

recall seeing themselves portrayed in a positive light very often in their coursework at 

various stages of the educational pipeline. Once they were adequately exposed to 

compelling subject matter they developed a hunger to acquire more knowledge. 

3. Faculty research interests play an important role 

Upon entry in the doctoral program most participants had a strong leaning toward 

race-related research. Several chose programs based on the faculty housed within the 

program; those faculty invariably studied race in some regards. Access to faculty that 

research topics that are similar to their own interests lends credibility and legitimacy to 

their ideas and confidence to their thoughts. Participants expressed uncertainty about how 

to present on sensitive subjects related to race and faculty were often able to assist in 

navigating this.  Having faculty in the department who research areas close to their own 

also potentially allows BMDS to gain valuable experience in working closely with 

faculty members on publications and presentations. 

4. Fear of being pigeonholed 

The idea of being pigeonholed came up in discussion with several participants. 

One participant was adamant that he did not wish be limited or pigeonholed as a race 

scholar. For the most part, the other participants believed that as Black faculty all of the 

“race stuff” was likely to come to them whether they specialized in it or not. In which 

case, it is better to be prepared and expecting. In other words, whether they decided to 

study race or not; they felt that as Black faculty they would inherit the role of being an 

advocate for diversity.  
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Participants confessed that they had been warned by Black faculty that they would 

have expectations placed upon them that others may not have. More specifically they 

may be expected to serve on certain committees, appear at certain events and serve as 

mentors and allies for underserved populations. Fulfilling these expectations, placed on 

Black faculty by the department, student body and community at large will certainly take 

time and commitment, adding another layer to the task of earning tenure.  

Revisiting PWI and Campus Climate 

1. University, city and state reputation may be different for students of color 

Austin, Texas has an excellent national reputation. On many lists of the best 

places to live, Austin ranks at or near the top particularly for the young, college educated 

and singles. However, Black male doctoral students in this study held a very different 

perception of Austin. Many people think of Austin as a place where there is plenty to do 

and a vibrant nightlife. Black graduate students often feel that there is not much that 

caters to their interests or to a racially diverse clientele. 

Similarly, the University of Texas enjoys very successful sports teams particularly 

with regards to football and basketball. The prestige of the university is high and trending 

upward. The University of Texas at Austin is also viewed by many as a very diverse 

campus. However, the participants of this study were largely unimpressed with the city’s 

reputation and the university’s accolades. BMDS argued that they are outsiders to many 

of the experiences that make Austin and UT unique. They often feel marginalized in their 

programs, as they are often one of the few Black students in the program, in most cases 

the only Black male. Several complained that there are few dating options for single 
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BMDS. They argued, “Black folks don’t go to many football games around here.” The 

major take-away is that the university and the city are experienced very differently for 

Black male doctoral students.  

2. Relationship between campus and community matters  

The university enjoys a remarkable national reputation. However, it has a very 

different reputation with the Black community (Goldstone, 2006; Duren & Iscoe, 1979). 

A number of factors contribute to this gap in its reputation including the university’s 

history of segregation and its slow rate of integration, its use of imminent domain to 

procure Black owned properties for expansion, the low enrollment rates of Black 

students, and the Hopwood (1996) case. These are but a glimpse into a relationship that 

has long defined by tension. From the perspective of many in the Black community, this 

history indicates that Black people are undervalued by the university.   

Participants were aware of the university’s history and reputation within the Black 

community. However, participants are also aware of recent efforts spearheaded by the 

Division of Diversity and Community Engagement to make the university more 

accessible and more equitable. Not only have many of the participants worked in various 

capacities for this division. Many of their advisors came to the University of Texas 

largely due to faculty recruitment efforts led by DDCE. 

3. On-campus support matters 

BMDS found that they needed safe spaces on campus. They often found those 

spaces to be away from their departments but still on campus. The place cited most often 

was “The Center.” The center is located in a large multipurpose building near the heart of 
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campus. The Malcolm X lounge and Jester City Limits are nearby hubs where diverse 

undergraduate student groups meet. The Center is a physical space where BMDS could 

interact with faculty of color as well as other doctoral students. The Black Graduate 

Student Association also proved to be a vital link to other Black graduate students 

particularly prior to candidacy. The Center and BGSA both served to help students find 

community and support during the early stages when uncertainty about the doctoral 

program runs high. 

Revisiting Socialization  

1. Understand what you signed up for/ Takes a while to understand how to get 

there 

It became clear relatively early in the interview schedule that many of the 

participants had to learn how to be doctoral students after they arrived on campus. Most 

knew little about their expectations as doctoral students beyond the courses, grade 

requirements and the fact that they would need to write and defend a dissertation. 

Research and methodologies were among the biggest mysteries for some as they gained 

little hands-on experience. They also did not know much about the faculty roles they 

aspired to when they started their respective doctoral programs. It took a while for many 

to understand what they “signed up for” when they enrolled in doctoral programs.  

2. Race matters in socialization/ Being Black and male is different 

Race and gender both influence doctoral socialization. Being a Black male 

matters. Participants felt that they experienced doctoral programs very differently than 

White males. Being male but Black is different than being a White male doctoral student 
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as Black males and White males often experience even masculinity differently in 

important ways (Harper & Harris, 2010). Simultaneously they felt that they experienced 

both race and the doctoral program differently that their Black female counterparts in 

important ways as Black women are perceived as less threatening than Black men and 

Black females have established a history of outperforming their Black male counterparts 

academically.  There remains a long list of racial stereotypes about Black males. BMDS 

felt they had to expend energy avoiding behavior that would link them to negative 

stereotypes as well as actively combating negative racialized perceptions when they did 

arise. For example, two different participants spoke about faculty being physically 

intimidated by their presence. They attributed these incidents to stereotypes about Black 

males and violence.  

3. Being at a Research I matters 

Faculty at Research I institutions are likely to have active research agendas. 

BMDS were able to get involved with new and ongoing research projects largely because 

they were already taking place or about to begin. A few participants were also able to 

gain the experience of being first author on publications. Much of this is able to take 

place because there is a research-focused environment. Others in the department are 

publishing and their advisors are writing and publishing.  

4. Anchors are needed 

Magnets are needed to draw BMDS to programs and institutions. Anchors are 

needed to secure them in place until graduation. Anchors and magnets can be the same 

individuals, in this study there was a great deal of overlap however, every anchor was not 



 202 

a magnet. These individuals serve many purposes but some of the most important are role 

models of academic and professional excellence in most cases and buffers that offset 

much of the negative socialization often cited in literature about the experiences of 

doctoral students of color. 

Anchors were able to stand in the gap for BMDS when they did not yet have 

dissertation advisors in many instances. However, in other instances, when participants 

were having trouble in their relationships with their advisors often anchors assisted 

students. Most of the anchors serving BMDS throughout their entire doctoral experience 

were senior faculty members, which lent a degree of gravitas to their advocacy for 

students. However, early in the doctoral experience, anchors often included a wide range 

of staff members and faculty, however as participants ventured deeper into their doctoral 

degree programs this pool shrank significantly. Often boiled down to the bare essentials.   

Anchors played important roles for BMDS. However, one point of concern is that 

there appeared to be very few of them for this population. Another concern is that most of 

the anchors were not even at the institution ten years ago. This begs the question, if these 

anchors were not there, how did previous students fare? Were there others who served as 

anchors before the current crop of anchors? Without these anchors, I fear that many of the 

BMDS in this study would have had very different and much more rugged experiences in 

their programs.  

5. Institutional support is key 

The Division of Diversity and Community Engagement is an excellent example of 

how institutional support is key to not only increasing the number of doctoral students of 
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color but also in assisting in their persistence toward graduation. In the years between 

2007-2010, DDCE employed or supported as many as 15 doctoral students of color and 

female doctoral students, mostly in education fields, at the same time. Six of the 15 are 

Black males. There are few non-academic divisions on university campuses that can rival 

DDCE’s efforts in this regard.   

6. Resistors and alternative routes 

Those who resist socialization are said to be at increased risk of attrition. This 

study tells the stories of several who resist socialization and how they navigate the 

university in non-traditional ways, which include securing financial and social support in 

unconventional ways.  

Senior faculty anchors were particularly important to this group, as they were able 

to serve as buffers between the student and other faculty members, connect the student 

with financial support and fund research opportunities. Community support also proved 

vital for resistors as well. Resistors were more interested in serving the community 

through out their time and research while doctoral students than other BMDS. Resistors 

were able to contribute to the community in important ways including mentoring students 

at local schools, and starting a graduate student organization geared toward service and 

research geared to assist the Black community among other projects. 

7. Gramscian organic intellectual 

 BMDS are in many ways similar to Gramsci’s (1971; 1985) notion of the organic 

intellectual with their broad knowledge base that includes academy, the family, 

community, and culture (Fischman & McLaren, 2005) and desires to maintain strong 
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community connections. BMDS in this study largely found a great amount of value in 

conducting research that has practical utility, particularly for communities of color. It is 

also important to note that Gramsci viewed the organic intellectual as an important 

counter-hegemonic force. In fact this is precisely how BMDS view themselves at their 

best. 

Revisiting the Advisor  

1. Race matters in advisor-protégé relationships 

For BMDS, faculty of color frequently offer a sense of comfort and accessibility 

by their mere presence. Their presence serves as reassuring proof that “people who look 

like you” can perform well at this institution.  They offer insights on the experiences of 

faculty of color at a PWI, a logical next step for this study’s participants. Participants 

have found that Black faculty in their departments are likely to have research interests 

that are compatible with their own. One participant argued that faculty of color and 

doctoral students of color often form a “natural connection.” However, the same 

participant warned, several who assumed there would be natural connections were 

disappointed. This is because, despite all that may be held in common, there are other 

important considerations that must be made including whether the personalities are 

compatible, accessibility, expectations, and ability/ interest in serving as an effective 

mentor.  

2. Race is not the only thing that matters 

Students of color may find some degree of added comfort in having an advisor 

who is a person of color. However, there are other important considerations to make with 
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regards to choosing a dissertation advisor as well. In this study, the majority of 

participants had Black advisors but this is not the norm for Black doctoral students as 

Black faculty have limited availability (Barker, 2007). Cross-cultural mentorship is an 

important aspect of the Black doctoral experience and it may have its distinct advantages. 

3. Diversity in faculty ranks matters 

Racial/ethnic diversity in the faculty ranks can make a difference not only in 

making the university and department more accessible and welcoming to students of 

color but often by broadening the curriculum in important ways. Perhaps related to 

racial/ethnic diversity in faculty ranks is the need for methodological diversity as there 

are often many ways to interrogate important issues. BMDS advised aspiring doctoral 

students to consider the diversity in departments they are considering applying to. 

However, this must be balanced with a number of other concerns and issues, like the size 

of the program of the program or department, for example.  

4. Make wise choices 

Much of each doctoral student’s experiences can be shaped by choices. Choices 

such as how to balance academic work with other responsibilities and how to construct 

the dissertation committee can have significant ramifications. Participants urged aspiring 

and current doctoral students to take time to understand the implications of choices and 

seek to make the wisest possible decisions. Several participants reported making foolish 

decisions, often with regards to having unnecessary conflicts with faculty members and 

weathering the storm that followed. For participants, anchors often assisted them in 
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resolving the issues or removing themselves from these issues. These experiences served 

as great learning experiences that they vowed never to repeat. 

5. Constellation of support 

The advisor is indispensible and central to the doctoral student’s ability to 

progress with the dissertation. However, for most doctoral students it would be wise to 

formulate mentor-protégé type relationships with a number of additional faculty 

members.  These additional mentors provide valuable insights from a number of different 

viewpoints and allow the student to learn from the strengths of each of his mentors 

(Johnson, 2007). For BMDS, getting honest and critical feedback proved surprisingly 

elusive, these mentors should be individuals who will provide feedback, even when it 

may prove difficult. Finally, having multiple sources of social support allow doctoral 

students to make wise decisions and provide assistance in navigating difficult situations. 

ADVICE FROM BMDS TO INSTITUTIONS  

The advice offered by BMDS to institutions largely revolved around recruiting 

and retaining students of color to doctoral programs and increasing the number of faculty 

of color. For example, Melvin felt as if he really did not know what to expect and had to 

learn as he went. He stated: 

Where do I begin? It just seems like we are dropped off and told to go make it 
happen.  It doesn’t stop when we get here; we need a strong support system, 
socially and economically.  In some departments you get funding for a year or 2 
but after that you are on your own and I have seen people drop out because of that 
or incur large amounts of debt because of that and that alone is a huge factor.   
 

Most participants had perspectives that aligned well with Melvin’s sentiment. For 

example, Earnest also stated, “I think I think the biggest thing is sort of support system 



 207 

and it doesn't have to be something formal. It can be something with faculty or with other 

graduate students but we need an organized support system.” However, one participant 

vehemently disagreed. Peter argued that the university did not need help in recruiting or 

retaining doctoral students of color. Peter’s argument is essentially, the university largely 

gets who it wants. He stated, “It is no secret how to get more Black male doctoral 

students, but they don’t want them. People understand and they feel and they see when 

folks have a true interest in your well-being.” I predict that the institution will continue to 

face allegations that it largely does not authentically care about the experiences of Black 

people despite its efforts to diversify until there is a critical mass of Black undergraduates 

enrolled and a critical mass of Black faculty. 

Recruiting and retaining more BMDS is certainly a key to enhancing the Black 

doctoral students. However, for Black males the educational pipeline must also be 

addressed. Elijah argued that an important part of increasing the pipeline of Black 

students must include both diverse teachers and a culturally relevant curriculum. 

So many of our children are not trying to play the so-called “game.” Learning for 
learning sake? No, the learning has to be relevant and the people in front of them 
need to be culturally relevant, we need diverse teachers so that children can keep 
their fire and thirst for learning. Because our children come to school on fire 
about learning but for Black boys by the 4th grade that fire is gone. It’s a systemic 
thing that needs to be changed to get Black men through high school! 

 
This resonates with the findings of this study as participants often viewed their racial 

awakening as a critical turning point in their educational experiences prior to the doctoral 

program. This racial awakening was often facilitated by courses or outside readings but 

spurred an increased interest in academics. 
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ADVICE TO ASPRING BMDS  
 
BMDS offered advice to those who hope to become Black male doctoral students. The 

advice largely centered around setting boundaries and knowing who you are prior to 

enrolling in the doctoral program. Jamaal stated it best: 

You need to be very clear on why you are doing this. Dave Chappelle said in an 
interview his father told him, “You have to know what you’re willing to put up 
with before you start and stick to that.” They need to speak with folks are in it. 
They need to get folks to be very specific; similar to the questions you are asking 
me. I mean getting deep, get deep. These are the questions that people should be 
asking when they are thinking about applying. Seek as much information from as 
many sources as possible whether students or professors so whoever and asked 
questions like how long?  Like what is the dropout rate of black males? What 
types of topics to choose? How do people pay for grad school? Most importantly 
be clear with yourself about why you are going.  
 

Several participants had similar responses. Encouraging aspiring BMDS to find out as 

much as possible about the institutions they would like to enroll in, the faculty in the 

programs, the program, and how students finance their education. Peter wanted to remind 

aspiring BMDS that they must realize that they are still “carrying the mantle” whether 

they realize they are or not. He stated, “Know your purpose. You are here because people 

have put a lot of hope into you as a person who will enhance the community. Up from 

slavery through reconstruction, civil rights and the Black power movement, you have 

come.”  

A secondary theme in the advice for BMDS was that of encouragement. Current 

BMDS wished future BMDS to understand that they can make it but they must believe in 

themselves and seek/accept support and assistance when it is needed. Elijah, encourages 

future BMDS to think critically about their own doctoral experience and “don’t believe 
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the hype.” He stated, “Don’t believe lies like, you have to ‘play the game’ and lies like ‘It 

is all about who you know.’ No, it is about what you do! Don’t let anybody turn you 

around but you have to give your all and that’s where the focus, passion and faith in 

yourself comes in.” 

DIRECTIONS FOR NEW RESEARCH  

There are several directions I would like to move forward in with this research. 

First of all, I would like to extend the scope of this study in two important ways. I would 

like to include multiple sites; up to twenty large public, research intensive, predominantly 

White institutions. The second major addition I would like to add to this line of inquiry is 

the experiences of Black female doctoral students. These additions to this current 

research are intended to move toward creating a grand theory of Black doctoral student 

socialization, which would be a major contribution to higher education literature. 

Understanding more about cross-cultural advisor relationships with Black 

doctoral students is an important direction for future research largely because this is an 

important aspect of the Black doctoral student experience.  

Another important direction of future research is to examine more closely how 

Black doctoral students finance their education. Student financing of doctoral education 

was peripheral to this study; however, this is an area of concern for many BMDS 

including those in this study. Several participants admit to having large student loan debt 

burdens that they must address upon completion of the degree program. This issue is 

known to be of particular importance for first generation college students and doctoral 

students of color as they generally carry higher student loan debt burdens. 
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Connecting the experiences of Black doctoral students with the experiences of 

Black faculty is an important connection that should be made in this line of inquiry. The 

experiences of junior faculty of color are a natural connection with this research topic, 

particularly as it relates to academic socialization. As previously noted junior faculty 

represent the operational stage of academic socialization.  

Yet another future direction of this research would include better understanding 

who anchors and magnets are and how they are able to attract and assist large numbers of 

BMDS. The emergence of Black faculty anchors and mentors or those who play 

important roles in the recruitment and retention of Black male doctoral students is an 

important and interesting theme that emerged in this research. Future research should 

look to examine the perspectives and experiences of these key figures in the lives of 

BMDS. 

Dreaming Big 

With an unlimited budget to provide resources and support for Black male 

doctoral students in preparation for faculty roles I would seek to implement several items 

with the end goal of preparing them to excel within the academy. Although this study did 

not delve very deeply into the funding sources of BMDS, I would aim to fully fund 

students for five years to allow them to immerse themselves in scholarly activities. The 

university needs graduate students as a labor force of teaching assistants, research 

assistants and various internship and staff roles but students of color are arguably in more 

need of publications and experience in the publication process. I would provide tiers of 

support ranging from generous fellowships to research assistantships with an emphasis on 
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developing the scholarship of doctoral students of color. I would seek to align this project 

with efforts to support junior faculty of color, potentially formulating research teams able 

to advance the research agendas and career aspirations to both underrepresented groups.  

BMDS Academic Boot Camp 

Near the top of my list would be an academic boot camp for BMDS to start each 

academic school year. The purposes of this boot camp are many for it can introduce new 

and aspiring doctoral students to the graduate education, demystify academia particularly 

in relation to the publication and tenure processes, as well as set expectations in research 

and publishing. The general idea is to introduce doctoral students to expectations of 

academic excellence and show them what it looks like in various fields. This boot camp 

would occur at prior to the start of the fall semester, before most students return to 

campus. The boot camp would feature leading scholars in several different fields. The 

boot camp also provides an important opportunity for BMDS to connect with other 

students and faculty of color.  Several institutions offer boot camps for graduate students 

and aspiring graduate students. For example, The University of Pennsylvania offers a bi-

annual dissertation boot camp every January and June for its doctoral students. The 

University of Washington offers a two-day graduate school boot camp focused on 

undergraduates and others considering graduate programs, this boot camp that costs 

upward of $450 per person and places emphasis on the graduate school application 

process. University of California, San Francisco offers a Black postdoctoral boot camp 

for students of color aspiring to postdoctoral fellowships. The boot camp I am proposing 

is different from its notable counterparts because of its focus on the unique experiences of 
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BMDS within the academy. It is important to note that the eventual goal is to expand this 

boot camp to other underrepresented doctoral student populations on campus. 

Conference for the Study of Doctoral Students of Color 

With an unlimited budget I would host an annual conference on the study of 

doctoral students of color. The major objectives of this conference would be to increase 

awareness of the issues faced by graduate students of color, bring in leading scholars, and 

advocates in areas associated with the academic achievement of students of color. The 

conference would also offer opportunities for doctoral students and junior faculty to 

present and publish research. Another important aspect of this conference would be to 

prepare the next generation of faculty, find ways to incorporate promising undergraduates 

in the conference to provide them with exposure to what it is to be both a doctoral student 

of color and a faculty member of color.  

Policy brief 

This research touches on two of the most important policy issues facing graduate 

education: attrition and diversity in graduate education. This current research and its 

future directions will provide valuable insights on how institutions may increase their 

overall retention rates and increase the diversity of both the graduate student and faculty 

on campus as well as the purpose of graduate education.  

Attrition is perhaps the most important policy issue facing graduate education, 

particularly at the doctoral level with regards to students of color. Attrition rates in 

doctoral education are astronomical when compared to undergraduate education. Most 

institutions and programs do a poor job in tracking the progress of doctoral students, 
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which allows many capable students to fall off the radar without much notice and without 

being calculated. It is difficult to imagine gaining an accurate image of doctoral attrition 

without accurate record keeping at either the department or graduate school level.  

It seems that most institutions of higher education are aspiring to diversify their 

student bodies, faculty rosters and to a lesser degree their doctoral student population. 

The policy brief would outline diversity efforts undertaken by several institutions that 

lead the nation in these areas. Ideally this brief should include state-by-state comparisons 

with regards to efforts undertaken, examining flagships and major institutions by state.  

Edited book(s) 

In addition to publishing articles and possibly even a book on the experiences of 

Black doctoral students, I would love to produce edited books on the socialization and 

experiences of doctoral students of color. I imagine an edited book that would feature 

leading scholars and administrators such as Shaun Harper, Richard Reddick, Gregory 

Vincent, Michael Cuyjet, Frank Harris, Victor Saenz, Juan Carlos Gonzalez, Daniel 

Solórzano, Susan Gardner, John Weidman, Darla Twale and Elizabeth Stein and others. 

Conclusion 

I chose to examine the experiences and socialization of BMDS largely for several 

important reasons. First of all, this is such a small and fragile population but it is also 

very important. BMDS are important because they represent the future of the academy. 

These students aspire to faculty roles, thereby continuing to shape the experiences of 

Black college students.  



 214 

I have always been interested in the academic achievement of Black male students 

along the educational pipeline but it took me a while to laser in on the Black male 

doctoral experience. Even after deciding to examine doctoral students the question of 

what parts of their experience are most interesting academically.  

Doctoral education is an important part of that pipeline as it is very near the end 

of the educational pipeline. Black male doctoral students are Black males who have 

found a way to make it through every level prior to the doctoral level, which makes their 

perspectives and insights valuable to those who are still working to get through earlier 

phases of the pipeline.  Yet BMDS are surprisingly under-researched in the academic 

literature. Participants in this study had similar experiences and proclaimed that they 

were also surprised to find the important gaps in the literature that they were able to find. 

They were surprised that such large avenues of research continued to exist. When I 

realized that the research was so sparse in this area I felt that this project was one of fate 

for me.    

I hope that this research along with subsequent projects along this same line of 

inquiry will change the way we look at doctoral education. While it is important that we 

have grand theories that attempt to understand the general experiences people have in 

social settings. If people of color are underrepresented in these theories we must continue 

to examine whether or not the experiences of people of color are qualitatively different. 

This study highlights many important ways that BMDS experience doctoral programs 

differently than other groups including other males and other Black female students as 

BMDS are among the most underrepresented of all student groups.  
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Perhaps the highest compliment I have received so far regarding this project has 

been from one of the participants of this study. Jamal stated, “You asked what I would 

say to Black males who would like to earn a PhD? After this I am going to be like, ‘Go 

and read Spencer’s dissertation!’ So man I really appreciate your work and thank you for 

including me.” This is precisely what I had hoped someone would say about my work. 
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APPENDIXES  

 

APPENDIX 1 
 
Black Male Doctoral Student (BMDS) survey 
 
Name: 
 
Address: 
 
Program: 
 
Email: 
 
Phone: 
 
Hometown: 
 
Marital Status: Please circle one 
Single            Married          Divorced        Partnered     Other:     
Number of children: 
 
 
 
Educational history 
High School(s): 
 
 
Undergraduate institution(s) and degree(s) earned: 
 
Grade point average: 
Number of years: 
Masters: 
Grade point average: 
Number of years: 
Doctoral: 
Grade point average: 
Number of years: 
Stage of doctoral program: 
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Family of Origin (Questions below refer to your household before you were 18 or 
left home for college or work). Please check all that apply 
Father 
Is a college graduate?        
Has an advanced degree (Masters or doctorate)    
Has a technical or associate’s degree      
Managerial/professional occupation      
Present in household        
Most of the time worked full time      
Most of the time worked part time      
Most of the time had more than one job     
Was in school when you were growing up     
Served in the military as enlisted      
Served in the military as officer      
Mother (Questions below refer to your household before you were 18 or left home 
for college or work). Please check all that apply 
Is a college graduate?        
Has an advanced degree (Masters or doctorate)    
Has a technical or associate’s degree      
Managerial/professional occupation      
Present in household        
Most of the time worked full time      
Most of the time worked part time      
Most of the time had more than one job     
Was in school when you were growing up     
Served in the military as enlisted      
Served in the military as officer      
Siblings (Questions below refer to your household before you were 18 or left home 
for college or work). Please check all that apply 
Have siblings 18+ Not a High School graduate    
Has siblings 25+ Not College graduate     
 
Household (Questions below refer to your household before you were 18 or left 
home for college or work). Please check all that apply 
Number of members in household?             ______   
Lived with both biological parents      
Lived with a step parent       
Contained part-year members       
Contained nonnuclear family       
Lived with adopted parents, guardians or foster family   
 
Family of Origin Financial Status 
Household was ever on welfare      
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Applied for financial aid       
Parents own home        
Household income $100, 000+      

 
Paternal Grandfather’s educational level and occupation: 
Paternal Grandmother’s education level and occupation: 
Maternal Grandfather’s educational level and occupation: 
Maternal Grandmother’s education level and occupation: 
 
I have regular, positive and encouraging interactions with faculty 

A) Strongly Agree, B) Agree, C) Neutral D) Disagree, E) Strongly Disagree 
 

I have regular, positive and encouraging interactions with student colleagues 
A) Strongly Agree, B) Agree, C) Neutral D) Disagree, E) Strongly Disagree 
 

I have regular, positive and encouraging interactions with administrators 
A) Strongly Agree, B) Agree, C) Neutral D) Disagree, E) Strongly Disagree 
 

I have regular, positive and encouraging interactions with faculty from other 
institutions 
A) Strongly Agree, B) Agree, C) Neutral, D) Disagree, E) Strongly Disagree 
 

I seriously consider dropping out of the doctoral program 
A) Always   B) Sometimes C) Never D) I did but don’t anymore E) if it gets any 
worse I may drop out 
 

Faculty is supportive of my doctoral endeavors 
A) Strongly Agree, B) Agree, C) Neutral D) Disagree, E) Strongly Disagree  

 
Have you authored, alone or with others, a paper submitted for publication? 
If yes, how many? 
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APPENDIX 2 
 

Black Male Doctoral Student (BMDS) interview protocol 
 

• Why did you decide to attend graduate school?  
 
Core socialization experience: normative context and socialization process 

Normative context 
Teaching 
• How do you feel about your individual preparation for a teaching role?  
 
Service 
• What type of emphasis do you feel your department places on service? 
• Do you feel that your racial/ethnic heritage obligates you to serve your community 

through your work/research interests? 
Research 
• Could you please explain your experience with research projects? To what extent 

does your department encourage and support research activities of its students? 
 

Socialization Process 
Interaction 
• Tell me about the level of mentorship and support you have received as a doctoral 

student? 
• What is the racial/ethnic background of your mentor(s)? Gender and Age? 
• How would you rate the quality and quantity of interaction with the academic 

community? 
• How do you feel about your decision to pursue your doctorate?  

 
Integration 
• How aware do you believe the faculty is of student problems and concerns? 
• Do others in your department perceive you as a serious scholar?  
• How would you describe the atmosphere in your department? 
 
Learning 
• How would you characterize your learning or intellectual development as a doctoral 

student?  
 
Other dimensions 

Students (background, predisposition) 
• How would you describe the demographics of your hometown when you lived there? 
• How would you describe the demographics of your high school while you attended? 
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• How would you describe yourself as a student at different levels of your educational 
experience? 

 
Personal communities (families, friends, employers) 
• How have other organizations (religious groups, fraternal organizations, etc.) or 

groups contributed to your wellbeing as a doctoral student? 
• How would you describe your level of involvement, support or tension with folks that 

play significant roles in your life (whether they are family, friends, employers or 
professionals in the field) regarding your doctoral education? 

• How do you try to find balance in your life as a doctoral student? 
• How does graduate school affect your personal relationships? 
• What are the gender dynamics like between Black male and Black female graduate 

students? 
• Please tell me a little about your heritage and family history. 

 
Race and Educational experiences 
• How important is race to your personal identity and your academic interests? 
• How would you describe the racial climate on campus? In Austin? 
• What if anything do you feel is unique about your experience of a BMDS at a PWI? 
• What have you enjoyed most as a BMDS?  
• What have you disliked most as a BMDS? 
• Research has indicated that doctoral students often say that “playing the game” is a 

significant part of the doctoral experience. What does “playing the game mean to 
you? How have you had to play the game or resisted playing the game? 

Core Components: knowledge acquisition, investment and involvement 
Knowledge acquisition 
• To what extent have you found the coursework challenging?  
• How would you characterize your intellectual growth through your doctoral 

experience? 
Investment 
• How long have you been a doctoral student? How do you feel about the time 

commitment and financial investment it takes to earn a doctorate? 
Involvement 
• What organizations have you been involved with while a doctoral student?  
Recommendations 
• What recommendations would you give to programs and institutions regarding the 

experiences BMDS? 
• What advice would you offer to aspiring BMDS? 
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