
 
 
 

Academic Excellence: The Cultural and Black Identity Experiences of African American 
Adolescent Males within the School Context 

 
 
 

by Tom Alexander Jr. 
 
 
 

B.S. in Communications, August 1993, Jackson State University 
M.Ed. in Education, June 1996, Drury University 

D.Min. in Education, May 2017, Virginia Theological Seminary 
 
 
 

A Dissertation submitted to 
 
 
 

The Faculty of 
The Graduate School of Education and Human Development 

 of The George Washington University 
in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
 for the degree of Doctor of Education 

 
 
 

August 31, 2022 
 
 
 

Dissertation directed by  
 

Abebayehu Aemero Tekleselassie 
Associate Professor of Educational Administration 



 
ii 

 

The Graduate School of Education and Human Development of The George 

Washington University certifies that Tom Alexander Jr. has passed the Final 

Examination for the degree of Doctor of Education as of June 13, 2022. This is the final 

and approved form of the dissertation. 

 
 
Academic Excellence: The Cultural and Black Identity Experiences of African American 

Adolescent Males within the School Context 

Tom Alexander Jr. 
 
 
Dissertation Research Committee: 

Abebayehu Aemero Tekleselassie, Associate Professor of Educational 
Administration, Dissertation Director 

 
Jennifer K. Clayton, Associate Professor of Educational Leadership and 
Administration, Committee Member 

 
Christine Nganga, Assistant Professor of Educational Leadership and 
Administration, Committee Member 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Dedication 

iii 
 

 
 

The author wishes to dedicate this dissertation to his family, his God, and his 

community. First, to God for whose grace has been sufficient in allowing me to persist 

in working to complete this task. Second, to my wife, Aliasha who has been there by my 

side and encouraging me. To my three sons; Jarius, Xavier, and Caleb, whose 

experiences and achievements as African American adolescent males shaped my 

understanding of how youth see the world today. To my mother, Mary who listened and 

shared her thoughts about my work. To my community, which includes all the 

preachers, teachers, and kin folk who helped me to understand the importance of 

education and its impact on the lives of others. To my former coaches and teachers, who 

set high expectations for me in school and in life. To my Fraternity Brothers of Alpha 

Phi Alpha, Fraternity Inc. thanks for your support. To my church members of First 

Baptist, thanks for your support. Finally, I dedicate this work to my late Aunt Fannie, 

she was a life-long educator, mentor, and friend. 



Acknowledgements 

iv 
 

 

The author wishes to acknowledge his dissertation committee. To my chair, Dr. 

Tekleselassie, I am so grateful for your patience and guidance throughout the process. 

To Dr. Nganga, thank you for your gentle nudging in areas that you felt needed 

additional work. To Dr. Clayton, thank you for your insights and pushing me. To Dr. 

LaBatt and Dr. Collins, thanks for taking the time to read my dissertation and 

participate in my defense. To my Alexandria Cohort 16, thank you each for the time we 

spent in person before COVID and the numerous hours virtual we spent after COVID. I 

want especially thank each of you for putting up with my shenanigans in class. I will 

forever be indebted to each of you and wish you all well in your journeys. To Dr. 

Sherrill, I want to thank you for supporting me and helping me throughout the entire 

process. Thank you to all the participants for giving of your time in this study. Finally, 

thank you to the GSEHD faculty and support staff who aided in making this degree and 

research study possible. 



Abstract of Dissertation 

v 
 

 
 

Academic Excellence: The Cultural and Black Identity Experiences of African American 
Adolescent Males within the School Context 

 
 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the influence of the cultural 

dynamics and the Black Racial Identity (BRI) development of academically successful 

African American adolescent males in the school context. In addition, the study examined 

how academically successful African American adolescent males navigate race and 

racism in schools. For this study, purposeful sampling was the method for getting 

participants. 15 African American adolescent males took part in the study. The 

participants selected met the following criteria: a cumulative GPA of 3.0 or higher, based 

on a 4.0 scale, middle adolescent 16 to 17, and self-identify as Black or African 

American. Studies that have focused on students as high achievers or successful 

academically have included at least a GPA of 3.0 as the minimal criterion (Andrews, 

2009; Corley et al., 2019; Reeves et al., 2011). This study attempted to fill a gap in the 

research that focused on the strengths and assets African American adolescent males 

bring to the school context. Understanding the strengths and assets of African American 

adolescent males creates a counter-narrative to the academic underachievement, 

oppositional culture, and stereotypes presented in the media, society, and research 

literature (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Fordham, 2008; Howard, 2013). This 

study provided key insights into how Black pride, positive relationships, racial 

consciousness, and parent support promoted success in Black male students. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

Overview 
 

Before the Brown v. Board Education decision of 1954 to integrate the United 

States public school system, African American students were educated in a school 

environment that shared a commitment to academic excellence and Black pride within 

the Black community (Horsford, 2009a; Milner & Howard, 2004; Poff, 2016; Randolph, 

2004). The shared responsibility for academic excellence included Black students, the 

Black community, Black principals, and Black teachers (James-Gallaway & Harris, 2021; 

Ladson-Billings & Anderson, 2021). Additionally, there was a sense of instilling Black 

pride as a collective (Horsford, 2009b; Kelly, 2010; Morris & Morris, 2005; Randolph, 

2004). From 1935 to 1969, African American students excelled in school with the 

support of exemplary teachers, strong school leadership, a culturally responsive 

curriculum, extracurricular activities, and strong parental support (Horsford, 2009a; 

Milner & Howard, 2004; Morris & Morris, 2005). Despite racial oppression and under- 

resourcing, the African American community experienced academic gains. For example, 

Alabama’s segregated schools increased the African American illiteracy rate to nearly 

26.2% in 1930 (Walker, 2000). Most African American students who attended segregated 

schools graduated from high school, and over 50% of the students continued on to attend 

college (Horsford, 2009b). 

After Brown v. Board of Education, African American students lost opportunities 

for immersion in Black culture and began to falter academically (Ladson-Billings & 

Anderson, 2021). Every African American student had to attend White schools, where 
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their principals, teachers, and staff were predominantly White, because of integration. As 

a result, African American male achievement suffered the most, with a graduation rate 

11% lower than Black females. In addition, most Black students attended lower- 

performing schools (Brown, 2015). 

There is a debate regarding the use of the terms Black or African American. 
 
During the Black Power movement and Civil Rights era, the Black community embraced 

the terms Black and African American. The term African American recognizes the rich 

legacy of Africa and the Black community’s connection to Africa (Nasir et al., 

2009).Additionally, research studies regarding Black or African American students use 

the terms Black and African American interchangeably (Barnes-Butler et al., 2017; 

Harper, 2007; Gipson et al., 2018; Noguera, 2003). When researchers identify students 

who are not from the United States of America, they use the label immigrant. For this 

study, I used the terms Black and African American interchangeably to denote Black or 

African American students born in the United States of America. 

Statement of the Problem 
 

Academic success in school has and continues to be a bedrock of the African 

American community (Morris & Morris, 2005; Walker, 2000; Whaley & Noel, 2012). 

While some researchers have asserted that academic success is a prominent focus in the 

African American community, in the 21st century, public schools, especially those 

serving a majority of African American students, are underserving them (Carroll et al., 

2004; Toldson, 2011). Additionally, national attention associated with African American 

student academic achievement, especially African American males, has focused on the 
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underperformance of African American students on standardized tests as compared with 

their White and Asian American peers (Stewart, 2008a), low rate of high school 

completion (Harper & Davis, 2012), and low rate of college attendance (Harper, 2007). 

Also, the African American male dropout rate was 7.7% compared to 5% of White males 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2017). African American adolescent males are 

the most underserved population group within the public schools (Ford, 1998; Haynes et 

al., 2001; Kim, 2013). This issue is a major concern for policymakers, educators, and the 

African American community. 

Research Gap 
 

Despite national attention on underperformance, African American adolescent 

males have been successful in school (Oyserman et al., 1995; Smith & Hope, 2020; 

Williams et al., 2019; Wright, 2011). Literature has shown that academically successful 

African American students perform at or above grade level when they have (a) supportive 

peers, teachers, and family, (b) a sense of determination to succeed, (c) rigorous 

instruction, and (d) a strong positive Black racial identity [BRI] (Brooms, 2019; Stewart, 

2008b; Wiggin & Watson, 2016; Zilanawal et al., 2017). Table 1 shows national reading 

and math scores showed gaps between Black student scores and the national average by 

grade level. 
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Table 1 
Reading and Math Black Student to National Average Comparison 

 

Few studies have focused on successful academic African American adolescent 

males (Corley et al., 2019). Ladson-Billings (2007) stated that continued focus on 

underachievement, shortcomings, and risk promotes a deficit approach to understanding 

the issues schools face in supporting African American students. This deficit approach 

places the onus of poor academic performance on Black students, their families, and the 

African American community (Dudly- Marling & Lucas, 2009). A study to examine the 

experiences of academically successful African American adolescent males and their BRI 

could supply needed information regarding factors that contribute to supporting African 

American students’ academic achievement and supports positive BRI. African American 

student achievement literature is rich in the context of cultures in schools and BRI 

(Chavous et al., 2003; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Sellers et al., 1998; Spencer et al., 2001), 

as well as BRI and academic achievement (Chen et al., 2020; Harper, 2007; Lewis et al., 

2018; Smalls et al., 2007). There is limited asset-based research that investigates the 

experiences of academically successful African American adolescent males and how they 

make meaning of race and the impact it has on their academic achievement. Additionally, 

limited research has focused on BRI and cultural dynamics from a qualitative approach 

that considers the perspective of academically successful African American males. Using 
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the lens of BRI and cultural dynamics to examine African American adolescent males’ 

academic success within the school context provides a means to question current 

assumptions about the achievement gap and African American culture. 

Purpose 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the lived experiences of 

academically successful African American adolescent males’ navigation of the cultural 

dynamics, racism, and stereotypes in schools. Specifically, this study sought to 

understand the influence of the cultural dynamics and the BRI development of 

academically successful African American adolescent males in the school context. In 

addition, the study examined how academically successful African American adolescent 

males navigate race and racism in schools. 

Research Questions 
 

A substantial amount of research has taken a deficit approach that focuses on the 

oppositional culture, negative BRI, and academic underperformance of African American 

adolescent males within the school context (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Ellis et 

al., 2018; Fordham, 2008; Ogbu, 2004). However, there is limited asset-based approach 

literature that has focused on the influence of the interplay of the cultural dynamics, BRI, 

and academic achievement of academically successful African American adolescent 

males. This limitation in the literature does not allow for understanding the strengths that 

African American adolescent males bring to the school context. Also, limited studies 

have addressed how successful African American adolescent males experience racism 

and discrimination in schools. Based on these research gaps, there is a need to further 

study the influence of the interplay of the cultural dynamics, BRI, and academic 

achievement of academically successful African American adolescent males. Therefore, 
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the following research questions framed this study: 

RQ1: How do academically successful African American adolescent males navigate the 

cultural dynamics in schools while developing their racial identity? 

RQ2: How do academically successful African American adolescent males navigate 

racism and stereotypes within the school context? 

RQ3: What aspects of African American adolescents’ cultural, racial, and school 

experiences situate their identity as academically successful male students? 

Significance of the Research 
 

This study attempted to fill a gap in the research that focused on the strengths and 

assets African American adolescent males bring to the school context. Understanding the 

strengths and assets of African American adolescent males creates a counter-narrative to 

the academic underachievement, oppositional culture, and stereotypes presented in the 

media, society, and research literature (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Fordham, 

2008; Howard, 2013). The findings from this study may influence policy decisions at the 

district and school level while improving practices by principals, teachers, and counselors 

to support African American adolescent male achievement and BRI development. 

Theoretical Foundation and Conceptual Framework 
 

The academic success of African American adolescent males requires principals, 

teachers, and staff to understand what contributes to their success and what places their 

success at risk within the school setting (Ma, 2003). The phenomenological variant of 

ecological systems theory (PVEST) is the theoretical foundation that supplies a 

conceptual framework for this study. PVEST allows for understanding the strengths and 

assets associated with African American adolescent male identity formation. The theory 
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also addresses the social and cultural context of their school environment, which 

contributes to their academic performance. PVEST’s five components are net 

vulnerability, net stress, reactive coping strategies, emergent identities: stable coping 

responses, and life-stage coping outcomes. These five create an asset-based approach for 

exploring how academically successful African American adolescents balance risks 

against protective factors, challenges, and supports while creating coping strategies that 

produce their Black racial identity leading to positive outcomes within the school context 

(Lee et al., 2003). I selected this theoretical foundation and concept because its primary 

emphasis is African American adolescent identity development (Harper & Davis, 2012; 

Spencer et al., 2001; Velez & Spencer, 2018) 

Summary of Methodology 
 

This study used a basic qualitative interpretive design. This approach allowed for 

understanding the lived experiences of African American adolescent males in relation to 

their academic achievement and BRI. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explained that the 

purpose of qualitative research is to gain an understanding of how individuals make sense 

of their lived experiences. Investigating the lived experiences of academically successful 

African American adolescent males in relation to their BRI allows for making meaning of 

the phenomena of the interplay of the school culture and African American culture and its 

impact on African American adolescent achievement. 

Limitations 
 

One potential validity threat to this research is my own subjectivity. As an African 

American male educator and father with three African American sons, my lived school 

experience and my sons’ experiences create a preconceived perspective of the navigation 
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of the public school system. I faced a few issues with racism and discrimination in my 

secondary school experience. I was an honor roll student, and I took part in many extra- 

curricular activities. My three sons are also academically successful and have taken part 

in extra-curricular activities. They, however, have experienced racism as African 

American adolescent males. Interestingly, both my sons and I have attended mostly 

predominantly White public-school systems, with the majority of teachers being White. 

Through conducting the literature review, I learned more about the cultural dynamics at 

play within schools and their impact on the academic success of African Americans and 

their BRI. To mitigate my personal bias and ensure the study findings are objective, I will 

use strategies to ensure validity and reliability, including member checks, peer review, an 

audit log, and triangulation of data sources and collection methods, among other 

techniques. 

Delimitations 
 

This study focused on African American adolescent males between the ages of 15 

to 17 who had a cumulative G.P.A of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale and/or enrolled 

in Honors or AP classes and self-identified as Black or African American. I recruited 

participants by working directly with a principal at a high school and my professional 

networks (e.g., church, community, fraternity) and obtained three participants from the 

principal and the remaining 12 participants through my professional networks. Most of 

the schools were in the Southeastern region, with one in the Central region. The 

enrollment ranged from the smallest being 1,104 to the largest being 2,938. This study 

focused on the assets of academically successfully African American adolescent males, 

as earlier studies have focused primarily on the deficits of African American adolescent 
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males. In this study, I interviewed African American adolescent males across all grade 

levels. The small sample size cannot be generalizable to all academically African 

American adolescent males. 

Definitions of Key Terms 
 

The following is a list of important terms used in the study and their 

accompanying definitions. 

Academic Success – enrollment in at least one AP or Honors class, a cumulative GPA of 
 
3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale, and has articulated and begun to prepare for post- 

secondary plans, such as entry into college and/or armed forces (Corley et al., 2019). 

African American and/or Black – an adolescent of the Black race born in the United 

States. This definition is commonly used in literature (Booker, 2004; Harper, 2007; 

Hattam, 2005). 

Asset-Based Approach – recognizes the strengths, promise, and potential of African 

American adolescent male students. 

Black Racial Identity Development (BRI) – describes the attitudes and beliefs that an 

African American has about belonging to the Black race individually and collectively and 

their perception of other racial groups (DeCuir-Gumby, 2009). BRI has four key aspects: 

(a) racial salience, (b) racial centrality, (c) public regard, and (d) private regard. Racial 

centrality is the extent to which one defines themselves in terms of race. Racial salience 

is the extent to which race is key to one’s self-concept at a specific time. Public regard is 

the perception of others’ views of African Americans, and private regard is the evaluation 

of one’s judgment about their race (Sellers et al., 1998). 
 
Cultural Dynamics – for this study, cultural dynamics refers to the socialization and 
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interplay of the hegemonically White school culture and African American culture 

(Schein, 1990). 

Deficit-Based Approach – labels African American adolescent males as at-risk, 

disadvantaged, and oppositional to school achievement. 

School Context – the bounded system of the physical and psychological space of the 

public school, which includes the building, classroom, and interactions between school 

staff and students (Tekleselassie et al., 2013). 
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature 
 

This literature review will explore the influence of cultural dynamics and BRI and 

their impact on academically successful African American adolescent males in the school 

context. Additionally, it will include an examination of the literature on race and racism 

in schools. The literature review begins with a description of the literature search method, 

followed by a discussion of the theoretical and conceptual framework model. Then it will 

focus on the strengths and assets of successful academic African American students and 

conclude with a presentation of the research questions. 

Brown v Board of Education African American Students 
 

This section includes a discussion of the studies that focused on African American 

students’ school experience before and after Brown v Board of Education. Researchers 

have primarily focused on the desegregation of public schools after the Brown v Board of 

Education case (Horsford, 2009b; Milner & Howard, 2004; Poff, 2016). However, some 

researchers have focused on the Black community and African American students before 

desegregation (James- Gallaway & Harris, 2021; Ladson-Billings & Anderson, 2021; 

Milner & Howard, 2004; Morris & Morris, 2005). The major findings from these studies 

were that African American students, prior to desegregation, had exposure to more Black 

principals and teachers. These students felt an intense sense of Black pride within their 

school, but after desegregation, they experienced more incidents of racism and less 

exposure to Black principals and teachers (James-Gallaway & Harris, 2021). 

Black segregated schools before Brown v Board of Education struggled to compete with 

White segregated schools for resources (Walker, 2000). Walker (2000) reviewed case 
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studies and surveys that focused on African American schools in the South from 1935 to 

1969. The research guiding questions were: What is known about the teaching and 

learning within segregated schools, and what evidence exists that this schooling produced 

some successful outcomes for students? What are common themes and characteristics 

that emerged from the most comprehensive studies about the schools? and What remains 

underdeveloped in the characterization of the schools, and what are the implications for 

future research and educational practice? Walker analyzed surveys, documents, and 

interviews with individuals who attended or taught in segregated schools. The study 

yielded results from well-known segregated schools such as Dunbar High School in 

Washington, D.C., Central High School in Louisville, Kentucky, Queen Street High 

School in Beaufort, North Carolina, Caswell County Training Schools in North and South 

Carolina, and Halifax Training School in rural Halifax, Virginia. The major themes from 

the study were exemplary teachers, curriculum and extracurricular activities, parental 

support, and leadership of the school principal. These themes support previous findings 

regarding factors that contribute to student success (Bjorklund, 2019; Brooms, 2019; 

Corley et al., 2019). 

After Brown v Board of Education, African American students were bussed to 

schools that enrolled a majority of White students and consequently experienced higher 

incidents of racial discrimination. Poff (2016) stated that Black students moved from a 

school context where “they were valued, pushed, and understood as members of a 

community to desegregated schools where they were the minority, and often treated with 

hostility” (p. 433). In addition, Poff explored the perspective of African American 
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students who were the first to desegregate a Roanoke City school during the 1906-1961 

school year. The qualitative study used historical research and interview to collect the 

oral history of the students. The research questions were: What were the experiences of 

the Black students in Roanoke who were the first to desegregate Roanoke schools? What 

support systems assisted these students during their experiences? and How did their 

experiences affect these students then and now? Two key findings from the study 

included (a) the White students in the school rejected the Black students and (b) the 

Black students experienced negative comments from their Black peers in the community. 

These findings provide insight into Fordham’s (1985) discussion of Black students’ 

difficulty in assimilating into White schools while being accepted by their Black peers. 

Another significant finding was the Black students who integrated Roanoke felt that the 

support from their families assisted them in dealing with the stress associated with their 

circumstances. 

Other studies have reported that prior to desegregation, Black students felt 

supported and a sense of pride, but after desegregation, they experienced challenges 

within their all-White school context. For example, Horsford (2009b) interviewed Black 

school superintendents who personally experienced desegregation as students. The study 

included eight participants who self- identified as Black or African American, achieved 

the superintendency and were able to recall firsthand experiences as K-12 students 

attending segregated schools. The study included four female and four male participants. 

All the participants communicated that “despite the painful memories of overt racism, 

government-sanctioned segregation, and limited economic and educational resources in 
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the pre-Brown era” (Horsford, 2009a, p. 177), they attribute their success to high 

expectations in their communities, parents, and demanding teachers. Moreover, the 

participants stated that after Brown, the “rich legacy of self-determination and collective 

responsibility in the education of African Americans” (Horsford, 2009a, p. 182) was 

replaced with emphases on special and alternative education, discipline referrals, and 

grade tracking. This section provided a historical context of the African American student 

transition from pre-Brown to post-Brown. The studies showed a shift from supportive 

communities and Black pride to students experiencing challenges and stressors within 

their school context. The next section explores the literature related to school context. 

School Context 
 

In this section, the key themes for discussion include cultural dynamics, 

oppositional culture or “acting White,” Black staff and Black students, and 

racism/discrimination in schools. Researchers have focused on African American culture 

and school culture concerning the academic achievement of African American students 

(Fordham, 2008; Huguley & Diamond, 2014; Oyserman et al., 1995). The interplay of the 

dominant culture and African American culture has been well documented in the 

literature, including the cultural dynamics in schools (Boykin et al., 2005; Gutierrez & 

Rogoff, 2003; Heinrich, 2018; Hughes et al., 2011a; Parson, 1997; 2003), and acting 

White oppositional culture (Burrell et al., 2013; Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; 

Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Specifically, researchers have focused on the impact of Black 

teachers and principals on African American student achievement in school (Grisson et 

al., 2017; Hart, 2020; Milner, 2006; McKinney de Royston et al., 2021). In addition, 
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researchers have studied race and discrimination within the school context (Barnes-Butler 

et al., 2017; Golden et al., 2018; Henfield, 2011; Hope et al., 2015; Sanders, 1997; Yip & 

Seaton, 2009). The themes above provided insight into African American student 

achievement within the school context. 

Culture Dynamics in Schools 
 

Understanding cultural dynamics in schools requires examining literature related 

to the interplay of the cultures within schools. Cultural dynamics evolved from the term 

organizational culture. Business researchers seeking to understand a companies’ 

effectiveness and ability to compete introduced the term organizational culture (Schein, 

1990). Schein (1990) defined organizational culture as the pattern of basic assumptions 

that a given group has invented, discovered, or developed in learning to cope with its 

problem of external adaptation and internal integration that worked enough to be valid 

and because of its success, it was taught to new members concerning the problem. 

Schein’s concept of organizational culture included cultural dynamics, which refers to 

how new members learn the values and norms of an organization through socialization 

(Schein, 1990). The socialization process includes the following seven key questions: 

How are individuals taught the norm and values of the organization? 

1. To what degree is there a formal process for teaching the norms and values? 
 

2. To what degree does the process destroy or replace an individual’s identity? 
 

3. How are role models provided to assist in the process? 
 

4. Is the process set up as a step-by-step procedure or open-ended? 
 

5. Does the process have required stages? 
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6. Can an individual be eliminated for failure to adhere to the norms and values, 

or can an individual gradually assimilate the norms and values of the 

organization? 

Furthermore, researchers have focused on cultural practices and cultural 

misalignment in classrooms (Boykin et al., 2005; Heinrich, 2018; Hughes et al., 2011b; 

Rodriguez, 2008). Boykin et al. (2005) conducted a qualitative study investigating the 

cultural practices, cultural socialization, and the potential for cultural misalignment in 

classrooms serving African American elementary students from urban and lower-income 

backgrounds. The study consisted of six elementary schools in the Midwestern part of the 

United States, with 90% of the students qualifying for federal free and reduced lunch, and 

95% of the students being African American. All the teachers were African American. 

The researchers trained six African American research assistants with backgrounds in 

psychology and education to use “an observational protocol and a theoretical framework 

grounded in cultural hegemony and schooling research” (Boykin et al., 2005, p. 526) to 

identify ten cultural themes for investigation. Five cultural themes were labeled as 

mainstream cultural ethos, consisting of individualism, competition, object orientation, 

the priority placed on cognition over affective expression, and bureaucracy orientation. 

Five cultural themes were labeled as Afrocultural ethos, consisting of movement and 

expressions, verve, affect, orality, and communalism. The investigators found that the 

mainstream themes associated with cultural ethos were more prevalent than Afrocultural 

ethos. Mainstream cultural ethos and Afrocultural ethos have been in use to focus 

specifically on creating an inclusive context for instruction and how instruction 
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influences African American students’ images of future careers (Parsons, 1997; 2003). 

Gutierrez and Rogoff (2003) argued that a focus on cultural variation allows for the 

respect of the differences among groups. However, the use of the terms dominant culture 

or mainstream culture implicitly marginalizes the culture of minority students (Shams, 

2015; Velez & Spencer, 2018). 

Boykin et al.’s (2005) study did not fully address the cultural dynamics within a 

classroom. Specifically, it did not address how the elementary educators taught students 

the mainstream cultural ethos and, most importantly, if the students were removed from 

the classroom if their Afrocultural norms conflicted with ’its mainstream norms. 

According to the researchers, the findings were “consistent with the cultural 

misalignment;” they asserted that the results “uncover perhaps, a crucial component of 

the dismal academic performance of low- income African American elementary students” 

(Boykin et al., 2005, p. 543). In addition, the researchers did not supply evidence, such as 

student grades, to substantiate poor students’ academic performance, and they did not 

show if there was a removal of students from the classroom environment. In the 

researchers’ analysis of the observation data, all the teachers classified themselves as 

African American. However, the researchers showed that the teachers taught from a 

mainstream cultural ethos and did not exhibit Afrocultural norms as a part of their 

institutional practices. In addition, they categorized the students’ activity as Afrocultural. 

As such, it would be of significance to further investigate this phenomenon through 

interviews with the students and teachers. 

Researchers have investigated cultural dynamics in schools from the perspective 
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of the students. In a study conducted by Hughes et al. (2011a), the researchers developed 

a questionnaire to explore the views of 16 students enrolled in two unique special 

education pull- out reading resource classes for Grades 5 and 7. The schools were large 

urban school districts in the southeastern United States. The ethnic and racial composition 

was six Black, five Hispanic, three White, one Asian, and one Native American. The 

questionnaire assessed the students’ beliefs about the acceptance of their culture at 

school, the cultural dynamics, and the schools’ culturally responsive practices. Of the 

Black students, one identified as biracial; these students responded that there were 

traditions or rituals specific to their heritage and community. 

However, all students indicated that their teachers did not acknowledge their race 

or culture. Teachers responded that they did not acknowledge students’ race and ethnicity 

because of the animosity between racial groups and violence in the school, which they 

identified as a problem concerning the school’s cultural dynamics (Hughes et al., 2011a). 

Seventy-eight percent of the teachers were White. 

Furthermore, the Black male students showed that it was not crucial for teachers 

to be familiar with their students’ backgrounds. Thus, their statements contradict research 

findings on teachers’ importance of being culturally aware of their students (Heinrich, 

2018; Rodriguez, 2008; Wiggin & Watson, 2016). A limitation of this quantitative study 

was its small sample size, making the findings not generalizable. Also, the contradictory 

response resulted from a questionnaire given to 16 adolescent males ranging from ages 

10 to 13. Therefore, it would have been necessary to follow up with an interview with the 

Black males to understand their responses. In addition, the questionnaire used 
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psychometric properties, but the validity and reliability were not tested. Also, the basis of 

the data was students’ self-reports, and no direct observation or interviews were 

conducted. 

Other researchers have focused on the cultural dynamics related to the interaction 

of Black students and a mostly White staff. For example, Heinrich (2018) investigated the 

conflicts and challenges experienced by a middle-class, mostly a White junior high staff 

and community when its demographics shifted from 15.6% free and reduced lunch to 

39.8%; this included a primarily African American student population migrating from 

urban culture. In the study, Heinrich did not present the demographical change in the 

school as racial composition; the researcher stated that the change was the influx of 

“urban and generational poverty” (p. 235). 

The cultural clash between the predominantly White staff and the African 

American student population was a critical incident that allowed analysis of the power 

relationships between the principal, teachers, pupils, and parents and the structural, 

organizational, and cultural factors that prevent teachers from engaging in alternative 

ways to reduce the conflicts and challenges (Roach & Kratochwill, 2004). Four primary 

themes evolved from the study: (a) norms of timeliness, (b) fight or flight, (c) power 

struggles, and (d) acculturation. The school’s unconscious, taken-for- granted beliefs, 

perceptions, thoughts, and feelings about how students are to behave and respond to 

authority figures, along with its district policies, created a culture of power that led to 

power struggles between the staff and the students (Delpit, 1988; Schein,1984; Schoen & 

Teddlie, 2008). The power struggles and cultural dynamic created by the school staff 
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imposed a process of acculturation that expected the African American students to 

assimilate to school culture without regard to the students’ own cultural identities. This 

led to the removal and suspension of students from school (Heinrich, 2018; Schein, 

1990). A limitation of this study was that it did not include student perspectives, which 

would have provided insight from the students’ perspectives that offer a lens to 

understand both the positive and negative implications school culture has on student 

achievement. 

Student-teacher relationships give insight into the cultural dynamics within 

schools. The minority students bring their home culture into the school, while schools 

have a culture of their own. Rodriguez (2008) conducted a case study to investigate 

student-teacher relationships within the context of school culture, structure, and student 

achievement in two Northeastern U.S. city high schools during the 2001 to 2003 school 

years. The schools’ demographics were similar, with 90% or more of the student 

population being students of color, with the majority qualifying for free or reduced lunch. 

The two schools, Grand High School (GHS) and High Achieving Academy (HAA), were 

magnet schools. GHS’s enrollment was 1,500, while HAA’s was 200. Fifty-one percent 

of the teachers at GHS were either Black, Latina, or Latino. Sixty-nine percent of the 

teachers at HAA were of minorities. Using purposeful sampling, 10 students from each 

school participated in this study. The selection criteria included students with grade point 

averages and test scores across the low, middle, and high levels. This procedure 

minimized the risk of over-or under-presentation of students within any one category. 

The findings from the study “facilitated a deeper understanding of the role that 
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personalization played in the lives of students (Rodriguez, 2008, p. 764). The students in 

both schools discussed the importance of personalized relationships, but the students from 

HAA expressed their immediate and frequent access and contact with adults. The students 

at GHS did not describe the same feelings. 

The role of respect was another feature associated with the students’ personalized 

relationships at both schools. HAA and GHS students communicated the importance of a 

reciprocal relationship of respect between students and teachers. Some researchers have 

indicated that mutual respect between teachers and students reduces the cultural clashes 

associated with school cultures’ socialization process (Delpit, 1988; Hatch, 1993; Schein, 

1984;1990). Other researchers have suggested that teachers’ and students’ relationships 

influence academic achievement expectations within school culture at the classroom 

level. Specifically, Brooms (2019) conducted a qualitative longitudinal case study on 20 

Black males who attended an urban public charter school. The researcher concluded that 

when Black males feel respected by teachers, there is a stronger sense of school 

belonging and a greater propensity for academic success. 

In each of the studies presented, the significant finding related to cultural 

dynamics was student-teacher relationships and interactions in the classroom. In addition, 

the findings showed that student-teacher relations affected African American student 

achievement. Another critical factor was the role of the teacher in acknowledging and 

respecting the African American students while understanding their cultural backgrounds. 

The following section focuses on understanding the effects of Black teachers and Black 

principals on Black students. 
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Black Teachers, Black Principals, and Black Students 
 

Prior to Brown v Board of Education, African American students attended schools 

composed of Black principals and Black Teachers (James-Gallaway & Harris, 2021; 

Ladson- Billings & Anderson, 2021). Post-Brown, their exposure to Black principals and 

Black teachers was limited. Ladson-Billings and Anderson (2021) found that Black 

parents did not participate in the desegregation of schools because White schools were 

better for their Black sons and daughters; “it was a question of freedom and about equal 

rights” (Ladson-Billings & Anderson, 2021, p. 96). Researchers have studied the impact 

of Black teachers and Black principals on Black student achievement. For example, 

Milner (2006) conducted a qualitative study by interviewing three educational research 

experts. Milner had 47 years of experience researching and authoring scholarly articles 

about Black teachers and Black students. The researcher asked the participants the 

following questions: 

1. What happened to Black teachers after the Brown decision? 
 

2. What impact might the Brown decision have on Black teachers leaving the 

profession? 

3. How might Brown have influenced the education of Black students? 
 

4. Why is it important to have Black teachers educating Black students? 
 

5. How might we think about increasing the number of Black teachers in the 

teaching profession? 

6. What types of questions should we be researching and addressing Brown 
 

decision around Black teachers, Black students, and Black community? 
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7. In other words, where should we (researchers, teachers, and policy makers) go 

from here in order to reverse (Ford, 1998) the underachievement of Black 

students (Milner, 2006)? 

The key findings from this study were the importance of Black teachers to the 

education of Black students and all students. Black teachers were role models for Black 

students, and Black teachers created culturally informed relationships with Black students 

in schools. The limitation of this study was that it did not come from empirical research, 

only from the informed opinion of the researchers interviewed (Milner, 2006). 

Hart (2020) conducted more rigorous research on Black students and Black teachers 

using a quantitative study to explore the effects of access of Black teachers on advanced 

course enrollment and performance in North Carolina. The researcher used administrative 

data from the North Carolina Education Research Data Center and sampled Black high 

school students in Grades 9 to 12, taught by teachers of all races. The primary question 

the researcher sought to answer was if Black students had “the option of taking either 

advanced-track or regular track courses” (Hart, 2020, p. 167) if they would be more 

likely to opt in to advanced-track courses where Black teachers taught the courses. The 

researcher also evaluated those students’ performances in the courses. The results of the 

study indicated that “Black students were more likely to take advanced-track courses 

when those courses were led by Black teachers” (Hart, 2020, p. 182). In addition, Hart 

found that there were only modest gains in performance for those Black students who 

enrolled in advanced-track courses taught by Black staff. Grissom et al.’s (2017) findings 

had comparable results when the researchers conducted a quantitative study to investigate 
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whether there was a higher number of minority students in gifted programs in schools 

with minority teachers and principals. They conducted the study using data from 

elementary schools and found that there were significantly more Black students in gifted 

programs with Black principals and Black teachers. 

In addition to investigating enrollment and performance in relation to Black 

teachers and Black principals, researchers have explored their pedagogical practices. For 

example, McKinney de Royston et al. (2021) conducted comparative case studies of an 

elementary school, two middle schools, and a high school. The research questions were 

(a) how do Black educators articulate the need to protect Black children? and (b) What 

mechanisms of protection do they enact in their classrooms and schools? The key 

findings from this study showed the Black teachers’ pedagogical practices regarding 

Black students included the institutional structures they created for Black students and the 

interpersonal way they interacted with them. The Black teachers had a level of race 

consciousness that imbued them to create a school environment that ensured students felt 

safe, protected, cared for, and at home. The Black teachers approached discipline by 

addressing student behavior using alternative approaches, which included finding more 

resources or services to address student needs that were indicated by their behavior. 

Milton-Williams and Bryan’s (2021) research yielded a “cultural continuum of Black 

male pedagogy” (p. 47). Also, the continuum included Black teachers being supported by 

the Black community. 

While researchers have focused specifically on Black teachers’ pedagogical 

practices with Black students, some have investigated culturally responsive practices in 
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relation to Black students. For example, Gladney et al. (2021) investigated the “effects of 

providing teachers with multilevel training and coaching support to assist in embedding 

culturally responsive social skill instruction into daily instructional lessons” (p. 176). The 

research questions were (a) what are the effects of multilevel coaching on teachers’ 

implementation fidelity of culturally responsive social skill instruction? and (b) what are 

the effects of teacher implementation of culturally responsive social skill instruction on 

classroom behavior of African American elementary students? The quantitative study 

used data gathered from three White general education teachers at an urban elementary 

school in a southeastern region of the United States. There was a reduction in student 

noncompliance behavior due to the teachers being coached on the use of culturally 

responsive social skill instruction. This finding was significant because it supported other 

research findings regarding culturally responsive practices’ impact on reducing negative 

student behavior (Heinrich, 2018; Scales et al., 2019). 

The significant findings from the above review of the literature regarding Black 

teachers, Black principals, and Black students indicate that the presence of Black teachers 

and Black principals increases student propensity to engage in advanced-level courses. 

Additionally, the pedagogical practices of Black teachers, which include culturally 

responsive practices, impact Black student behavior in the school context. Also, Black 

teachers and principals served as positive role models for Black students in schools. The 

next section of this literature review provides an analysis of a notable concept in  

educational literature. The concept is oppositional culture theory, and it has influenced 

how policymakers and school administrators view African American student 

achievement in schools. 
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Oppositional Culture and Acting White 
 

Historically, researchers have found an oppositional interplay between African 

American culture and the dominant culture within schools (Bergin & Cooks, 2002; 

Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Heinrich, 2018; Lee et al., 2014; Spencer, 1999). 

Fordham’s (1986) research paper was the impetus that launched the academic community 

into discussing African American students’ burden of acting White in coping with being 

successful in schools. The author investigated the phenomenon of Black adolescents’ fear 

of excelling in school to analyze the relationship of Black Americans’ ecological 

structure to the school performance of Black adolescents in the school context. The study 

occurred in a predominately Black high school in Washington, D.C., in which 24% of the 

students were on free and reduced lunch. The ethnographic research included interviews 

with 24 African American eleventh-grade students: 12 males (six underachieving and six 

high-achieving) and 12 females (six high-achieving and six under-underachieving). The 

study’s premise was that Black students experienced inordinate ambivalence and 

affective dissonance around academic excellence in the school context due to the fictive 

kinship system in the Black community. The idea of fictive kinship for the African 

American community is Black people are a unique group with enduring traits and 

behaviors separate from the White American culture (Fordham, 1986). The primary 

finding of the study was that underachieving students’ “decision regarding success 

appears to be ‘avoidance’; i.e., consciously and unconsciously decided to avoid efforts 

which might suggest that they desire to act in ways which are often identified with white 

Americans” (Fordham, 1986, pg. 19). Fordham also stated that students identified the 

following traits as acting White: 
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• speaking standard English 

• listening to white music and white radio stations 

• going to the opera 

• spending a lot of time in the library studying 

• working hard to get good grades 

• getting good grades in school, i.e., being known as a brainiac 

• going to the Smithsonian 

• going to a Rolling Stones concert at the Capitol Center 

• doing volunteer work 

• going camping, hiking, or mountain climbing 

• having cocktails or a cocktail party 

• going to the symphony orchestra 

• having a party with no music 

• listening to classical music 

• being on time 

• reading and writing poetry 

• putting on airs (Fordham, 1986, p. 4) 
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Fordham (1986) used Ogbu’s cultural-ecological model as a conceptual framework to 

explain the lack of African American success in schools. The explanation included a job 

ceiling that relegates Black Americans to low-status jobs that neither require much 

education nor bring high rewards for educational efforts. Also, it included the fact that the 

basis of substandard schooling is on Whites’ beliefs about Black Americans’ educational 

needs. This report was presented by Fordham in 1985 and later published as a joint article 

between Fordham and Ogbu (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). 

Using quantitative methods, researchers have attempted to challenge Fordham and 

Ogbu’s (1986) premise of “acting White” and Ogbu’s (2004) opposition culture. 

Ainsworth- Darnell and Downey (1998) challenged “acting White” premise on African 

American students’ motivation for schooling. The researchers sampled 2,197 African 

Americans, 653 Asian Americans, and 13,942 non-Hispanic White students from a 1990 

National Educational Longitudinal Study (NELS) of 17,000 high school sophomores. The 

researchers did not give the specific statistical test used and did not explicitly state their 

statistical method; however, they sought to understand the relationship between the 

students’ race and family traits and the students’ value of education. The researchers 

found a relationship between the dependent variables (race, family income, parental 

occupation, and parental education) and the independent variables (education is important 

to getting a job, occupational expectation, effort, disruptive, in trouble, and homework). 

Findings from the study refuted critical assumptions from the oppositional culture model. 

According to the study’s conclusions, African American students valued education and 

felt it provided future occupational opportunities. Also, African American students and 
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Asian American students reported more pro-school attitudes than White students. In 

contrast, African American students reported more pro-school values among their peers 

than White students, while disruptive behavior and the need for discipline contributed to 

the achievement gap in African American students’ efforts outside of school. However, 

they found that anti-schooling attitudes were more prevalent in African American 

students who dropped out of school. 

Although claiming to refute Ogbu’s (2004) oppositional culture assumptions, this 

study supports Ogbu’s claim that researchers misinterpreted his oppositional cultural 

theory. Ogbu explained that the African American students were not anti-school, nor did 

their peers reject those who earned good grades. However, the African American students 

rejected the traits of White culture, which included speaking proper English or listening 

to country music. The key findings of Downey and Ainsworth-Darnell’s (1998) study 

were that African American students are pro-school and have good grades, which aligned 

with Ogbu’s assessments of African American students’ response to school. 

The academic community has continued to misinterpret the concept of oppositional 

culture. Ogbu (2004) claimed that the misinterpretation of oppositional culture cultural- 

ecological framework was a failure to understand the different perspectives on collective 

identity, cultural frame of reference, and Black adolescents’ schooling. The premise of 

this misinterpretation is that researchers ignored “the historical and community contexts 

of Black students’ behavior and focus almost exclusively on the transactions between 

students and their school” (Ogbu, 2004, p. 2). Because of the shared history of slavery in 

America, Blacks have a collective identity, which excluded them from education and 



 

 
30  

exposed them to mistreatment. Moreover, Black language or dialect was opposite to the 

dominant White culture in America. Ogbu (2004) explained that as Blacks moved from 

the context of slavery to today, Black and White culture and dialect frames continued to 

be different and oppositional. Black students rejected “White” attitudes and behaviors 

such as speaking standard English, enrollment in honors and AP classes, being smart 

during lessons, and having too many White friends. Also, there was outside peer pressure 

on Black students to participate in nonproductive activities. He cited these findings from 

the Shaker Heights study conducted in an Oakland public school. However, Ogbu 

highlighted that Blacks adopted strategies to cope with “White” attitudes and behaviors in 

White institutions and establishments. The author further elaborated that there was an 

expected behavior in the Black community that differed from what was expected in 

White institutions. In addition, Ogbu considered the majority-minority relations within 

the context of the status problem or collective problems of involuntary incorporation into 

society, instrumental discrimination, social subordination, and expressive mistreatment. 

The Black community adopted five strategies to address the status problem: assimilation, 

accommodation without assimilation, ambivalence, resistance or opposition, and 

encapsulation. The author proposed that Black students use these five strategies in 

schools. Chavous et al. (2003) found similar coping strategies among Black students, 

including a negative perception of being Black. 

Furthermore, Ogbu (2004) emphasized that Black students wanted to make good 

grades, and many reported that their close friends did not belittle or harass those who 

made good grades. Peer support in school, especially for Black students and during early 
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adolescence, is essential to academic engagement and performance (Crosnoe et al., 2003). 

Also, Hoffman et al. (2019) found that Black students with a keen sense of self-facilitated 

positive interactions and relationships with their peers performed well in school. Fordham 

(2008) responded to misinterpretation with the central claim that academic elites, famous 

Blacks, and the media reported her published findings inconsistently. The author best 

defined the burden of acting White as: 

Socially approved attempted identity theft in which, in exchange for what is identified as 
success, racially defined Black bodies are compelled to take on the identity of racially 
defined White bodies by mimicking the social, cultural, linguistic, and economic 
practices historically affiliated with the hegemonic rule of Euro-Americans. (Fordham, 
2008, p. 237) 

 
Fordham further pointed out that many researchers and the media looked to use 

the findings to focus on academic failure among African American students due to peer 

relations between African American students. Yoder and McCollum (2011) supported 

Fordham’s claims; they used data from the Maryland Adolescent Development in 

Context Study (MADICS) to examine the relationship between perceptions of academic 

culture within a school, teacher regard, and academic aspirations among students. This 

study included 1,462 seventh-grade students in which 51% were males. The findings 

indicated that “interactions between students and teachers have a distinct influence on 

student academic outcomes and are a critical component of school climate” (Yoder & 

McCollum, 2011, p. 71). Similarly, Cherng (2017) conducted a quantitative study using 

the Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002 (ESL 2002), focusing on teacher-student 

relationships and academic achievement. The study included English and mathematics 

teachers and examined their relationships with a population of high school sophomores. 
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The findings from the research provided “strong evidence that teacher-student 

relationships can inspire students to have high academic ambitions, but such relationships 

are not uniformly enjoyed by all racial/ethnic and generational groups” (Cherng, 2017, p. 

93). A limitation of this study was only three types of teacher and student relationships 

were available (i.e., teacher familiarity with the student, teacher does not perceive student 

as passive, and teacher and student talk outside of class). Fordham’s (1985) claim and the 

supporting findings from other research supplies critical insights to examine African 

American students’ beliefs in their teachers’ interaction regarding their culture. 

In another study, Burrell et al. (2013) challenged Fordham and Ogbu (1986) and 

conducted a qualitative study to explore the meaning of acting Black to African 

American students and if the meaning of acting Black includes affirmative connotations 

about learning, knowledge, and academic success. The researchers asked the following 

open-ended items. “Please complete this sentence using the words that reflect your own 

thoughts and opinions. Acting Black means . Acting Black means Acting Black means 

 ” (Burrell et al., 2013, p. 102). Participants were able to construct three responses 
 

for acting Black and acting White. The study included 115 early adolescent African 

American students from a predominantly Black public charter middle school in an urban 

city in the northeastern United States. The study yielded the following themes: academic 

intelligence, status, authenticity, pride, social perception, style, and nothing. From these 

themes, it was identified that both affirmative and non-affirmative connotations were 

present. Specifically, the students did not interpret and identify acting Black as 

representing attitudes and behaviors consistent with devaluing education. In fact, for 
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academic intelligence, which included themes such as learning and being smart, the 

meaning of acting Black was affirmative. These findings highlighted that African 

American students value education, which was counter to acting White or oppositional 

culture. The researchers acknowledged that a limitation of their study was that the sample 

came from a predominantly African-American populated middle school. It would be 

insightful to conduct a similar study in a diverse public school. 

The literature revealed in this section focused on the concept of acting White and 

oppositional culture. The literature findings did not fully support the premise that African 

American students do not value good grades and reject school because of their Black 

culture. Most of the researchers misinterpreted Fordham and Obgu’s (1986) concepts and 

have only considered underachievement by African American students in the context of 

school rather than the historical context of Blacks with the hegemonic culture of 

America. The above-discussed section reveals that African American students bring a 

sense of determination to succeed in schools. 

Race and Discrimination in Schools 
 

The marginalization of African American culture within schools has been 

attributed to racism and discrimination. According to Williams et al. (2020), historical 

racism and the perpetuation of Black intellectual inferiority have shaped the school 

experience of African American students. These students have responded to racism and 

discrimination in the school context in different ways. Sanders (1997) drew data from 

interviewing 28 students who ranged from high-, mid-, and low- achieving, categorized 

by the students’ self-reported grades. The students were African American eighth-graders 
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in an urban school district in the southeastern United States. The study’s purpose was to 

identify the existence of the achievement orientation among African American urban 

adolescents and their response to racial discrimination in ways that were conducive rather 

than detrimental. The study results produced three categories related to students’ 

awareness of racism and racial discrimination: (a) category one: minimalization, (b) 

category two: moderate to low awareness of racism and racial barriers, and (c) category 

three: high awareness of racism and racial barriers. Of the 28 students, seven fell into 

category one: minimalization, 11 fell into category two: moderate to low awareness of 

racism and racial barriers, and 10 fell into category three: high awareness of racism and 

racial barriers. Students in category one expressed a sense of colorblindness and an 

avoidance of the issue of racism and racial discrimination. 

A common theme found in educational research is “the notion that having a 

colorblind perspective is the best way to ameliorate racial group differences in 

achievement” (Smalls et al., 2007, p. 301). Broom (2014) posited that colorblindness 

negates the current issues of overrepresentation of Black students being referred for 

disciplinary and special education, the high drop-out rates of Black students, and Black 

students’ underrepresentation in advanced placement courses. Students in category two 

identified racism and racial barriers in “nebulous and abstract” (Sanders, 1997, p. 89) 

terms. Students in category three, which included six high achievers, expressed greater 

awareness of racism and discrimination. The students felt it was essential to prove to a 

racist society that African Americans’ negative stereotypes were inaccurate. These 

students gained their awareness of racism and their orientation toward overcoming racism 
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and discrimination through positive racial socialization from their parents and other 

significant adults. 

The findings from this study countered Ogbu’s notion of oppositional culture 

(Ogbu, 2004). African American male students who received messages about the 

importance of their individual worth and collective Black pride messages persist in 

overcoming racial barriers, and they put forth more effort in school (Neblett et al., 2009). 

Barnes-Bulter et al. (2018) researched the impact of school-based racial discrimination 

experiences on racial identity formation among African American boys and girls through 

parental racial socialization messages. A key finding from the study was African 

American parents who provide messaging to support racial pride, egalitarian intergroup 

relationships, and awareness of discrimination enhance their students’ propensity for 

academic success. Additionally, researchers have indicated that diversity within schools 

increases perceptions of racism and discrimination by minority students. Yip and Seaton 

(2009) conducted a quantitative study using multidimensions of racial discrimination 

levels, including individual- level, cultural-level, institutional-level, and collective-level, 

while accounting for the inclusion of neighborhood and school contextual factors. The 

participants were 252 urban African American adolescents ranging in age from 13 to 18, 

of which 46% were males and 54% were females. The Index of Race-Related Stress 

(IRRS) assessed the perceived experiences of racial discrimination among the students. 

The authors found that school diversity was linked to increased perceptions of individual 

racism, whereas neighborhood diversity was linked to decreased perceptions of cultural 

racism. High levels of collective/institutional racism were associated with lower life 

satisfaction among African American youth in racially segregated neighborhoods and 
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schools or low diversity settings. This research finding supported Ogbu’s concept that 

African American students’ perceptions of scarce job opportunities and inadequate 

neighborhood resources (i.e., jobs) contribute to lower aspirations of being successful 

beyond school (Ogbu, 2004). A fundamental limitation of this study was that it did not 

capture teacher and administrator racial composition. 

The racial composition of school’s influences student perceptions and attitudes. 

Henfield (2011) explored the perceptions of and attitudes toward racial microaggressions 

in a traditionally White middle school environment as experienced by five self-identified 

Black male eighth-grade adolescents. Microaggression is a form of racism and 

discrimination (Henfield, 2011). The case study’s school Black population accounted for 

7.1% of the total student population. In the study, Henfield used a revised taxonomy of 

microaggression coding to analyze student responses. The assumption of criminality 

theme was modified to the assumption of deviance, which was found to be the most 

common theme. In the study, the African American adolescent males stated that teachers 

would get upset for something the students felt was minor, such as tossing a pencil at 

someone. However, Henfield assumed that the teachers might have felt the behavior was 

a blatant disregard for classroom rules and learning, thus responding according to their 

beliefs and values (Henfield, 2011). The assumption of deviance is an example of cultural 

misalignment (cultural dynamics), presented in Boykin et al. (2005). Still, Henfield’s 

(2011) case study revealed that the African American students were given referrals, and 

some were removed from the classroom settings. The second most common themes were 
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the assumption of the African American experiences’ universality and the assumed 

superiority of White cultural values/communication styles. 

Similar to Henfield’s study, Keels et al. (2017) explored microaggression and its 

impact on Black and Latinx students. The authors conducted a quantitative longitudinal 

study to examine the link between racial-ethnic microaggressions and educational and 

psychological outcomes using Black (N = 221) and Latinx (N = 312) students who 

entered high school in 2013. The students came from urban, rural, and suburban public 

institutions. The researchers used the School-Based Racial and Ethnic Microaggressions 

(SB-REMA) measurement scale to assess: 

racial-ethnic microaggressions within educational settings, including microinvalidations 
(“People on campus acted as if all the people of my race/ethnicity are alike”), 
microinsults (“I have been made to feel like the way I speak is inferior in the classroom 
because of my race/ethnicity”), and microassaults [“I was singled out by police or 
security people because of my race/ethnicity”]. (Keels et al., 2017, p. 1324) 

One major finding of this study was that “minority students’ exposure to 

microaggressions changes as they move from one demographic context to another” 

(Keels et al., 2017, p. 1336). The researchers suggested more attention should focus on 

racial stressors in primary and secondary schools (Keels et al., 2017). 

Additionally, Riel (2021) conducted a qualitative study with 26 students in a rural 

predominantly Black high school. The study used research questions as follows: (a) what 

forms do racial microinsults take in the rural high school being studied? (b) How do 

students make sense of their racialized experiences? and (c) How do students interpret or 

justify racial microinsults when they occur? A key finding of this study was Black and 

mixed-raced students who experienced microinvalidations generally experienced 

microinsults. 
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Henfield (2011), Keels et al. (2017), and Riel (2021) all provided key definitions 

for microaggression and its subcategories (i.e., microinvalidation, microinsults, and 

microassaults). However, limitations existed in each study. For example, Keels et al. 

(2017) explored microaggression in White universities, while Riel (2021) explored 

microaggression in a predominantly Black High school. These delimitations precluded 

the findings from being generalized but provided insights into the impact of 

microaggression on Black student achievement. A school’s racial climate provides 

insights into race relations within the school. Hope et al. (2015) explored eight Black 

high school students’ perspectives and their interpretations of the school racial climate in 

two neighboring school districts using Youth Participatory Action Research (YPAR). The 

authors conceptualized school racial climate into four dimensions: interracial interactions, 

stereotypes, equitable treatment, and institutional support. Students desired an egalitarian 

approach to race in the broader society and in their schools because of their racism and 

discrimination experiences. Some of those experiences included lower expectations of 

White teachers and under resourced Black schools compared to White schools. 

Additionally, the students identified the lack of a culturally responsive curriculum in their 

core social studies and history classes. Research shows that culturally responsive 

classrooms contribute to students developing or enhancing their understanding of a strong 

sense of racial identity and racial centrality, which increases their chances for academic 

success (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003; Horsford, 2009b). 

Although racism and discrimination are detrimental to African American student 

academic outcomes, Golden et al. (2018) found that positive peer support was a means to 

counter this issue. The researchers “used a multiple hierarchical regression analyses to 
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investigate how school racial climate (interpersonal interactions, stereotypes, and race 

relations, fairness, racial equity) and peer factors (peer support, peer academic values) 

were associated with adolescents’ academic outcomes” (Golden et al., 2018, p. 56). They 

administered the Perceptions of School Discrimination Scale to 126 African American 

adolescents (35% male and 65% female). The students were from the Midwestern region 

of the United States, ranging in age from 11 to 15, with the school diversity and 

community diversity mirroring each other (59% African American, 37% European 

American, 2% Hispanic, and 1% Asian/Asian American). African American students 

who felt stereotyped by others or experienced teacher discrimination demonstrated more 

effort in their academics. This finding is counterintuitive but has been found in other 

studies (Bjorklund, 2019; Smith & Hope, 2020). 

The literature reviewed provided significant insight into the cultural dynamics and 

racism in the school context; European White ethos dominated the cultures in schools 

(Boykin et al., 2005; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). This phenomenon has produced literature 

indicating a cultural misalignment between schools and African American students. This 

misalignment can be a factor in African American underperformance (Fordham & Ogbu, 

1986). However, the literature indicates that racism and discrimination have contributed 

to African American underperformance (Henfield, 2011; Yip & Seaton, 2009). One 

significant contribution to racism and discrimination in schools is when the school staff 

demographics is White, and the student composition is African American. The specific 

forms of racism included low teacher expectations of African American students, lack of 

cultural representation in the curriculum, higher disciplinary referrals, and removal from 

the classroom settings. Each of these factors contributed to the lower academic 
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performance of African Americans in schools. Additionally, the literature revealed the 

negative impact of microaggressions on Black student achievement (Henfield, 2011; 

Keels et al., 2017; Riel, 2021). Also, literature has noted that African American students 

have succeeded in rejecting negative stereotypes while overcoming racism and 

discrimination through strong parental messaging about racial pride (Butler-Barnes et al., 

2019; Hill et al., 2018; Richardson et al., 2015). The following section includes literature 

related to BRI within the school context. 

BRI Within the School Context 
 

BRI in the context of schools evolved from the study of the socialization process 

of White and Black preschoolers. Researchers examined self-identification in Black and 

White preschool students and found that Black students misidentified themselves as 

White (Clark & Clark, 1939, 1940, 1947; Horowitz, 1939). Due to the increased racial 

consciousness set in motion by the Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power 

movement, BRI surged as an area of research in the academic community (DeCuir- 

Gumby, 2009). The earlier BRI model is the nigrescence model. Cross and Vandiver 

(2001) stated that nigrescence “is a resocializing experience; it seeks to transform a pre- 

existing identity (a non-Afrocentric identity) into one that is Afrocentric” (p. 114). 

DeCuir-Gumby (2009) further explained Cross’s model of psychological nigrescence. 

This model describes Black identity development as self- actualization under oppressive 

conditions and includes five stages: (a) pre-encounter (pro- White/anti-Black point of 

view), (b) encounter (questioning of pro-White/anti-Black self-image and perspective), 
 
(c) immersion-emersion (embracing Blackness and development of anti-White 

sentiments), (d) internalization (racial understanding), and (e) internalization- 
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commitment (commitment to Black identity and racial understanding). A later expanded 

version of the model describes clusters within each stage and possible recycling stages 

within one’s lifetime. The cluster included pre-encounter identity clusters (assimilation, 

self-hatred, and miseducation), an immersion-emersion cluster (anti-White), and 

internalization clusters (multiculturalist inclusive and Afrocentricity). The critique of the 

model is that it oversimplified the process of racial identity development for Black people 

(DeCuir-Gumby, 2009). 

Early BRI development research “suggested that Black self-hatred manifested in a 

preference for White over Black among African American children” (Harper, 2007, p. 

231). However, the African American movements of Black consciousness reframed BRI 

with an emphasis on racial pride and self-reliance. BRI theoretical models have been 

useful to explain and conduct research concerning African Americans’ educational 

experiences. DeCuir-Gunby (2009) organized BRI survey instruments into four 

categories. As implied by their name, BRI developmental instruments consider BRI a 

development process that begins in early adolescence and continues over an individual’s 

life span. Nationalistic/worldview BRI survey instruments assess how African Americans 

perceive themselves, their interaction with others, and their acceptance of other cultural 

values. Reactions to Racism BRI survey instruments address African Americans’ 

perceived racism and their attempt to cope with racism in various aspects of their lives. 

The final BRI developmental survey instrument is the Multidimensional Racial 

Identification Questionaire. This instrument assesses how being socialized in a European 

society influenced African Americans’ beliefs, practices, and actions (DeCuir-Gumby, 

2009). 



 

 
42  

Most of the research conducted in education related to African American students 

has used multidimensional measures of BRI (Harper, 2007; Leath et al., 2019; Sellers et 

al., 1998). Sellers et al. (1998) introduced a model of racial identity that “assumes 

individual differences in the perception of what it means to be Black” (p. 234). The 

multidimensional measure model is informed by the multidimensional model of racial 

identity instruments [MMRI] (Sellers et al.,1997), which was developed from social 

psychology literature that examined self-esteem and identity constructs, other Black 

identity models, research related to in-group and out-group behavior, and group 

identification. Moreover, MMRI emphasizes African Americans’ beliefs about the 

significance of race in defining themselves and the qualitative meanings that they ascribe 

to membership in the racial group (Sellers et al., 1997). Sellers et al.’s (1997) model 

includes four parts: racial centrality, racial salience, public regard, and private regard. 

Racial centrality is how one defines their race. Racial salience is the extent to which race 

is key to an individual’s self-concept at a specific time. Public regard is the belief in 

others’ views of African Americans, and private regard is the evaluation of one’s 

judgment about their race (Sellers et al., 1997). The creation of the MIBI-T was to 

measure MMRI dimensions, centrality, and regard in African American adolescents. 

MIBI-T focuses on adolescents’ developmental differences and the social experiences of 

early and middle adolescents (Scottham et al., 2008). 

 
Racial Centrality 

 
Racial centrality has been linked to positive academic outcomes and academic 

persistence in African American students. Carter (2008) conducted a qualitative study to 

investigate the racial and achievement self-conception of African American urban 
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adolescents and how their self-conception informs their attitudes and beliefs about 

schooling and later school behavior. The researcher used critical race theory (CRT) in 

education as the theoretical framework. Data came from a predominantly Black school 

during a year-long program introducing 20 students, 13 males, and 7 males, ranging from 

ages 15 to 17. The program introduced the students to careers in teaching for social 

justice. In the study, Carter focused on the significance of racial centrality to academic 

achievement and CRT. The students completed three subscales of the MIBI. Carter 

developed an interview protocol that allowed for a qualitative inquiry of how students 

described and understood racial centrality and public and private regard in the context of 

their school experiences. The researcher found that a positive racial identity, critical race 

consciousness, and pragmatic attitude about school utility enable Black students to persist 

in school. Additionally, positive feelings about one’s racial group and having a sense of 

connectedness helped support Black student achievement (Carter, 2008). This finding 

counters Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) collective identity concept that African Americans 

disengaged from school because of their culture (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). 

In a similar study focusing on racial identity and academic persistence, Ellis et al. (2018) 

investigated racial centrality related to 103 urban Black adolescent males’ school 

efficacy. 
 

Hierarchical multiple regression examined the association between racial 

centrality, internalization of academic racial stereotypes, and school efficacy. The study 

took place in a predominantly African American high school. The researchers considered 

the impact of internalized racial academic stereotypes on Black male school efficacy and 

whether racial centrality and school efficacy negated the internalized negative influences 
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of racial academic stereotypes. The most significant finding from their study was that 

racial centrality was a strong predictor of school efficacy. Ellis et al. implied that “racial 

centrality is a key social-cultural strength that promotes positive development outcomes” 

(p. 96) for Black male school efficacy and buffers against negative internalized racial 

academic stereotypes. The researchers also asserted that their study provided empirical 

evidence that African American students bring assets to the school setting that support 

their academic achievement. Both Carter (2008) and Ellis et al. (2018) showed that a 

strong racial centrality in African American students promotes a sense of academic 

persistence and a belief in their capabilities to achieve a goal or an outcome. However, 

both studies took place in predominantly Black schools. It would be essential to conduct 

similar studies with students who attend mostly White or diverse school settings. Also, 

both studies occurred in high school settings with students ranging in ages from 15 to 17. 

Racial Salience 

There is limited research that focuses on racial salience and its implications for 

African American achievement. Wang et al. (2017) examined racial salience and its 

impacts on adolescents’ commitment to engaging in searching for meaning in their 

ethnic/racial identity. The researchers used data from a longitudinal experience sampling 

study to investigate relations between ethnic/racial identity process and content over time. 

The study sample came from five schools: a predominantly White, a predominantly 

Asian, a predominantly Hispanic, and two ethnically/racially heterogeneous schools. The 

students’ demographics were 12% African American, 25% Latinx, 34% Asian American, 

23% White, and 5% other. Wang et al. assessed ethnic/racial salience during the students’ 

ninth through tenth-grade years. The researchers asked the students about their awareness 
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of their ethnicity/race five times a day for seven days. The student questionnaire included 

other filters that assessed the salience of other social identities (e.g., gender, friend, 

student) to deflect attention from the focus on ethnicity/race. The study showed that 

adolescents with greater Ethnic/Racial Identity (ERI) commitment reported significantly 

higher levels of salience and less salience variability. The study’s data suggested that 

changing ethnic/race awareness in adolescents’ lives drives more engagement in activities 

to search for meaning related to their ethnicity/race. The study did not examine individual 

ethnicities or races. Although this study does not focus on academics, it supplies a means 

to explore racial salience and its implications for academic engagement. 

At the college level, Jones (2020) examined racial salience in a predominantly 

White university (PWI) utilizing a case study approach. The researcher combined the 

tenets of critical race theory with qualitative operationalization of the multidimensional 

model of racial identity to examine the racial salience interactions of six Black student 

leaders. The interactions included organizational meetings, campus events, and social 

interactions. The data collection method was a systematic approach to operationalize 

MMRI by conducting interviews using a 56-question Likert scale MIBI construct as 

open-ended discussion topics, observations, and student journal entries. The 

operationalizing of the MMRI into a qualitative method gave a framework to explain the 

interactions between the participants’ racial beliefs and the racial salience within that 

given interaction. The findings from the study were (a) dominance of White norms as 

exclusionary, (b) inclusion and diversity defined by dominant standards, and (c) limiting 

racial salience to black spaces (Jones, 2020). 

Additionally, the PWI’s dominance of White norms was clear in its culture that 
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racialized individuals’ histories associated with the Ku Klux Klan and the Confederate 

army. Less than 4% of the student body were African American. The study provided 

insights into the power dynamics of culture, especially the socialization of a racist history 

into an institution’s-imposed value on its minority. This study enhanced an understanding 

of how African American students cope and manage the issues of systematic racial issues 

embedded within the fabric of a school’s social fabric. It would be interesting to conduct 

similar research at predominantly Black and White secondary schools and compare 

diverse schools’ results. Additionally, the researchers operationalizing MMRI into a 

qualitative tool provided another means to assess BRI. 

Private Regard 
 

African American students’ private regard in the school context influences their 

sense of self and the Black community. Chavous et al. (2003) conducted a qualitative 

study using the (MIBI) to examine ways African American youths’ beliefs about self, 

race, and society influence their academic beliefs and behaviors. The researchers had two 

objectives: examine differences among youth across various areas of racial identity and 

examine within-group differences in school attitudes and adjustments for youth with 

differing patterns of racial identity beliefs. 

Chavous et al. sampled 606 African American high school youth in the 12th-grade 

between 1997 to 1998. The participants were from four main public high schools in the 

second-largest school district in a Midwestern state, with nearly 80% of the school 

population being African American. The three areas of MIBI were racial centrality, 

private regard, and public regard. The key findings from the study were that students with 

high centrality, strong pride (private regard), and positive beliefs about society’s view of 
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Blacks (public regard) had more positive academic beliefs. Also, students with lower 

group affiliation, less positive group effect, and more negative societal perceptions were 

no longer in school and had the lowest college attainment. Lastly, the buffering/defensive 

groups-self protective in the face of racism showed the highest academic achievement. 

However, this group did not necessarily hold that race as very important. Students with 
low racial centrality and private and public regard recorded negative academic attitudes. 

Some findings from Chavous et al. (2003) supported other findings related to African 

American student school outcomes. For example, the conclusion that students with lower 

group affiliation, less positive group effect, and more negative societal perceptions were 

no longer in school and had the lowest college attainment was similar to Ainsworth- 

Darnell and Downey’s (1998) findings. In addition, the authors found that anti-schooling 

attitudes were prevalent among African American male students who received messages 

about the importance of their individual worth and collective Black pride messages, 

persisted in overcoming racial barriers, and put forth more effort in school. These 

findings supported other study findings that African American students with a sense of 

strong Black pride in self and the Black community have positive academic outcomes 

(Allen, 2015; Brooms, 2019; Corley et al., 2019). 

Some researchers have replicated Chavous et al.’s (2003) research using ninth and 

twelfth-grade students and a racially diverse student population. For example, Harper and 

Tuckman (2006) researched 289 African American high school students from three 

public high schools in a large Midwestern school district, with approximately 56% of the 

student population being African American. The researchers used the MMRI to 

investigate two questions: do ninth- grade students and 12th-grade students display the 

same racial identity profiles identified in Chavous et al.’s (2003) study? Do students of 
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different racial identity profiles differ concerning academic achievement across grade 

levels, and if so, how? The results of the study indicated that there were two types of 

students. One type distanced itself from the Black students and were high-achievers. 

Another type of student did not distance themselves from the Black students and were 

high achievers. The first group sought to avoid Black students’ negative stereotypes 

(disruptive, low academic performers). In contrast, the second group was aware of the 

systematic barriers brought on by racism and sought to prove the system wrong. This 

study debunked the monolithic narrative of Black students, refuting other findings related 

to African American student achievement (Allen, 2015; Bergin & Cooks, 2002; Graham 

& Anderson, 2008). 

Quantitative research in diverse school settings has provided insights into the role 

of private regard in African American students’ academic outcomes. Byrd and Chavous 

(2011) examined the congruence between youth’s racial identity beliefs and school racial 

climate related to their intrinsic achievement motivation for school. They also explored 

the extent to which youth link attending school to personally meaningful goals and 

values. The study examined 359 African American 11th- graders in the Maryland 

Adolescent Development Context Study (MADICS). The students attended public school 

in rural, urban settings, representing a range of income and socioeconomic status levels. 

The assessment used racial identity, school racial climate, school belonging, student 

background, and control variables. The researchers used descriptive statistics and 

correlations. The results generally supported the idea that youth perceiving positive 

attitudes around their race from teachers and staff reported higher intrinsic motivation for 

school. In an earlier study, Rodriguez (2008) supported this study’s findings on teacher 
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expectations and socialization about race. It would be beneficial to identify if the grade 

level (11th grade) played a part in the study’s outcome. 

Both qualitative and quantitative research literature have yielded findings 

supporting that a Black collective identity and a strong sense of individual Black pride 

produce positive academic outcomes for African American students (Byrd & Chavous, 

2011; Chavous et al., 2003; Harper & Tuckman, 2006). However, most of the research 

literature focused on 15 to 17- year-old African American students in high schools. It 

would be beneficial to explore African American students’ private regard between 13 and 

15. 

Public Regard 
 

Researchers have examined public regard in middle schools across diverse groups 

of students, not just African American students. For instance, Hughes et al. (2011b) 

examined the extent to which private and public regard produced reliable change 

throughout middle school and how such change varies as a function of adolescents’ 

ethnic or racial group membership and gender in middle school (i.e., sixth- through 

eighth- grade). Data was used from the Early Adolescent Cohort Study. This three-year 

longitudinal study included samples from Chinese, African American, and Dominican 

students. The study revealed that over time, public regard decreased for African 

American youth across the middle school years. A limitation of the study was the results 

“may not generalize to more youth of other socioeconomic or ethnic backgrounds or who 

reside in areas with less ethnic diversity” (Hughes et al., 2011, p. 868). This limitation is 

significant because the demographics of the school were highly diverse. 

Public regard has been linked to academic outcomes. McGill et al. (2012) 
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examined “the extent to which youths’ public regard predicts academic adjustment in 

sixth grade and trajectories of academic adjustments between sixth- and eighth- grades” 

(p. 1005). The study measured public regard by having participants answer three items on 

a Likert scale where 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree. The three items were (a) 

people of other ethnicities do not expect people of my ethnic group to accomplish much, 

(b) some people do not expect me to do well in life because of my ethnicity, and (c) a lot 

of people don’t expect my ethnic group to do well in life. The adolescents’ grades 

reported academic adjustment in math, science, language arts, science, and social studies. 

The study results also showed, “Black youth reported lower public regard and higher 

preparation for bias than Latino youth” (McGill et al., 2012, p. 1014). This result was 

consistent Rivas-Drake et al.’s (2009) prior research. The limitation of this study was that 

the study took place in an urban setting only. The findings can not be generalized; 

therefore, it would be beneficial to conduct a similar study across other school settings. 

Leath et al. (2019) explored public regard and its relation to academic engagement and 

discrimination in schools. The authors conducted a quantitative study to examine the 

association between racial discrimination experiences, racial identity beliefs, and 

academic engagement outcomes. Data was gathered from 1,659 self-identified 

Black/African American adolescents ages 12 to 19 across a predominantly Black and a 

predominantly White school district. Racial identity beliefs were measured with (MIBI) 

and (MIBI-T). In the predominantly Black district, teacher discrimination was related to 

higher academic persistence for boys with lower public regard. In contrast, in the 

predominantly White district, youth with higher centrality and public regard reported 

higher classroom curiosity and perseverance. 
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According to Leath et al. (2019), public regard indicated a connection to school 

staff composition and Black students’ perception of African Americans’ views. An 

interesting cultural dynamic was that predominantly Black school districts had a stronger 

belief in teacher discrimination. The school staff demographics were administrative staff 

who “were predominantly Black (56%) and White (43%), with a few Latinx 

administrators (1%). Conversely, the teaching staff was 61% White and 39% Black” 

(Leath et al., 2019, p. 1329). Leath et al.’s findings support other studies that found that 

the teacher and student interactions contribute to student feelings of race and racism 

within the school context (Butler-Barnes et al., 2019; Hope et al., 2015). 

This section provided critical insights related to racial salience, racial centrality, 

private regard, and public regard. Jones’ (2020) study supplied context for Wang et al.’s 

(2017) findings related to racial salience. Members of a race operating as a minority 

within an institution whose racial identity becomes more salient began to search for 

meaning related to who they were in regard to the institutional beliefs, values, and norms. 

A key point from these studies is that racial salience seems less relevant in a diverse 

context while more relevant in a homogenous context. Strong racial centrality supplies a 

social-emotional buffer against racism and discrimination. However, it does not 

necessarily predict successful academic outcomes in African American students. In 

addition, private regard for African American students was two-fold. First, high 

private regard served as a means to overcome negative stereotypes concerning African 

American students’ academic abilities while buffering against racism. Second, low 

private regard contributed to low academic performance in African American students. 

The African American students showed low public regard across all studies attributed to 
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perceptions of race and racism within the school context. 

African American Student Academic Achievement an Asset Approach 
 

Social science and education research has been over-occupied with African 

American students’ underachievement and their disengagement from an academic 

identity (Fordham, 2008; Noguera, 2003; Ogbu, 2004). Research shows that academic 

achievement has a connection to students’ academic identity or an adolescent’s internal 

commitment to a standard of excellence to persist in the challenge, struggle, excitement, 

and disappointment in the learning process (Graham & Anderson, 2008). Other 

researchers have focused on the academic achievement differences between African 

American males and females (Duke, 2017; Haynes et al., 2001; Jones & Gall, 2009). 

Some researchers have asserted that African American males’ academic identity is 

oppositional because the perception of academic success is as conforming to a White 

identity or ‘acting White’ (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). Bergin and Cooks (2002) reputed 

this assertion when they found that academically successful Black students (i.e., mean 

grade point average of 3.3) rejected and were offended by the “acting White” idea 

(Bergin & Cooks, 2002). In addition, Howard (2013) called for a shift in the conceptual 

and theoretical discourse about African American males, stating: 

…. conceptual and theoretical frames that are centered on a discourse of them being 
endangered, extinct, or at-risk when discussing Black males lend themselves to 
identifying problems with them, without any institutional or structural critique. This shift 
calls for researchers to dismiss deficit-laden frames and to move toward a more asset- 
based approach, which recognizes the strengths, promise, and potential of students and 
can lead to opening up research approaches that delve into a more comprehensive, 
nuanced, complex, and authentic account of them. (pp. 62-63) 

The following section explains and provides examples of the importance of an 

asset- based approach to African American student achievement. As shown by Howard 

(2013), an asset-based approach shifts the focus of African American achievement from 
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external uncontrollable variables to the school controllable variables. In addition, the 

section outlines a discussion of how school and cultural dynamics influence African 

American males’ and females’ academic achievement. 

Asset vs. Deficit 
 

An asset-based approach to examining African American academic achievement 

creates a change in basic assumptions regarding Black student outcomes within schools. 

Anthropologists, sociologists, social scientists, and education researchers must refute 

heuristic, unsubstantiated, invalid, and ungeneralizable assertions that poverty, trauma, 

and other school external factors are the significant contributors to the lack of African 

American academic success (Bush & Bush, 2018; Howard, 2013; Valentine, 1971; 

Williams et al., 2020). A nondeficit approach recognizes that African American students 

are resilient, resistant, creative, and resourceful with support from their parents, peers, 

and community in pursuit of academic success (Williams et al., 2020). The following 

section reviews literature that used asset-based approaches to exploring African 

American academic achievement. 

Researchers have examined African American achievement from the perspective 

of academic persistence and cultural assets. Barnes-Butler et al. (2017) conducted a 

quantitative study to investigate how cultural assets (i.e., private regard and racial 

centrality and academic (i.e., academic curiosity and academic self-esteem) influence 

African American adolescent boys’ and girls’ academic persistence. The sample included 

263 African American adolescents in their 7th- through 10th-grade years over three time 

periods. The measurement used for the cultural assets was the Multidimensional 

Inventory of Black Identity – Teens (MIBI-T). Results included: boys, controlling for 
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age, oppositional academic identity, and academic curiosity significantly associated with 

academic persistence. The study included children from midsize, relatively affluent, and 

educated Midwestern cities, which was different from previous studies that focused on 

urban low socioeconomic areas. The research also added to the “burgeoning work 

demonstrating that African American adolescents bring several important strengths to 

their academic lives” (Barnes-Butler et al., 2017, p. 734). Harper and Davis (2012) 

explored the research question: “What compels Black male students to care so much 

about education, despite what is consistently reported in the literature regarding their 

gradual disinvestment in schooling?” The authors used a counter-narrative approach, a 

methodology that “exposes deficit- informed research that silences and distorts 

epistemologies of people of color. Although social scientist tells stories under the guise of 

‘objective’ research, these stories uphold deficit, racialized notions about people of color” 

(Solorzan & Yosso, 2002, p. 23). Harper and Davis revealed, “stories of Black male 

students’ educational histories, philosophies, and goals, with the ultimate aim of 

disrupting master narratives concerning their responses to inequitable schooling and their 

supposed disinvestment in education” (p. 107). Overall, the disruption of the negative 

narratives of African American male achievement is imperative to an asset-based 

approach (Harper & Davis, 2012). 

Additionally, Brooms’ (2019) study supported African American males’ 

persistence and resilience despite negative narratives of Black student engagement. The 

author conducted a qualitative research study that included interviews with 20 African 

American young men enrolled in college at the time of the study who graduated from the 

same all-male academy. Data from the study concluded that the participants’ school 
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culture experience contributed to their academic success and aspirations to attend college. 

The academy school culture created a powerful sense of belonging through the 

relationships the young men held with their teachers and peers (Brooms, 2019). This 

study’s findings refuted Ogbu and Fordham’s (1986) oppositional culture theory, which 

posits that African American students reject high-academic achievement and perceive 

school as White-centric (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986). The limitation of this study was that it 

included only African American males in an all-male school setting. 

The counter-narrative had a direct relation to Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) 

oppositional culture theory, which created a narrative of Black students’ cultural 

resistance to school because “White Americans insisted that minorities were incapable of 

academic success, denied them the opportunity to succeed academically, and did not 

reward them adequately when they succeed” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986, p. 183). The 

counter-narrative presented in this study was that Black men cared deeply about 

education but believed that schools did not care about them. This study’s limitation is that 

it was based on the analysis of students’ essays, not face-to-face interactions. 

Furthermore, Williams et al. (2020) supplied a model to challenge Eurocentric 

education within the United States; deficit rhetoric, stereotypes, and blame were related 

to Pre-K to graduate school education of African Americans. They proposed that the 

aftermath model framework (AM) helps the process of (re)creating the script about the 

Black educational experience and operates as a framework for checks and balances 

against continuous deficit- centric depictions of Black students. In addition, AM includes 

a fulcrum of accountability, Black student agency, and four tenets (eurocentric education, 

deficit orientation, stereotypes, blame) that scholars and educators should explore to 
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challenge the perpetuation of racism and racial bias in research and pedagogy. The 

Eurocentric education tenet supports that exclusion of Black or other voices contributes 

to the creation of the White, upper class, or (often) male voices in education perpetuates 

the presence of racism. A deficit orientation includes deficit language that labels Black 

students as at-risk and disadvantaged, which perpetuates a continuation of the 

marginalization while having “reprehensive impacts on the psychological wellness of 

Black students” (Williams et al., 2020, p. 258). Therefore, AM needs educators to watch 

the stereotypes they bring to the educational settings concerning Black students and 

reduce the act of blaming, which holds Black students responsible for the repressive state 

of educational settings. According to Williams et al. (2020), the most significant aspect of 

AM is the Black student agency. Also, the researchers stated that educators and 

researchers must possess “an awareness, understanding, and commitment to sustaining 

Black student agency” (Williams et al., 2020, p. 257). This process allows for a response 

to the four-deficit beliefs projected on Black students while understanding that they bring 

their Black strengths through relations with their community and family to combat racism 

in P-20 education. 

Moving from a deficit-based approach to an asset-based approach is the 

supposition of the literature presented. The literature showed how researchers had 

created a master narrative of Black male students as under-achievers and at-risk while 

neglecting the Black student social capital of healthy and supportive families and 

communities. As presented in the literature, an asset-based approach creates a counter- 

narrative that supplies a strength-based, positive approach to understanding successful 

academic African American male students within the context of American schools. 
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Researchers have shown that academically successful African American students perform 

at level or above level with their peers when given supportive teachers and family, a 

sense of determination to succeed, rigorous instruction, and strong positive BRI (Brooms, 

2019; Stewart, 2008b; Wiggan & Watson, 2016; Zilanawal et al., 2017). The following 

section reviews literature related to academically successful African American students 

and their academic identity. Additionally, it reviews literature that frames African 

American students’ academic outcomes within the asset-based discourse rather than 

deficit-based. 

High Achieving African American Students 
 

Numerous studies have focused on the academic success of African American 

students (Corley et al., 2019; Ford, 1998; Graham & Anderson, 2008). For example, 

Corley et al. (2019) conducted a qualitative study using a narrative approach to 

understand the factors that contribute to successful academic outcomes of African 

American students raised in single-mother homes. The authors interviewed seven African 

American students, three boys, four girls, and seven mothers. The students attended five 

different high schools in a Southeastern metropolitan area in the United States. The 

academic success criteria profile of the high school African American students included 

enrollment in at least one AP or Honors class, cumulative GPA of 3.0 or higher, based on 

a 4.0 scale, had taken or planning to take the ACT or SAT, and articulated and began to 

prepare for post-secondary plans, such as entry into college and/or armed forces (Corley 

et al., 2019). Critical indicators of student success were (a) students’ positive sense of 

self, (b) belief in their abilities, (c) inherent motivation for academic achievement, (d) 

strong social relationship supports - teachers, other family members, friends, and 
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students’ involvement in community organizations, and (e) participation in social 

organization and extracurricular activities. These findings parallel the contributing factors 

identified with African American student achievement before desegregation (Morris & 

Morris, 2005). The study used an asset- based approach, which according to Morris and 

Morris (2005), contributes to the emerging body of scholarship that deviates from the 

deficit model of African American student achievement. An asset-based approach to 

understanding African American student achievement forces researchers, policymakers, 

school leaders, and teachers to examine the pedagogical practices that influence 

academically successful African American students (Corley et al., 2019). 

Wright (2011) conducted qualitative and quantitative research exploring how 

academically successful African American males interpret their racial-ethnic identity. The 

author investigated the racial-ethnic identity and academic achievement of five African 

American males in their 11th- and 12th-grade years in an urban pilot high school. The 

researcher used six criteria for success: school administrator identification, earned GPA 

of 3.0 or higher, a positive relationship with teachers and peers confirmed by school 

counselors, and active participation in extracurricular activities (Wright, 2011). The other 

criteria used were grandparents born in the United States and students who were juniors 

or seniors aged 17 or 18 years. The author found that racial-ethnic identity was a 

significant factor in the young men’s pursuit of academic achievement and countered 

Fordham and Ogbu’s ‘acting White’ and oppositional behavior stance. Wright disputed 

the oppositional behavior model by using pride in group identification, confidence in 

one’s academic abilities, competence in awareness of racism, and comfort with respect to 

self-presentation of racial-ethnic identity. The attributes share similarities with Black 
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pride (Neblett et al., 2009), critical race awareness (Carter, 2008), and resistance to 

stereotypes (Brooms, 2014). 

Graham and Anderson (2008) used a mixed-method case study to examine how 

academically gifted African American male adolescents at a predominantly Black urban 

high school negotiated the tension between their academic identity and ethnic identity. 

The study investigated data from three academically gifted African American high school 

seniors. Data from the study yielded three themes: school was a serious endeavor for the 

participants, the participants were serious about their heritage, and participants believed 

that they were successful due to their support systems. In support, Matthews et al. (2014) 

concluded that “marginalized adolescents who struggle to achieve well can still become 

motivated and self-regulated in academic contexts if they perceive themselves as 

integrated and appreciated members of the academic community” ( p. 2369). The young 

men in the study did not feel they had to sacrifice their ethnic identity for their academic 

identity. The findings were limited because the qualitative small sample size of three 

students is not generalizable to other school contexts. The researchers explained that the 

study intended to understand the experiences of the academically successful African 

American males in this specific learning environment that included a state labeled low 

achieving school with strong community support (Graham & Anderson, 2008). 

From the literature review, an asset-based approach to African American student 

achievement supplied insights into empirical evidence that supports success rather than 

focusing on failure. Specifically, the research showed that African American students 

with an intense sense of Black pride, critical race awareness, positive resistance to 

stereotypes, positive relations with teachers, strong community support, and exposure to a 
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rigorous curriculum are successful in school (Brooms, 2014; Carter, 2008; Graham & 

Anderson, 2008; Neblett et al., 2009). However, a preponderance of the findings showed 

many academically successful African American students attended predominantly Black 

schools with unique programs that focus on African American students (Graham & 

Anderson, 2008; Wright, 2011). Therefore, it would be informative to examine the school 

demographics of other academically successful African American students. 

African American Male and Female Students 
 

The study of academic achievement within groups or between African American 

males and females has occurred from the belief of the students as well as quantitative 

analysis. Jones and Gall (2009) examined achievement-related judgments of male and 

female students’ feelings related to brief fictional story vignettes that narrated stereotyped 

or gender-neutral achievement tasks at school. The study included 72 African American 

children, which consisted of 24 1st-, 24 3rd-, and 24 5th-graders; the number of males 

and females across grade levels was equal. The students attended diverse public schools 

in an urban metropolitan area. The researchers used a Likert-type response instrument to 

measure the students’ achievement-related judgments of different scenarios. The 

scenarios were computer, spelling, social studies, and physical education based. Two 

vignettes featured Black actors (one female and one male), and two featured White actors 

(one female and one male). The Likert-type assessment measured the 

students’ achievement judgments of their belief of the actors’ ability, effort, task difficulty 

rating, and success expectancy ratings. The researchers used the Likert-type responses to 

conduct an ANOVA analysis. The significance of the findings refuted “the global 

characterization of Black culture as predisposing students to endorse anti-achievement 
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attitudes and behaviors, or to hold negative stereotypes about the ability of Black 

students” (Jones & Gall, 2009, p. 63). The findings further substantiated Ogbu’s (2004) 

claim that African American students embraced academic achievement. This study 

yielded a unique finding that 3rd-graders “rated tasks to be more difficult for Black 

female actors than for Black male actors” (Jones & Gall, 2009, p. 60). Jones and Gall’s 

(2009) finding countered the stereotype that African American males are less 

academically capable than African American females (Brooms, 2014; Ellis et al., 2018; 

Harper & Tuckman, 2006; Hope et al., 2015); however, Duke (2017) cited several reports 

that showed an achievement gap between African American males and females. In the 

first report Raising African American Student Achievement: California Goals, Local 

Outcomes, the authors found that “the first-time passing rate for African American girls 

was 15 percentage [sic] points higher in English and four points higher in math than the 

passing rate for African American boys” (Rosin & Wilson, 2008, p. 11). Another report 

sponsored by the Washington State Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction 

reported that on the 4th-grade Washington Assessment of Student Learning (WASL), 

71% of the African American girls met the standard in reading while only 58.2% of the 

African American boys met the standard. The gap continued through the 7th- grade 

reading, with 60.3% of the African American girls meeting the standard while only 

47.4% of the boys met the standard. The gap closed in the 10th-grade reading, where 

58.2% of African American girls met the standard and 47.7% of the African American 

boys met the standard (Baily & Dziko, 2008). These findings indicated a difference in 

academic achievement results between African American males and females while also 

providing insights into African American students’ perceptions and beliefs about 
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academic achievement. The actual achievement gap is the lower performance of African 

American males, which continues to support the deficit narrative. However, the reports 

did not provide causal factors that contribute to this in-group gap. 

Theoretical Foundation and Conceptual Framework 
 

The academic success of African American adolescent males requires principals, 

teachers, and staff to understand what contributes to their success and what places their 

success at risk within the school setting. The phenomenological variant of ecological 

systems theory is the theoretical foundation that supplies a conceptual framework for this 

literature review. Its five components, net vulnerability, net stress, reactive coping 

strategies, emergent identities: stable coping responses, and life-stage coping outcomes, 

create an asset-based approach to explore how academically successful African American 

adolescents balance risks against protective factors, challenges, and supports while 

creating coping strategies that produce their Black racial identity that leads to positive 

outcomes within the school context (Lee et al., 2003). 

Figure 1 illustrates African American adolescent males at the center of the 

interplay of the school context and cultural dynamics (Boykin et al., 2005; Gutierrez & 

Rogoff, 2003; Heinrich, 2018; Hughes et al., 2011; Parson, 1997, 2003). The top circle is 

the risk and protective factors associated with the experiences of African American 

adolescents. Numerous risk factors inhibit the academic success of African American 

adolescent males. Some factors are attributed to their race, gender, adolescent 

development, including stereotypes (Brooms, 2014; Ellis et al., 2018; Harper & 

Tuckman, 2006; Hope et al., 2015), racism, and discrimination (Sanders, 1997; Williams 

et al., 2020). Carter (2008) found that one key protective factor in countering the risks of 
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racism is critical race awareness. The next circle (bottom left of the top circle) represents 

the stress engagements of African American adolescent males. Engagements with 

teachers and peers create both challenges (Fordham, 2008; Heinrich, 2018; Hughes et al., 

2011; Yoder & McCollum, 2011) and support (Golden et al., 2018; Rodriguez, 2008). 

The next circle below is the coping methods. African American adolescents incorporate 

different coping strategies in response to the risk and stress. The coping methods can be 

either maladaptive such as disengagement academically (Noguera, 2003) and negative 

feelings of being an African American adolescent male (Chavous et al., 2003), or 

adaptive such strong desire to counter negative stereotypes through a strong 

determination to achieve academically (Butler-Barnes et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2018; 

Richardson et al., 2015). The circle directly at the bottom is the emergence of African 

American adolescent identities. As a result of the African American adolescent 

experiences within the school context, their black racial identity can emerge as strong 

(Carter, 2008; Ellis et al., 2018) or weak (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Leath et 

al., 2019). The final circle on the right is the life- stage specific outcomes created by the 

experiences of African American adolescent males, which within the interplay of the 

school context and its cultural dynamics lead to academic success or academic failure. 
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Figure 1 
 
African American Adolescent Male Experiences within School Context 
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Note. This figure allows for exploring African American adolescent males’ experiences 

and the emergence of their black racial identity within the interplay of the cultural 

dynamics and school context. 

Inferences from the Literature 
 

The literature review yielded inferences related to the navigation of African 

American students’ academic achievement and the development of their racial identity in 

the school context. These inferences included (a) the interplay of African American 

culture and culture in schools, (b) the centrality, public and private regard of African 

American identity development, (c) the understudied phenomenon of high-achieving 

African American males, and (d) the lack of asset-based approach to understanding 

African American achievement. The literature reviewed provided significant insights into 

the cultural dynamics and racism in the school context. For instance, the culture in 

schools is dominated by the European White ethos (Boykin et al., 2005; Fordham & 

Ogbu, 1986). This phenomenon has produced literature indicating a cultural 

misalignment between schools and African American students. Interpretation of this 

misalignment has a cause for African American underperformance (Fordham & Ogbu, 

1986). However, literature has also indicated that racism and discrimination have 

contributed to African American underperformance (Henfield, 2011; Yip & Seaton, 

2009). 

Furthermore, Whaley and Noel (2012) noted that African American students have 

succeeded in rejecting negative stereotypes while receiving strong parental messaging 

about racial pride. Despite the rejection of stereotypes, the literature revealed a gap in 
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academic achievement between African American males and females. Specifically, the 

literature revealed critical insights related to racial salience, racial centrality, private 

regard, and public regard in association with this study. Racial salience seems less 

relevant in a diverse context while more relevant in a homogenous context. Strong racial 

centrality supplies a social-emotional buffer against racism and discrimination. However, 

it does not necessarily predict successful academic outcomes in African American 

students. Private regard for African American students was two- fold. First, high private 

regard served as a means to overcome negative stereotypes about African American 

students’ academic abilities while buffering against racism. However, low private regard 

contributed to low academic performance in African American students. Moreover, 

African American students showed low public regard across all studies, which may have 

attributed to feelings of race and racism within the school context. 

The literature showed that academically successful African American students 

perform at level or above level with their peers with supportive teachers and family, a 

sense of determination to succeed, rigorous instruction, and strong positive BRI (Brooms, 

2019; Stewart, 2008; Wiggan & Watson, 2016; Zilanawal et al., 2017). Using PVEST 

included a variety of gaps that showed a need for further research. A substantial amount 

of research uses a deficit approach that focuses on the oppositional culture, negative BRI, 

and academic underperformance of African American adolescent males within the school 

context. However, limited asset-based approach literature focused on the influence of the 

interplay of the cultural dynamics, BRI, and academic achievement of academically 

successful African American adolescent males. Additionally, there is limited research on 
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how successful African American adolescent males experience racism and discrimination 

in schools. Based on these research gaps, there is a need to further study the influence of 

the interplay of the cultural dynamics, BRI, and academic achievement of academically 

successful African American adolescent males. The following research questions framed 

this study: 

RQ1: How do academically successful African American adolescent males navigate the 

cultural dynamics in schools while developing their racial identity? 

RQ2: How do academically successful African American adolescent males navigate 

racism and stereotypes within the school context? 

RQ3: What aspects of African American adolescents’ cultural, racial, and school 

experiences situate their identity as academically successful male students? 

The following chapter will review the research methods. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
 

This qualitative study contributes to the body of African American adolescent 

male academic achievement literature. Few studies have focused on successful academic 

African American students (Corley et al., 2019; Ladson-Billings, 2007). For example, 

Ladson-Billings (2007) found that continued focus on underachievement, shortcomings, 

and risk continues a deficit approach to understanding schools’ issues in supporting 

African American students. A deficit approach places the blame for poor academic 

performance on Black students, their families, and the African American community 

(Dudly-Marling & Lucas, 2009). This chapter describes the research design and the 

epistemological underpinning while explaining the specific method used. The study’s 

design is the logic and coherence of the research study, which includes the components of 

the study and the plan for how the researchers seek to answer questions related to the 

phenomenon of the study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). A basic interpretive design was the 

method of choice to examine the experiences of academically successful African 

American males and the development of their black racial identity within the school 

context. Data collection included individual in-depth interviews using a semi-structured, 

open-ended interview protocol.  The interview questions answered the research 

questions: RQ1: How do academically successful African American adolescent males 

navigate the dynamics of the interplay of school culture and their African American 

culture while developing their racial identity? 

RQ2: How do academically successful African American adolescent males make meaning 

of race within the school context? 

RQ3: What aspects of African American adolescents’ cultural, racial, and school 
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experiences situate their identity as academically successful male students? 

The ideology of this study allowed the voices of the academically successful African 

American adolescent males to tell a counter-story to the deficit-laden literature related to 

minority males in America’s public schools. Additionally, the goal of this study was to 

allow their cultural, racial, and school experiences to create a lens for policymakers, 

administrators, teachers, and counselors to understand how best to capitalize on African 

American adolescent males’ strengths in the school context. 

Epistemology 
 

The root of this epistemology approach for this study is constructionism. Crotty 

(1998) outlined that a constructivist approach acknowledges “that all knowledge, 

therefore all meaningful reality as such, is contingent upon human practices, being 

constructed in and out of the interaction between human beings and their world and 

developed and transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42). This study 

focused on understanding the experiences and beliefs of African American adolescent 

males within the school context. Additionally, this study allowed for investigating the 

interplay of historical White dominant school culture and African American culture. 

Theoretical Foundation and Conceptual Framework 
 

Spencer et al.’s (1997) phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory 

(PVEST) informed this study. The theory’s five components, net vulnerability, net stress, 

reactive coping strategies, emergent identities: stable coping responses, and life-stage 

coping outcomes, allowed for exploring African American adolescents’ experiences in 

identity development and academic outcomes within the historically White dominant 

cultural practices of American schools. PVEST is a lens to understand how academically 
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successful African American adolescents balanced new risks against protective factors, 

encountered new stressors, established coping strategies, and redefined how they viewed 

themselves in the school context (Lee et al., 2002). Using PVEST allowed academically 

successful African American males to answer questions that revealed challenges and 

support within their schooling experiences. This created opportunities to investigate their 

perspectives on race, racism, and how being Black related to their school experiences, the 

school staff, and peers. PVEST’s conceptual framework framed the search for literature 

within the scope of Black identity and the Black males’ academic journey in school. 

The voices of academically successful African American adolescent males and their 

feelings of race and identity within schools provide policymakers, principals, and 

teachers a broader perspective on how to support African American students along their 

journey. 

Research Procedures and Design 
 

A basic qualitative interpretive design informed the research questions and 

analysis. This approach allowed for understanding the lived experiences of African 

American adolescents in relation to academic achievement and black racial identity. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explained that the purpose of qualitative research is to 

understand how individuals make sense of their lived experiences. In this case, 

investigating the lived experiences of academically successful African American 

adolescents in relation to their BRI allowed for making meaning of the phenomena of the 

interplay of the school culture and African American culture and its impact on African 

American adolescent achievement. 
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Participants 
 

For this study, purposeful sampling was the method for getting participants. 

Maxwell (2013) outlined that in qualitative research, it is essential to be purposeful in 

selecting the setting and persons to ensure that information is relevant to the research 

questions and goal. Thus, 15 African American adolescent males took part in the study 

with the help of the principal at a high school and my professional networks (e.g., church, 

community, fraternity). Ten to fifteen participants were the preferred sample size based 

on the expected reasonable coverage, saturation, and understanding of the phenomenon 

for this study (Patton, 2015). The participants selected met the following criteria: a 

cumulative GPA of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale, middle adolescent 15 to 17, and 

self-identify as Black or African American. Studies that have focused on students as high 

achievers or successful academically have included at least a GPA of 3.0 as the minimal 

criterion (Andrews, 2009; Corley et al., 2019; Reeves et al., 2011). Moreover, most 

adolescent males in this age group have entered high school (Baurnan & Cranney, 2020). 

DeCuir-Gumby (2009) explained the different periods of adolescent development: ages 

10–14 is early adolescence, ages 15–17 is middle adolescence, and the center of defining 

self, ages 18–22, is late adolescence/early adulthood. The interviews were in-person or 

via Zoom, depending upon the participant’s preference, and to maximize confidentiality. 

The African American adolescents supplied what PVEST describes as experiential 

knowledge from their school context. 
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Site Selection 
 

The study included a selection of ten different high schools. Most of the schools 

are located in the Southeastern region, and one school is in the Central region. The 

enrollment minimum was 1,104, and the maximum was 2,938. The schools’ 

demographics ranged in the number of African American, Hispanic, White, and Asian 

(see Table 2). All the schools were 9 through 12, with some participants dual-enrolled in 

specialty programs1. 

Table 2 

School Sites 

Interviews 

I used the principal of one high school and my network contacts as gatekeepers to 

communicate to the parents of participants who met the sample criteria. Recruitment of 

African American participants can be a challenge because of the historical medical 

research abuses of African American males and the limited exposure to the benefits of 

participation in research (Hatchett et al., 2000). However, researchers seeking access to 

the African American community have used African American churches and Black 
 
1 Specialty programs provide students opportunities to enroll in career exploration, specialized areas of content 
(i.e. Engineering, Math), and college preparation. 
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fraternities and sororities (Sackett & Dogan, 2019). I sent invitations via email to the 

principal and my network contacts to introduce the purpose of the study and an 

opportunity for the parents to opt in by completing a consent form for the participant to 

take part in the study. I contacted the parents via email or phone to discuss gaining the 

participants’ assent and a time for the interview. Once I received both consent and assent, 

I contacted the parents and the participants to schedule the interview time either in person 

or virtually. For the in-person interviews, I coordinated with the school to conduct the 

face-to- face interview using the school COVID protocols. I used the counseling office, 

which gave privacy and ensured student identities were protected. Interviews began once 

I had parental consent and the participant assented. Interviewing participants allowed for 

engaging in dialogue about a specific phenomenon (Seidman, 2019). In this case, the 

specific phenomenon was how African American adolescent males make meaning of the 

cultural, racial, and school experiences that situate their identity as academically 

successful male students within the school context. Each singular in-depth interview 

lasted 45 to 60 minutes, using a semi-structured, open-ended interview protocol (see 

Appendix A). I recorded the interviews and then transcribed them. 

Data Collection and Storage Procedures 
 

Data collection included recruitment through the school principal and my 

professional networks. The principal and individuals in my professional network received 

an email to send to parents (see Appendix D). The email explained the study and 

requested the parents to opt in or out of the study. The parents who opted-in received my 
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contact information. Once they were contacted, they received an explanation of the study 

process in detail. Also, the parent received a consent form and an assent form for the 

participant. The data process included recording and transcribing individual 45 to 60- 

minute semi-structured interviews. Each participant received a copy of their own 

transcript to member check to ensure accuracy. All transcripts were stored in a locked 

cabinet. 

Data Analysis 
 

Values coding was the method of choice for data analysis of the transcripts. 
 
Saldana (2016) described values coding as “the application of codes to qualitative data 

that reflect a participant’s values, attitudes, and beliefs, representing his or her perspective 

or worldview ... (it) is appropriate for virtually all qualitative studies, but particularly for 

those that explore cultural values, identity…” (p. 298). Values coding provides a means to 

explore “cultural values and belief systems, identity, intrapersonal and interpersonal 

participants experiences” (Saldana, 2016, p. 132). The specific themes for values coding 

were values, attitudes, and beliefs. Multiple values, beliefs, and attitudes appeared as part 

of the initial data analysis (Table 3). The data analysis helped to produce themes and sub- 

themes. To keep the identity of participants and the school protected, the presentation of 

the results will include pseudonyms. I destroyed the recordings after transcription and 

kept the key to the recording and name in a password-encrypted file on my personal 

computer at home. After ten years, data will be destroyed. 

Data analysis included code organization and assigning phrases, statements, or 

sentences to a category of values, beliefs, or attitudes. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 
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described data analysis as a heuristic endeavor that requires a dance between organization 

and messiness. In this study, the definition of value is what the participants felt was 

significant in their experience. Belief is what the participants voiced as a core idea 

associated with their experience, and attitude is what the participants expressed as a 

significant outlook related to their experience. Table 3 presents an analysis, thematic 

responses, and sub-themes that correspond to the research questions. There was an 

overlap of the theme and sub-themes in the linkages to the research questions; however, 

the Black males’ adolescent statements about their experiences were purposefully 

understood in relation to their challenges, meaning-making, and identity development. 

Coffey and Atkinson (1996) explained that researchers purposefully make decisions in 

how they present and write their findings to assist the reader in conceptualizing the 

information. 
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Table 3 

Coding Matrix 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Research 
Question 

Values coding 
Questions 

Belief 
Coding 
Questions 

Attitude Coding Questions 

RQ1: How do 
academically 
successful 
African 
American 
adolescent 
males navigate 
the dynamics of 
the interplay of 
school culture 
and their 
African 
American 
culture while 
developing 
their racial 
identity? 

What was important to 
them about their 
school? 
 
What was important 
about their culture that 
they emphasized was 
a part of their school 
experience? 
 
What was not useful 
about their culture that 
they emphasized was 
a part of their school 
experience? 
 
What was not useful 
about their school? 

What were 
the 
challenges 
in schools? 
 
What helped 
them 
overcome 
those 
challenges? 
 
Who 
influenced 
them in 
school? 

How did they feel about school? 

How did they think others felt 
about school? 

How did they feel about their 
teachers? 

RQ2: How do 
academically 
successful 
African 
American 
adolescent 
males make 
meaning of 
race within the 
school context? 

 
Was being Black 
important or not 
important to them 
(Centrality)? 
 
 
What was important to 
them as Black students 
in school? (Private 
Regard) 

 
Did they 
think racism 
occurred in 
school? 

 
How did they think the principal 
felt about them? 
(Public Regard) 
 
How did they think the principal 
felt about other Black students? 
(Public Regard) 

How did they think their teachers 
felt about them? 
(Public Regard) 

How did they feel teachers felt 
about other Black students? 
(Public Regard) 

How did they feel about Black 
students? 

(Public Regard) 
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Table 3 continued 
 
Coding Matrix 

 
Research Question Values coding 

Questions 
Belief Coding 
Questions 

Attitude Coding 
Questions 

RQ3: What aspects 
of African 
American 
adolescents' cultural, 
racial, or school 
experiences situated 
their identity as 
academically 
successful male 

students? 

What important traits 
did they discuss about 
themselves personally? 
 
What important traits 
did they discuss about 
their teachers? 
 
What important traits 
did they discuss about 
their race? 

What was success? 
 
 
What was success 
for other students? 

Was there an aspect of 
their Culture (Customs, 
specific ways of 
behaving): 
Race (Social Construct 
of Color and Features): 
School 
(Expectations/Rules): 
that impacted how they 
responded, adapted, or 
coped in school? 

Validity and Trustworthiness 
 

Qualitative researchers consider validity threats as processes that could lead to 

invalid conclusions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Part of addressing validity and 

trustworthiness includes the researcher providing a subjectivity statement, which gives 

the reader transparency regarding the researcher’s bias. Additionally, the researcher 

explains their process of creating rich data, and their validation of the data addresses 

validity and trustworthiness. The following section outlines areas of validity and 

trustworthiness. 

Subjectivity Statement 
 

As an African American male with three adolescent African American sons, I 

have preconceived assumptions. My sons are academically successful. They each have 

kept a 3.0 or higher GPA. All three take part in extended course work such as AP or 

Gifted classes, and I have earned three advanced degrees. Reflecting on my experience of 

obtaining those degrees, I recognize that many teachers and principals contributed to my 
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identity development as an African American male. I also recognize that my sons and my 

academic experiences should not influence my authentic representation of the data. 

However, my sons and my experience helped inform my questions. Because my sons and 

I have lived the experience of being academically successful, I used our experiences to 

formulate questions that connected with the participants. Also, I conducted trial 

interviews with my sons to test the protocols. My being an African American male and 

my experiences reduced the barriers of access to African American adolescent males and 

encouraged them to speak openly about their experiences. Also, I am an educator, so I 

have experience understanding the practical aspects of school culture. Overall, my 

experience as an educator provided a clear perspective of the day-to-day interactions 

between African American adolescent males and their teachers, peers, and administrators. 

Additionally, the asset-based perspective was influenced by my personal journey through 

public school. Most of my teachers did not challenge me to earn good grades. Many 

teachers viewed my success in school as an anomaly rather than a common phenomenon 

within the African American community. I was challenged by my parents and my 

community. This perspective shaped my understanding of what was required of my sons 

to excel in school, while also helping to shape my thinking about the experiences of the 

African American adolescents I interviewed. 

From my perspective, this study matters because most of the literature and 

American culture portray African American adolescent males negatively. This study 

started with African American adolescents who have debunked the negative stereotypes 

of academic underachievement. Their feelings of how they viewed themselves as African 

Americans, how they viewed other African American adolescents, and how they 
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perceived that their principals, teachers, and staff viewed them as African Americans are 

vital to the conversation about race and academics in schools. 

Credibility 
 

This study’s credibility involved accurately interpreting the experiences 

communicated by the African American adolescent males through the interviews. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) stated that “what is being investigated [is] people’s 

construction of reality-how they understand the world” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 

243). Member checking ensured that the interpretations of the participants’ thoughts and 

feelings were true representations of their experiences and that I adequately captured their 

voices. 

Transferability 
 

The transferability of this study was in the selection of the locations and participants. 
 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explained that generalization in qualitative studies is 

imprecise, but descriptions that allow other investigators to understand the phenomenon 

make transferability possible. The transferability of this study included the regions, 

enrollment, and demographics. My study will allow other researchers to make judgments 

about the experiences of Black male students in suburban, mid-size, and diverse school 

settings. A total of 10 schools participated in this study. Nine were in the Southeastern 

region and one in the Central region of the United States. The findings of this study 

provide a general perspective of African American male students in school districts in the 

Southeastern region, specifically suburban areas. The enrollment ranged from the 

smallest being 1,104 to the largest being 2,938. All the schools had Grades 9 through 12, 

with some participants dual-enrolled in specialty programs. The enrollment sizes of the 
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schools allowed for a general understanding of the lived experiences of African American 

students in mid-size schools. The schools’ demographics ranged in the number of African 

Americans, Hispanics, Whites, and Asians (see Table 2). The diversity of the schools 

allowed for a general understanding of the influence of demographics on the experiences 

of African American students. 

Reliability or Consistency 
 

To ensure reliability or consistency, I kept an audit trail. The audit trail detailed 

the data collection process, including the data I decided to collect as part of the study. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) defined reliability as the extent to which research findings 

can be replicated. Also, I created a codebook to keep a record of the categories and 

definitions of code. 

Rich Data and Respondent Validation 
 

Maxwell (2013) described rich data as the product of detailed, descriptive 

notetaking of the event or the observation. In this case, I recorded the interviews and then 

transcribed the data. In the member checking process, the participants checked their 

responses for accuracy or clarification. 

Human Participants and Ethics Precautions 
 

The potential risks to participants in this study were minimal. Mitigating any risks 

occurred by following all policies and procedures set up by the university’s Institutional 

Review Board. The procedures included using pseudonyms for research sites and 

participants in analyzing and writing to protect their identity and identifying information; 

this information is stored in a secured file cabinet or password-protected computer and 

external hard drive. I am the only person with access to materials, and I will destroy all 
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identifying information and data 10 years after completing the study. Parents and 

participants understood the purpose of the study, their rights, the voluntary nature of their 

participation, the potential rewards, and the potential threats of research through an 

information handout. 

Summary 
 

This research study provided an opportunity to gain insight into the interaction 

between race and school culture. More importantly, the research goals were personal, 

practical, and intellectual (Maxwell & Thomas, 1991). Arguably, the narrative of African 

American students in the public school system has focused on a deficit-mind set and 

establishing academic success as a White hegemonic trait (Allen, 2015; Chavous et al., 

2003; Fordham, 2008; Huguley & Diamond, 2014; McGrady & Reynolds, 2013; Mary, 

2018). Therefore, I wanted to understand African American adolescents’ strengths as 

students and how school culture influences their beliefs about who they are as African 

Americans. My goal is to use this research to inform policy, practices, and systems in 

American public schools to address how best to improve or sustain a school culture that 

supports academic success for African American students and all students. My 

engagement with the scholarly research related to school culture, Black racial identity, 

and adolescent development provided a means to compare empirical and theoretical 

findings with my heuristic and experiences as an African American educator. 
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Chapter 4: Results 
 

This study aimed to provide a constructivist view of the beliefs of academically 

successful African American adolescent males. This study allowed the voices of the 

African American adolescent males to tell a counter-story to the deficit-laden literature 

related to minority males in America’s public schools while illuminating their school 

experiences of navigating culture, race, and racism. Additionally, the BRI framework was 

used to understand the participants’ beliefs about their belonging to the Black race 

individually and the Black race collectively. To answer the research questions, I used a 

basic interpretive design. The research questions framing this study were: 

RQ1: How do academically successful African American adolescent males navigate the 

dynamics of the interplay of school culture and their African American culture while 

developing their racial identity? 

RQ2: How do academically successful African American adolescent males make meaning 

of race within the school context? 

RQ3: What aspects of African American adolescents’ cultural, racial, and school 

experiences situate their identity as academically successful male students? 

The study included semi-structured interviews with 15 African American adolescent 

males. The African American adolescent males attended schools in the Southeastern and 

Central regions, with enrollment ranging from the smallest being 1,104 to the largest 

being 2,938. Data analysis included using values coding. The following section outlines 

information regarding the participants in the study. 



 

83  

The Participants 
 

Purposeful sampling was the sampling method of choice and was done by 

recruiting African American adolescent males between the ages of 15 to 17 who had a 

cumulative G.P.A of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale and/or enrolled in Honors or AP 

classes and self-identified as Black or African American. I recruited study participants by 

interacting directly with the principal at a high school and my professional networks (e.g., 

church, community, fraternity). There were limitations and strengths in using my 

professional networks. The limitations included possible parental influence of answers 

and student concerns of answering questions that revealed possible issues that parents 

were not aware of. This limitation was addressed during the interview process by 

reassuring students of confidentially of the interview and parents were not part of the 

interview process. Use of my networks was an asset, because it allowed for gaining a 

greater number of participants across numerous geographical and demographical areas. 

Three participants came from the principal, and the remaining 12 participants came 

through my professional networks. Descriptive information collected during the semi- 

structured interviews included grade level, parent/guardian information, GPA, classes, 

and extracurricular activities. All participants were assigned pseudonyms to protect their 

identity, and the schools were identified only by pseudonym letters. 

JA 
 

JA is a 17-year-old 11th-grade African American male. He attended pre-K and 

kindergarten at a private school. JA attended majority African American schools in 

predominantly African American school districts. During the interview, JA expressed his 
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involvement in leadership and advocacy at his schools. He stated, “I was president and 

student athletic director, and I had a couple of other titles.” In his role as the student 

athletic director, JA helped coordinate school athletic events. He spoke about being part 

of “making a change” at his school. Part of the change he discussed was associated with 

working through the social justice club at his school and working in the community. JA 

also spoke of his college aspirations upon graduating from high school. He lived with his 

mother and stepfather but had a close relationship with his biological father. 

BD 
 

BD is a 17-year-old 12th-grade African American male and the sibling of JA. Like 

JA, he attended pre-K and kindergarten at a private school. Also, he attended majority 

African American schools in predominantly African American school districts. His 

profile differed in that he attended a technical program. He acknowledged that he was 

trying to fit in in his earlier years of school but later re-established his priorities, stating, 

“At first, I would say, probably from elementary to middle school. I was like trying to fit 

in. But as you get older, it’s more about keeping up in school because as you get older … 

more responsibility.” During the interview, he expressed a distinct perspective on his 

school experience than his sibling. He admitted he struggled in the middle-school years 

with his behavior but got on track after his mother and school counselor explained that 

his behavior would lead him in the wrong direction. He explained that he did not want his 

behavior to “end him up in jail or expelled from school.” BD spoke of possibly entering 

the workforce or the military after high school. He was on the track team. He lived with 

his mother and stepfather but has a close relationship with his biological father. 
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ZL 
 

ZL is a 17-year-old 12th-grade African American male. He is the youngest child 

in a family of five. ZL attended private school until middle school. His middle school and 

high school were majority Hispanic. During the interview, he explained that most of his 

friends were Hispanic, while he was one of a few Black students in his Honors classes. 

He lived with his mother and father. At the time of the research, he did not participate in 

any extracurricular activities. He reported his GPA to be 3.5, and he was enrolled in 

Honors classes. ZL expressed that he is motivated to do well in school because of his 

parents, stating, “…they always tell me how (school) is going to help me in the future.” 

RT 

RT is a bi-racial 17-year-old 12th-grade African American male. His father is 

Black, and his mother is White. He self-identified as Black. “Because I am half-Black, 

half-White, it does not mean I get like to pick and choose.” RT lived with his parents. He 

was a two-sport athlete and was part of the student leadership council at his school. 

During the interview, he expressed a powerful desire to enroll in a Historically Black 

College and University (HBCU) upon graduation from high school. He explained that his 

desire to attend an HBCU came from his exposure to the HBCU experience via social 

media. He explained that he saw Black students at HBCUs experiencing what he 

considered the Black experience, which he described as being around a majority of 

African Americans and immersed in Black culture. 

UF 
 

UF, a 17-year-old 12th-grade African American male, attended schools in three 
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different states due to his parents’ jobs. He initially attended private schools up to middle 

school. His middle school experience was in predominantly African American schools. 

He was a three-sport athlete and expressed a strong liking for math because his relatives 

and father were math teachers. He expected to attend college on an athletic scholarship. 

UF felt that success was more about finding the right group of people and doing the right 

thing. He stated: 

Success in school is finding something that you can stick with or finding a group of 
people that you can stick with that are productive and help you get through high school in 
a good way, not something that influenced you to do something wrong. 

 
CH 

 
CH is a 17-year-old 12th-grade African American male. He attended school in a 

majority Hispanic school district. He was part of a special school program that focused 

on STEM. Additionally, he was in the gifted and talented program at his school. At the 

time of the interview, he worked a part-time online job. CH explained that he was part of 

a mentorship program for African American males interested in engineering and how it 

exposed him to other “like-minded” African American adolescents. He lived with his 

mother and father. CH felt that it was important to prove himself in school because it set 

the tone for his future, stating, “It is important that I try really hard because I know there 

are fewer chances for me; if I can prove myself in school, I can prove myself pretty much 

anywhere.” 

DI 
 

DI is a 16-year-old 11th-grade bi-racial adolescent who self-identified as African 

American. His mother is Black, and his father is Hispanic. He lived with his mother and 
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stepfather, who is Black. DI has a close relationship with his biological father. He was 

involved in sports and band at his school. He attended a majority Hispanic school district. 

DI felt it was imperative to meet his parents and his expectations. He expressed, “So, I 

feel like the more you do that satisfies them (parents) and yourself, the easier it goes.” 

EO 
 

EO is a 15-year-old 10th-grade African American male. He related that playing 

sports was a big part of his school experience and felt that it kept him focused on doing 

well. EO expressed that he wanted to attend college on an athletic scholarship but 

understood that he had to have the grades to earn the scholarship. He lived with his 

mother. EO was very happy with being Black. He stated, “I am Black, so I am just kind 

of happy with who I am.” 

HK 
 

HK is a 16-year-old 11th-grade African American male. During the interview, he 

was very vocal about history, politics, and policy changes. In addition, he was very 

adamant about the importance of being Black, more Blacks in school, and the curriculum. 

He stated, “I would say one of the most important things in school is that we need more 

Black people to look up to.” HK was an athlete and expressed the expectation to earn an 

athletic scholarship to college. He attended a majority Hispanic school district. He lived 

with his father and mother. 

AQ 
 

AQ is a 15-year-old 9th-grade African American male who attended a majority 

White school district. AQ explained that his friends avoided racist individuals in school 
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and outside of school. He expressed that he planned to attend college upon graduation 

from high school. During the interview, he explained that he felt the school curriculum 

did not reflect the truth about African American contributions. He stated, “A lot of people 

have been taking inventions from Black people, and now it is starting to be uncovered 

that Black people made so many things.” He is an athlete and feels strongly about doing 

community service. AQ disconnected himself from students who were making the wrong 

choices as he moved into high school. He shared, “I let go of friends who went the wrong 

path.” AQ’s father influenced him the most in being successful in school. He lived with 

his mother and father. He reported his GPA to be 3.8 and was enrolled in Honors classes. 

KS 

KS is a 16-year-old 11th-grade African American male. KS attended different 

schools in two states because of his dad’s job. He attended all public schools. His high 

school is a majority African American school. KS was very well versed in politics and 

current events. He explained that most of his friends were individuals who discussed key 

events in history and current events. Also, he explained that his dad really pushed him to 

do well in school. KS was very aware of the systematic issues associated with racism, 

especially its impact on African American males. He stated, “It’s important because you 

know, we’ve been, you know, systematically oppressed, for, you know, for hundreds of 

years, especially as an African American male.” He was involved in chorus at his school. 

He lived with his mother and father. 

QV 
 

QV is a 16-year-old 10th-grade African American male who attends a diverse 
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school district. QV acknowledged that his peer group focused on getting good grades, 

stating, “… most my friends were like smart, so we kind of all got like good grades all 

throughout school so kind of like influence me to keep on doing good.” He took part in 

sports at school and in the community. He is also active in his church. He is the youngest 

child in his family and expects to attend college upon graduation. He lives with his 

mother and father. 

XS 
 

XS is a 17-year-old 12th-grade African American male who attends a majority 

White High school. He is a member of the school band. XS attended a majority White 

school but felt it important to participate in the Black student organization. He stated, “I 

am a member of the Black Student Union at a majority White school.” At the time of the 

interview, he had received a full academic scholarship to an HBCU. He explained that 

although he attended a mostly White school, most of his friends were Black. His 

aspirations were to earn an engineering degree in college. He lived with his mother and 

father. 

VO 
 

VO is a 17-year-old 12th-grade African American male. At the time of the 

interview, he had received and committed to a full athletic scholarship to college. He took 

part in the arts program at this school and planned on majoring in art in college. He felt 

that African American parents had higher expectations and held their children to a higher 

standard than White parents. He expressed, “I think Black families have very different 

standards for what is acceptable than a lot of the white families.” He lived with his 
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mother and father. 
 
TW 

 
TW and VO are siblings. TW is a 16-year-old 9th-grade African American male. 

 
He and his brother attended a majority-minority high School, but less than 10% of the 

students were Black. TW felt that he and his peers pushed each other to do well in school. 

He stated, “What helps me is like if I see them (peers) struggling, I push them to push 

me, and they are like, ‘hey, just keep going through… you are staying positive.’” His peer 

group was diverse. He took part in athletics at school. He and his brother VO lived with 

their mother and father. The use of siblings in a study can be a limitation, when the 

siblings are interviewed together, however; the strength of having these two siblings was 

that one was entering high school, while the other was graduating high school. 

Thematic Response to Research Questions 
 

The thematic responses resulted from using values coding in the form of questions 

to categorize the participants’ responses. Saldana (2016) stated that coding is a heuristic 

activity that allows for making meaning and helps in “rigorous and evocative analysis 

and interpretation for a report” (p. 9). The values coding questions allowed for making 

meaning and linking the participant responses to the research questions and 

understanding the lived experiences of the academically successful African American 

adolescent males within the school context. There was some overlap between 

participants’ responses to a research question, but I made a conscious decision to align 

some themes with specific research questions. See Table 5, which gives an example. This 

section presents the findings related to the three research questions. The general outline 
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of the section follows Table 4, which gives the general alignment of the themes to the 

research question. 

Table 4 

Overview of Findings 
 

Research Question Theme 

How do academically successful African American 
adolescent males navigate the dynamics of the interplay of 
school culture while developing their racial 
identity? 

• Overcoming 
Challenges 

• Influencers 
• Ignorant Racism 

 

How do academically successful 
African American adolescent males make meaning of race 
within the school context? 

• Being a Black Male 
• Counter Stereotypes 
• Relationship Black 

Students 
 
 
 

What aspects of African American adolescents’ 
cultural, racial, or school experiences situated their 
identity as academically successful males? 

• Definition of 
Success 

• Black Teachers and 
Administrators 

• Racial 
Consciousness 
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Table 5 

Example of Overlap of Themes/Questions 
 
 

Research Question Participant Response Selected 
Theme 

Overlapping 
Theme 

How do academically 
successful African American 
adolescent males make 
meaning of race within the 
school context? 

I would say (being Black) is 
very important to me. You 
know, a lot of White people 
say, you know, I don’t see 
color, but I think that’s really 
just their privilege helps them 
not see color. For me, my skin 
color is a big part of who I 
am, and I know that, and I 
carry myself like that every 
day. (HK) 

Being A 
Black Male 

Racial 
Consciousness 
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RQ1 
 

RQ1: How do academically successful African American adolescent males 

navigate the dynamics of the interplay of school culture and their African American 

culture while developing their racial identity? The African American adolescent males in 

this study faced challenges as they navigated the dynamics of the interplay of school 

culture along with developing their racial identity. This section provides insights into 

those challenges and how the adolescent males overcame those challenges. Additionally, 

this section outlines the role parents, peers, teachers, and counselors played as influencers 

in the participants’ lives. Finally, this section presents the incidents of racism encountered 

by the Black male students as part of their school experience. Racial identity 

development can be impacted negatively and positively when students experience 

incidents of racism or discrimination (Byrd & Chavous, 2011). 

Overcoming Challenges 
 

Analysis of the data revealed that African American adolescent males faced 

similar challenges that other adolescents faced in school. COVID-19 presented 

challenges for many students, especially since they had to become self-starters and more 

disciplined because the normal school structure was not in place. UF explained that 

adjusting to being at home and being disciplined was difficult. He further explained that 

waking up and turning on his computer in the bed did not work. He stated that he had to 

“get out of bed and focus” to keep his grades up. When participants were asked about the 

challenges they faced in school, some identified that earning good grades was a point of 

stress. For example, EO stated that he felt that many other students felt pressure to make 

good grades. He stated, “A lot of people agree with kind of grades (being a challenge) 
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because I know a lot of people tend to gain things like anxiety.” KS stated that test-taking 

created stress for him. Regarding taking a math test, he stated, “the numbers rattle around 

my head; they do not mean anything. Sometimes I study really hard for a test, and I 

panic.” Many of the participants expressed it was more about managing their workload of 

taking advanced classes, participating in extracurricular activities, or working a part job 

while trying to maintain good grades that created a challenge for them. DI responded: 

Probably keeping up with the workload. The more advanced classes usually give more 
work, so when it starts to pile on, keeping up with it along with the things that are going 
on at home and outside of school, it can be difficult to manage. 

KS echoed DI’s response that getting work done on time required prioritizing and being 

organized. KS said that developing good study habits when he had more challenging 

classes was his biggest challenge. He stated: 

... biggest challenge has been making good study habits outside of class. I could usually 
get by, but these recent years I’ve been taking a lot more challenging classes, so really, it 
has been time management and prioritizing what I need to get done. 

JA communicated that it was not managing a workload so much as “it’s hard for me to 

say no to anything and people know that I am always willing to do a lot, and participate 

in their life, and sometimes it does get really hard to keep up with everything.” While 

managing a workload was a challenge for some participants, transitioning from 

elementary to middle school or to high school presented challenges. 

Another challenge the participants faced that is common in adolescent 

development was learning to fit in. BD explained that his biggest challenge was learning 

how to fit in. He described how his trying to fit in with the wrong crowd in middle school 

led to his getting into trouble. He said: 

In middle school, I was trying to fit in with a bunch of people that did not really go to 
class and popped off at teachers. I realized I was getting into a lot of trouble when I did 
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not really need to. 

Like BD, ZL communicated he had challenges with transition, but it was the transition 

from middle school to high school. His challenge was making friends. He stated, “Well, 

the only thing that I would like to say is about making friends.” When he was asked about 

his challenges, he stated, “in high school, it’s a lot harder than middle school.” He 

explained that in high school students have formed their peer groups and it a challenge to 

join already established peer groups as an outsider. 

Some participants experienced disabilities early in their school experience, which 

they learned to overcome. For example, XS communicated that he had a developmental 

challenge that he overcame. He shared, “I have a stuttering problem.” He further shared 

that it began in elementary, and he has received support from his school and parents. XS 

also stated that during the interview, he was using the strategies he learned. Like many 

teenagers, some participants expressed that staying motivated about school was a 

challenge. For example, TW stated, “I find it important to stay motivated in school.” He 

explained that he overcame the issue of motivation by focusing on his goals to earn good 

grades and participate in sports. VO expressed a similar response regarding motivation, 

stating, “It is important to push myself.” He explained that pushing himself kept him 

focused on his plan to earn a scholarship. 

Overall, the challenges faced by the participants included workload, 

developmental, and prioritizing efforts. These challenges shaped their thinking about how 

they negotiated or created relationships in school. Each participant consistently expressed 

strategies that allowed them to overcome those challenges to include setting goals and 

working with teachers and/or peers. 
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Influencers 
 

Although the participants met challenges, they all identified influencers who aided 

them in overcoming their challenges. The influencers provided time and support and 

communicated with the participants. Some of the influencers were teachers, while others 

were counselors and peers, and many were parents. Of the influencers, parents and peers 

gave advice, while teachers and counselors spent time with the participants outside of the 

normal roles of a teacher or counselor. Many of the teachers and counselors attended the 

students’ extracurricular activities or engaged with the students even when the student 

was no longer in their class. The teachers and counselors served as mentor in these cases 

for the students. BD explained he overcame his challenge of trying to fit in and getting in 

trouble by examining the outcome of his behavior and listening to his mother’s advice. 

He shared, “Mom, she told me that it’s not going to get me anywhere, but more trouble 

(my behavior) … like jail and things, so I really settled down.” 

JA explained that his teacher was his biggest influence because she had been there 

for him since he entered high school. He stated, “She has actually been there for me, gave 

me most of my first opportunities, and she was big on leadership.” BD expressed that his 

teacher influenced him by her authenticity. He stated, “She just kept it real with me. She 

didn’t sugarcoat. She gave (her opinion) uncut and clear as she could. You actually 

learned something from her, whether it was a class or just life.” DI expressed the same 

idea about his physics teacher. He stated, “My physics teacher … more challenging class, 

and he knows that. So, he takes time with each student individually and will talk to them 

about whatever it is they’re struggling with.” 

Teachers are more impactful when they nurture a sense of challenge and focus on 
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the whole student. The participants praised teachers who were “real.” These teachers were 

able to communicate with honesty and integrity while helping build character in their 

students. HK explained that his history teacher set an example that influenced him. He 

shared: 

I would say there isn’t really one person that has influenced me the most. Actually, I 
would say my African American history teacher. She influenced me a lot; not only does 
she have a doctorate degree as a Black woman, but the things she talked about in her 
class definitely influenced me to do better. 

 
 

XS had a similar story but expressed how his African American male math 

teacher exemplifies who he wants to be in the future. XS stated, “(Mr. X) is a pretty good 

math teacher, and I kind of want to be like him when I get older—happy at my job, 

ecstatic.” 

Some participants responded that their counselor influenced them. For example, 

RT explained that his Black male counselor was involved with him from the beginning of 

his freshman year. He related, “He’s really involved in sports, and he’s really involved in 

making sure I’m doing well like he always has since my freshman year.” BD experienced 

the same impact from his Black male counselor. Additionally, BD’s counselor helped 

with things outside of school. He said, “I was meeting my girlfriend’s dad for the first 

time. He gave me advice. He listens to everyone, and he took the time out. His door is 

always open; a lot of people trust him.” A few participants expressed that their peers 

influenced them in a positive manner in school. QV stated, “Most of my friends were like 

smart, so we kind of all got like good grades all throughout school so kind of like 

influence me yes keep on doing good.” BD explained how his peer group worked 
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together to get things done in school. He stated: 

We all just do work, and we’ll hang out from time to time, but really we are the type of 
people that we get stuff done. We might fall short or behind a little bit, but we always 
pick each other up and help each other out where it is needed. 

While teachers, counselors, and peers influenced the participants, many stated 

that their parents also had a tremendous impact on their attitude towards school. For 

example, UF explained that his parents instilled in him a work ethic. He stated, “I think 

my parents influenced me the most; their work ethic rubbed off on me.” Similarly, AQ 

and KS both expressed how their fathers pushed them in school. AQ stated, “He pushes 

me to get good grades because when he was growing up in high school, he was an 

average C student. Ultimately, these fathers wanted their sons to be better than they were. 

KS’s father was no different. KS stated, “He wants me to be better than he was in school. 

He likes to push and push and push, but 90% of the time, it’s a good push.” 

The majority of the participants discussed positive influencers; however, AQ and 

BD discussed negative influencers. BD stated that in his middle school years, he was 

influenced by his peers to behave poorly in school. He explained that a group of boys he 

was trying to fit in with disrespected teachers and got in trouble. He provided a specific 

incident when he disrespected a teacher and felt remorse, stating, “I thought the teacher 

was telling me to stop talking. I yelled at the teacher.” He explained that the teacher 

turned and said, “I was not talking about you.” BD expressed that he felt bad about the 

situation. AQ expressed a similar circumstance; however, he decided not to get involved 

in the misbehavior. He stated, “Some students would be acting out in the hallways. They 

were my friends, but I decided to stay away from them in school.” 

Good behavior in school was a family expectation for some participants. For example, 
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TW stated: 

I guess honestly, a lot of it’s like parents and how different our parents versus White 
parents are about behavior in school. Our parents are stricter, I guess, and this stuff that 
I’ve seen other people do, it’s like I couldn’t get away with that. 

 
His brother VO echoed the same sentiment, stating, “I think Black families have a 

different standard for what is acceptable than a lot of White families.” He explained that 

his parents would never allow him to misbehave without their being consequences. He 

mentioned many of the White students’ behavior, such as disrespecting a teacher or 

acting out in class, would not be tolerated by his parents. Overall, the expectation of good 

behavior extended beyond school for many respondents. 

Ignorant Racism 
 

Racism played a part in the school experience of the participants. Responses 

about their encounters with racism provided insights into how their school experiences 

impacted their racial identity development. The participants explained that they had 

experienced what they considered ignorant racism. HK gave an example of what would 

be considered ignorant racism. He stated: 

I would say you don’t see as much blatant racism as you see ignorant racism. I personally 
had an experience where there was a lot of commotion going on in the hallways. I went to 
use the bathroom, and my teacher said she heard there’s a lot going on out there and don’t 
get caught up in any of that. I said I’m not worried, and her words were, ‘I know you’re 
one of the good ones.’ I looked at her, and I left because I didn’t know what to say. I 
know her as a person, and she wouldn’t blatantly try to say anything wrong, but it’s just 
the fact that she doesn’t understand that is something that she can’t say. I think she could 
have meant a number of things. I’m not sure if she meant if I’m one of the good Black 
boys if I’m one of the good students, if I’m one of the good boys in general. I’m really 
not sure, but it just comes off sounding like ignorant racism. 

HK’s comments revealed a subtle but very poignant point about racism in schools. They 

reflected his acknowledgment of how White teachers have an implicit bias regarding 
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Black male students and their behavior in school. VO described an example he 

experienced as: 

Just the normal ignorant comments people make or just jokes that go too far that you know 
high school students are making. Just saying whatever is going to get a negative reaction. 
Like if somebody turns off the lights, and then they’ll make a comment like, oh, where did 
this person go? 

As part of their development as Black males within the school context, they 

acknowledged the influence of racism within the school dynamics, but they minimized its 

impact on them. Some participants did not consider the racist comments made by 

students to be malicious. TW stated, “I know they make comments, but I don’t think like 

they’re like malicious. They’re just trying to make a joke, and it just was not good.” 

When asked about racism in school, ZL stated, “The students sometimes make jokes. 

They don’t really say it in an offensive way, but when you address it, they say that they 

were just joking, so maybe they are. Maybe they are not; you never really know.” BD 

shared that a small percentage of White students tried to hide their racist views, but they 

often slipped and made comments. He stated that they would crack jokes that were not 

really funny. BD’s brother, JA, felt that much of the racist influence came from outside 

the schools. He stated, “The things (racism) that are coming into the schools are coming 

from the community and the world, the issues, just like all the racist stuff you see on the 

television, the violence and stuff.” 

When asked about other Black students experiencing racism, The participants 

expressed that some of their friends had experienced racism in their school. Specifically, 

QV shared that he knows of friends who have experienced incidences of racism. He 

explained that he had a friend who was called the N-word, stating, “I know this girl, she 

said the N-word to my friend, it was a few weeks ago, and so like they were friends 
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before but then when she said that he kind of like stayed away because she said it to 

him.” He also shared that he heard about a racial incident at another school and knows 

that racism exists in school. He related, “I know it still happens (racism) in school 

because there is one instance that it happened earlier this year, but that was at (X school). 

There was this White kid who yelled the N-word in the cafeteria.” QV added that the 

other Black students at the school chased the White kid, but the principal was able to deal 

with the situation before there was a fight. Another participant provided an example of 

what he considered a racial comment from his teacher. UF shared: 

I was in 4th grade, and we were supposed to guess our special talent. About 25 people 
were in the class, and only two were Black. She asked me was I rapping. Looking back, 
that was a racist thing for her to say. 

Most of the participants did not feel that their teachers were racist; however, HK shared 

that he felt that as the Black males came into adulthood, mostly the White teachers were 

afraid of them. He explained that the White teachers “assume they (Black males) are 

going to do something bad.” 

AQ shared that some Black students who got into trouble at school believed “they 

were in trouble because of their skin color, but most Black students have a good 

relationship with the principal.” The principal and majority of the teachers at AQ’s school 

are White. AQ stated that he believes that his principal and teachers think that if there 

were a majority (Black students), those students would drop out or not do well after high 

school. 

The responses from the Black adolescent males about their navigation of the 

dynamics of the interplay between school culture and African American culture while 

developing their racial identity revealed key insights into their school experiences. Many 
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of the adolescents met challenges such as managing workloads associated with school, 

grades, and home but overcame those challenges with the support of teachers, counselors, 

peers, and parents. Overall, their relationships with teachers and peers enabled them to 

have meaningful school memories. Their teachers and peers played a critical role in both 

good and bad classroom and school environments. In general, the participants’ and their 

fellow Black students’ encounters with racism impacted their racial identity development. 

RQ2 

RQ2: How do academically successful African American adolescent males make 

meaning of race within the school context? The African American participants in this 

study expressed opinions about being Black. Many felt it was necessary to set the right 

example as a Black male in the classroom while countering stereotypes. Other 

participants communicated a strong affinity for the connection they experienced with 

their Black peers, while others disengaged from some of their Black peers whose 

behavior was not conducive to the school learning environment. 

Being a Black Male 
 

Overwhelmingly every participant, when asked whether being a Black male 

played a significant part in their approach to being a student, answered that being an 

African American male was central to who they were and how they carried themselves. 

For example, HK stated that being Black was very important, even though some Whites 

say color doesn’t matter. He stated: 

I would say (being Black) is very important to me. You know, a lot of White people say, 
you know, I don’t see color, but I think that’s really just their privilege helps them not see 
color. For me, my skin color is a big part of who I am, and I know that, and I carry 
myself like that every day. 
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HK’s statement highlighted his awareness of white privilege and colorblindness. 

Although he attended a majority African American urban school, BD felt that his school 

was diverse and had different viewpoints from different races. He expressed that being 

Black was central to who he was, especially as he interacted with his peers from 

different cultures. RT, who was bi-racial (Black father and White mother), felt that his 

being Black was not only central to who he was, but he was always perceived from the 

standpoint of being a Black male. During the interview, he stated, “Because I am half 

Black, half White, it does not mean I get like to pick and choose.” UF expressed a 

similar perspective about his thoughts about being a Black male. He explained that his 

skin color is the first thing anyone sees; therefore, it makes being Black central to him 

and others. 

Furthermore, KS related his feeling about the significance of being a Black male 

in relation to the historical oppression of Black people in America. He stated, “It’s 

important because we’ve been systematically oppressed for hundreds of years, especially 

as an African American male.” KS further elaborated on the need to see himself beyond 

the history of slavery and more than just as an athlete. He also shared that he felt it 

encouraged him to want to make changes in the American governmental system, stating: 

I don’t see enough people like me in regular history classes. I don’t see enough successful 
Black people. The Black people we do see in our history were slaves, and I don’t really 
see enough successful Black people. It is important for young males, not only Black 
males in general, to see successful Black people in history who are like them just so they 
have someone to follow, just so they can say they can do it as well. I would say that it is 
really important, like, for me personally, to see Black people who have made changes in 
our government because you know I want to do that one day, and it would give me that 
hope that that’s something I can really do. If we see more Black successful people who 
made it academically and something other than sports. 
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VO explained how his sense of being Black contributed to his identity and interaction 

with others in school. 

He stated: 

It’s something that is important to me in my identity and who I am because it influences 
how I carry myself depending on who I am around especially. I say especially in school 
because I’m surrounded by nonBlack people pretty much the whole day, so I’m always 
aware when I’m in a setting that is very white. My immediate thing when I walk into a 
room so I know I gotta like I feel like I have my guard up a little bit. I got something to 
prove, or it’s like I can’t be the one who’s not taking care of business or not pulling my 
weight, you know? It’s like I gotta make us look good. I’m not trying to confirm or create 
any biases that they may or may not already have. 

VO’s response revealed not only that being a Black male was important, but it placed a 

sense of responsibility to counter stereotypes. 

Counterstereotypes 
 

The African American adolescent males communicated that their academic 

identity was not a prominent aspect in the minds of others. Because many of the young 

men were athletes, they felt that it was important as Black males for them to counter the 

negative stereotype of Black male athletes. RT stated, “Being an athlete, and I’m pretty 

built, a Big black athletic man might not be seen as smart, so I have to go in and show 

that I’m not dumb. I’m educated, and I know what I’m doing”. In addition to countering 

the stereotype of being a Black athlete, some felt that White America forced them to 

prove they were capable. For example, EO shared that as a Black male, he had to try 

harder and prove himself because he would receive fewer opportunities in life than 

others. EO stated, “If I can prove myself in school, then I can prove myself pretty much 

anywhere.” Similarly, CH felt that countering the stereotypes about being a Black male 

went beyond just school but his future in the job market. He stated: 

I feel like employers have a stigma against Black people or minorities. They might be 
more likely to hire a White person because they felt that the (White person) knows what 



 

105  

they are doing. If I prove myself in school, they will know that I am talented and applied 
myself. 

 
XS provided a similar response regarding the importance of representation and voice. He 

stated, “I do think being a Black male is important because the world needs more good 

Black men. I feel like our voices need to be heard more.” Along with their Blackness 

being central to who they were and how they represented themselves, the Black males 

discussed their relationships with other Black students in their schools. The relationships 

varied from close to nonexistent. The variation occurred more out of class placement. 

Relationships with Black Students 
 

 QV explained that he had a great relationship with other Black students in his 

school, stating, “It’s been pretty good because there is a connection, and we’re always chill 

and have fun in school.” RT also stated that his relationship with other Black students in his 

school was good. He further stated that the relationships were based on the commonality 

and familiarity between Black students. BD expressed that most of his peer group were 

Black and that the relationship was beneficial to his academic and social- emotional 

success. He and his Black peers helped each other by tutoring each other and listing to each 

other’s problems. BD added, “You know we push ourselves to do better” in school. TW 

stated that his friend group, who was mostly Black, helped each other and pushed each 

other as well. AQ related that he hung around his friends who wanted to get through life and 

be successful. 

When asked about his peers, UF said his peers are helpful and willing to work 

together to accomplish things. RT reflected on his school experience, and his peers said, 

“(school) has been great. It’s been the best time, the people that you meet, like the 
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lifelong friends.” Both UF and RT’s peer group was majority Black. Some participants 

explained that they had formed relationships with other Black students through their 

involvement in extracurricular activities. 

For example, CH stated that he was part of a mentorship program at his school 
that exposed him to other Black peers interested in STEM: “I was in a program (mentor) 

which put me around other talented Black youth adolescents. They (program leaders) 

encouraged us and allowed me to grow together with them (the other Black adolescents).” 

HK and RT communicated that their group of close friends was Black and part of their 

sports connections. This common connection between sports and being Black played a 

key role in their focus on being successful in school and their desire to attend college. 

Not all participants had a strong relationship with the Black students in their school. JA 

shared that he felt that some of the Black boys at his school did not like him. He stated, 

“They don’t necessarily like me sometimes, some guys because of how I come off, the 

hood guys.” BD explained that he did not talk to some of the Black students at his school 

because he did not participate in some of the activities they participated in. He stated, “I 

tend not to talk to a lot of people in high school.” He added that some of the people, 

including some Black students are into smoking, drinking, and fighting, which can get 

you in trouble. VO explained that he did not associate with many Black students because 

of the limited number in his school and the limited number of Black who took the same 

classes that he did. He shared, “I don’t really engage a lot with the Black students in my 

school. Some of that is just because a lot of the Black students don’t take the classes that 

I’m taking, so I’m taking two art classes.” He explained that he was focused on taking art 

classes, while there were not many Black students who were taking art at his school. He 
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mentioned that his art class was very small. 

Making meaning of race for the African American males in this study meant 

developing a sense of the importance of being a Black male. Also, the participants felt it 

was important to counter stereotypes. The Black males in this study all felt that they were 

representatives of their Black community in their schools. Furthermore, the Black males 

made meaning of who they were as African Americans through their relationships with 

other Black students. The following section includes a discussion of the aspects of 

culture, race, and school experience that situated the participants as academically 

successful Black males. 

RQ3 
 

RQ3: What aspects of African American adolescents’ cultural, racial, or school 

experiences situation their identity as academically successful male students? The 

selection of the African American adolescents in this study included having a GPA of 3.0 

on a 4.0 scale and being enrolled in AP or Honors classes. Many of the respondents 

communicated that grades were not their benchmark for success. Their responses about 

grades being the demarcation of success ventured from the American public school’s 

institutional perspective. Additionally, they described the behaviors they felt were 

important to their ability to meet expectations in school. Finally, the participants 

explained that they had a level of racial consciousness. These factors created their sense 

of what success meant in the school context. The following section includes a 

presentation of the participants’ definitions of success and their descriptions of their 

family and community expectations of African American male success. 

Definition of Success 
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There was a difference between the participants’ definition of success in school 

and their feelings about what other students believed to be a success. VO framed his 

belief about success according to parental expectations of challenging yourself in school, 

stating: 

I mean, and this is very influenced by my parents. Success has always been not just 
having good grades but challenging yourself. You know, I could easily just take all 
regular level classes and kind of sleep my way through the year and still get all As, but the 
standard in my house has always been, don’t completely overload yourself, but we have 
to at least take two or three classes that are going to challenge [us]. 

VO and TW’s parents are both educators. One of his parents earned a doctoral degree, 

while the other earned a master’s degree, which could have influenced their belief in 

challenging themselves academically. Like VO and TW, HK defined success by a 

standard set by the Black community. He shared: 

In the Black community, I feel like success is a lot more than it would be in any other 
community, if that makes sense. We view success as becoming more than the average 
person because Black people, I feel like we have to set our standards higher because we 
are expected to be less, if that makes sense, so with that being said, my Black peers and I 
feel like the definition of success would be becoming someone who is more than the 
average person. 

 
A key benchmark for the Black males was success or excellence in school. The 

majority of the Black males understood the historical aspect of Black achievement in 

relation to their responsibility to themselves and the Black community. HK provided an 

example of this acknowledgment when he highlighted that the Black community did not 

settle for being average but expected and set high standards. Other participants identified 

that no less than academic excellence was expected in their household. Other participants 

defined success as doing their best and making the best out of any experience. For 

instance, JA stated that success was making the best out of experiences at school and 
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taking advantage of every opportunity. ZL echoed his statement, stating, “I consider 

being successful in school is just having the best experience with the classes and actually 

getting some knowledge of what you’re learning.” In addition, UF shared his definition of 

success: 

Doing the best you can do cause [sic] you know not everybody is a student, but if you do 
the best you can do, then I feel like that’s success cause everyone has their own potential, 
and as long as you’re maximizing your potential then I feel like you’re successful. 

While the participants did not define success as grades, most felt that other students 

defined success as getting good grades or completing high school. JA summarized his 

belief of other students’ definition of success as “I think they would mainly say getting 

good grades and graduating with your class.” RT and AQ’s responses mirrored JA’s 

response. RT stated, “Well, I feel other students would just say solely only grades; it’s all 

about grades.” While AQ felt that many students simply wanted to graduate from high 

school and get a job, he expressed that he knew many students who were obtaining a 

standard diploma and not taking advanced classes, whereas he was taking advanced 

classes for an advanced diploma. The basis of RT and AQ comments could be on the 

measure of graduation completion and entering the job market perpetuated by the 

American culture. Also, many schools are graded on their racial graduation rate. 

QV stated that his belief of success was that other students’ expectations of grades 

differed from his. He added, “Success for other students in school would probably be like 

a C or B. I see being successful in school as getting a B or higher.” He further explained 

that school was never difficult for him; he always made Bs or higher. His reflection on 

the expectation of other students was based on his small class sizes of students in Honors 

and the larger class sizes of students taking regular classes. Also, he expressed that he 
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knew many students who were satisfied with simply passing classes rather than making 

the honor roll. 

The expectation and definition of success for the African American adolescent 

males in this study did not conform to the established norms of success, namely grades. 

Additionally, the expectations the participants placed on themselves, and their parents’ 

expectations contributed to their thinking about success in school. The departure from the 

norm of success (i.e., grades) by most of the participants is not an unusual phenomenon 

for individuals who find that school is not difficult. Many of the participants were 

successful in school from elementary to high school, and their parents held degrees 

beyond high school. Failure in school was not an option, and attending college was the 

norm. The definition of success by the participants incorporated good behavior and how 

it contributed to their excellent relationship with their teachers and principals. In addition, 

the definition of success by the Black males was based on the high expectation of the 

Black community. 

Black Teachers and Administrators 
 

Black teachers and administrators contributed to the meaning-making of race by 

the Black males and their sense of connection to their schools. Participants felt that 

exposure to Black teachers and administrators created a sense of belonging within the 

school environment. VO stated: 

It’s important to feel represented by your authority figures. I guess to kind of feel like 
you’re surrounded by people who you know are not intimidated by you but comfortable. 
So even if it’s just one, it’s nice to have somebody who’s kind of on the same page as me. 

UF, who attended a predominantly Black school with mostly Black staff, explained that 

Black teachers understand how to communicate and engage with Black students. BD, 
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who also attended a majority African American high school, but had attended an all- 

majority White private school, expressed that he felt that “it’s easier for a Black teacher 

or Black administrator to interact with Black students just because they can relate to 

them; they know what they are going through.” He expressed that Black teachers and 

administrators understand what it is like being a Black person in America and the 

challenges. He also expressed those Black teachers and administrators understand what 

Black students experience in school because they were Black students at one time. 

Finally, VO, who only had two Black teachers throughout his school experience, 

described the impact they had on his experience in school. He explained: 

I only had two Black teachers like ever, off the top of my head. One was my elementary 
teacher, and the other was my math teacher in middle school. I distinctly remember that 
class felt very different than any other class I’ve taken. Because it was a hard class, she 
was harder on me, but also, it felt like I was doing better—somebody who understood 
me. Race obviously never came up in math. 

 
VO further explained that being harder meant she did not allow him to make excuses or 

tolerate any misbehavior. He explained that some of his White teachers were not the same 

way regarding what was expected of him. Overall, the participants’ experience or 

exposure to Black teachers and Black administrators affected their overall sense of 

identity as African American students because of the feeling of connection and the 

relationship. 

Racial Consciousness 
 

The Black males demonstrated a sense of racial consciousness that shaped their 

understanding of not only being a Black male in America but also the heightened racial 

awareness of their times. Racial consciousness was part of the participants’ keen insight 

into being Black in White American public schools. Many of the Black males described 
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the racial awareness they experienced. For instance, TW stated: 

I think that I guess I was a lot more conscious of it (my being Black) in like elementary 
and middle school because the ratio was a lot worse, and I think as I got to high school, I 
got more comfortable. So, I was like, hey, I’m who I am. It doesn’t matter, but I still do 
recognize that. 
RT expressed that being Black required him to be mindful of his actions. He stated, “But 

you know you got to be careful about things that you do around cause you never know 

who’s around.” RT’s comments reflect the discussion Black parents have with Black 

males about being aware that they are Black in circumstances that their White 

counterparts do not have to have the same awareness in. AQ expressed a similar feeling 

about standing out or acting out. He stated: 

Being Black meant not standing out because maybe down the line, I guess, prevents you 
from getting in trouble with the law because now, like all the police and all that, you 
probably get killed just for acting out or not even doing anything. 

AQ’s response seemed to express a consciousness of being vigilant when interacting with 

law enforcement. BD explained that some students at his school felt unsafe because of the 

police officers at his school. He related, “We have more police officers in school, and 

they (Black students) feel unsafe.” AQ and BD’s responses provide a lens to the racial 

climate in America and how it has shaped Black students in schools. Their perspective on 

how Black students feel in school with police officers is similar to the nation’s sentiment. 

Summary 

This chapter presented the findings and analysis of the semi-structured interviews 

of 15 African American adolescent males. Many of the Black males attended schools in 

the Southeastern region, with one school in the Central Region, and most attended 

diverse schools. The participants provided rich-detailed responses to questions related to 

their school experience, race, culture, and racism. The analysis of the data created themes 
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that answered the three research questions. First, the inquiry regarding how the African 

American adolescent males navigated the dynamics of the interplay of their school culture 

while developing their racial identity yielded three themes. The first theme was 

overcoming challenges. The Black adolescent males encountered and overcame 

challenges as part of their school experience through the support of teachers, counselors, 

peers, and parents. The second theme was influencers. The influencers, who were their 

teachers, counselors, parents, and peers, provided the African American adolescents with 

strategies and advice to enable them to be successful in school and life. The third theme 

was ignorant racism. The participants encountered racism but did not allow it to impede 

their academic success in school. They considered acts of racism to be less explicit and 

more implicit. 

Second, the inquiry regarding how the Black males in this study made meaning of 

their race yielded three themes. Being a Black male was the first theme. The Black males 

in the study explained that being Black was central to who they were as a student. 

Countering stereotypes was the second theme. As African Americans, the male students 

felt that their responsibility was countering the negative stereotypes of being just an 

athlete or not being as capable of excelling outside of school in the job market. 

Relationships with Black peers was the third theme. Most of the Black males in the study 

communicated having a strong connection with their Black peers, while some reported 

being disengaged from some of their Black peers. 

Lastly, from the inquiry into the aspects of African American adolescents’ 

cultural, racial, or school experiences that situated their identity as academically 

successful male students, three themes emerged. Definition of success was the first 
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theme. The Black males’ definition of success diverged from the criteria for good grades. 

The majority described success in terms of setting high expectations. This definition 

shaped their idea of being a successful Black male in school, which was situated in the 

Black community, and their parents’ expectations for them to be the best. The second 

theme was Black teachers and administrators. The Black males identified that they 

connected with Black teachers and administrators in ways that enabled them to want to be 

successful and represent their Black race. The last theme was racial consciousness. The 

Black male participants’ level of racial awareness empowered them to understand the 

historical issues of systematic racism while also being attentive to the fact that they 

represented the African American community and their families in the school. 
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This study explored the navigation of the cultural dynamics, racism, and 

stereotypes by academically successful African American adolescent males while looking 

to understand how they developed racial identity within the school context. In addition, 

the study sought to determine the aspects of their cultural, racial, and school experiences 

that situated their identity as academically successful male students. The research method 

used in the study was a basic interpretive design (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) to examine 

the experiences of academically successful African American males and the development 

of their BRI within the school context. 

Purposeful sampling occurred by recruiting African American adolescent males 

between the ages of 15 to 17 who had a cumulative G.P.A of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 

scale and/or enrolled in Honors or AP classes and self-identified as Black or African 

American. I recruited participants by working directly with a principal at a high school 

and my professional networks (e.g., church, community, fraternity) and obtained three 

participants from the principal and the remaining 12 participants through my professional 

networks. Most of the schools were in the Southeastern region, with one in the Central 

region. The enrollment ranged from the smallest being 1,104 to the largest being 2,938. 

Data gathering data consisted of individual in-depth interviews using a semi-structured, 

open-ended interview protocol with values coding for the data analysis and coding. 

Values coding supplies a means to explore “cultural values and belief systems, identity, 

intrapersonal and interpersonal participants experiences” (Saldana, 2016, p. 132). The 

specific themes for values coding were values, attitudes, and beliefs. Using values coding 

supplied a means to explore the “cultural values and belief systems, identity, 
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intrapersonal and interpersonal experiences” (Saldana, 2016, p. 132). The following 

sections of this chapter will present the findings, revised conceptual framework based on 

the findings, conclusion, and implications of the findings for practice and policy, and 

provide recommendations for future research. 

Summary of Findings 
 

In response to the research questions, there were four key findings: 
 

1. Academically successful Black adolescent males, through relationships, 

exposure to Black educators, and culturally responsive practices, navigated the 

interplay of the cultural dynamics while developing a sense of their racial 

identity. 

2. Academically successful Black adolescent males developed a sense of Black 

pride as part of their making meaning of race and dealing with racism in 

school. 

3. The historical context of being Black in America informed the development of 

racial consciousness in academically successful Black adolescent males. 

4. Academically successful Black adolescent males created expectations of 

academic excellence in conjunction with parental, teacher, and Black 

community support. 

The findings are in the context of existing literature and the interpretations of the 

findings, which allows for making sense of how the findings further an asset-based 

approach to understanding African American male achievement in schools. 

 

Discussion of Findings 
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The findings from this study supplied insights to Schein’s (1990) questions regarding 

the cultural dynamics in schools relating to Black male adolescent achievement and 

behavior. Schein outlined that cultural dynamics include a socialization process that 

answers seven key questions: 

1. How are individuals taught the norm and values of the organization? 
2. To what degree is there a formal process for teaching the norms and values? 

 
3. To what degree does the process destroy or replace an individual’s identity? 

 
4. How are role models provided to assist in the process? 

 
5. Is the process set up as a step-by-step procedure or open-ended? 

 
6. Does the process have required stages? 

 
7. Can an individual be eliminated for failure to adhere to the norms and values, or 

can an individual gradually assimilate the norms and values of the organization? 

The following sections use Schein’s questions to illuminate the findings relevant the 

school experiences of the Black adolescent males in this study. The section begins with 

African American administrators and teachers as role models, then the impact of 

culturally responsive classrooms will be discussed, followed by the importance of 

relationships. The section continues with an explanation of how the findings counter the 

“acting White” and oppositional culture theory while providing an understanding of how 

expectations shaped the African American adolescents’ academics and behavior in 

school. Lastly, this section concludes with insights regarding the roles racial awareness, 

Black pride, and microaggression played in the school experience of the Black male 

adolescents. 

African American Administrators and Teachers 
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The findings from this study showed that African American administrators and 

teachers were role models and impacted the Black males’ schooling experience. 

However, the Black males expressed that they had limited experiences with Black 

teachers and administrators. Regardless, the African American administrators and 

teachers contributed to these students’ sense of belonging and overall propensity for 

academic success and made them feel comfortable in school. Brooms (2019) claimed that 

Black males who feel comfortable and have a sense of belonging are more likely to 

engage in school positively and less likely to drop out of school. Additionally, DeCuir- 

Gumby (2009) reported that Black teachers and administrators supply a sense of pride for 

Black students about being Black and belonging to the Black community because they 

see themselves represented in school. Other studies support the findings of this study that 

African Americans serving in schools instill a sense of Black pride and a sense of 

belonging within the school environment for Black students while increasing their 

capacity for success in school (Horsford, 2009b; Kelly, 2010; Morris & Morris, 2005; 

Randolph, 2004). 

Since the Black males in this study were successful academically, an area of 

concern was to determine how their lack of interaction with Black staff affected them in 

school. The findings suggested there was a minimal academic effect but an increase in 

their racial consciousness, which resulted in their expressing a lack of Black 

representation in their school curriculum. The Black males explained that they did not see 

enough examples of positive Black people in their history and social studies books in 

their school curriculum. They mentioned that much of the history focused on Black 
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people in slavery; there was a lack of positive affirmation in the school curriculum. 

Positive affirmation of African American males in school reinforces their sense of Black 

pride and acknowledges their strengths. Research shows that the positive affirmation of 

Black students in the curriculum is an essential aspect of culturally responsive practices 

that support Black student achievement (Gladney et al., 2021; McKinney de Royston et 

al., 2021). 

Culturally Responsive Classrooms 
 

Culturally responsive classrooms contribute to students developing or enhancing 

their understanding of a strong sense of racial identity and racial centrality, increasing 

their chances of academic success (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003; Horsford, 2009a). 

Moreover, culturally responsive practices include teaching and using appropriate social 

instructional practices (Gladney et al., 2021). Black males in this study identified aspects 

of culturally responsive instruction and strategies that helped them. For example, their 

teachers and counselors worked to learn about them outside of school and gave them 

opportunities to grow and learn in school. However, the teachers who demonstrated these 

strategies were not all African Americans, which provides evidence that culturally 

responsive practices and strategies are best practices for all teachers. 

Relationships 
 

Building relationships is an effective practice teachers use to support students. 
 
The findings revealed that African American male students in this study overcame 

challenges through supportive relationships. In addition, the African American adolescent 

males had supportive relationships with teachers, counselors, and peers. The teachers 

were able to help them overcome challenges, such as the anxiety of achieving good 
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grades, by creating respectful relationships and being attentive to their needs beyond just 

academics. This finding corresponds with Brooms’ (2019) finding that Black males who 

feel respected and supported by teachers have a greater propensity to succeed in school. 

Furthermore, positive student-teacher relationships profoundly affect African American 

males’ academic achievement (Brooms, 2019; Hughes et al., 2011a; Rodriguez, 2008). 

Adolescent relationships can positively or negatively contribute the academic 

achievement and behavior in schools. For African American adolescent males, success in 

school is a byproduct of their relationship with their teachers. Positive teacher relations 

create a keen sense of belonging and a learning environment that enables African 

American adolescent males to excel. The findings in this study indicated that the 

relationships were formal and informal. Formal relationships entailed a Black male being 

a student in a teacher’s class. The informal relationships were those where teachers 

interacted with Black males outside of the classroom environment (Rodriguez, 2008). 

Informal or personalized relationships outside the classroom include immediate and 

frequent access to teachers (Rodriguez, 2008). This access is part of the socialization 

process that allows Black males to learn the norms, values, and beliefs of schools while 

working through challenges they may face in school. 

Moreover, counselors were part of the informal and formal relationships for Black 

males. Black male students in the study expressed how their counselors worked with 

them to give guidance and advice about school and helped them address issues outside of 

school. These informal and formal relationships with teachers and counselors prevented 

the Black males from being removed from the school setting (i.e., suspensions) and being 

engaged in their learning and success in school. 



 

121  

Also, the Black male students’ relationships with their peers supplied a means to 

navigate the cultural dynamics of school. The participants reported struggling to fit in, 

especially in their middle school years. Their choice of peer groups and their 

relationships with those peers either enhanced their ability to meet the established norms 

and values of school or rebel against those norms. Those who succeeded in school had 

peers who also looked to succeed. Their peer groups were often diverse, but even those 

whose peer groups were majority Black expressed this sentiment. Studies have indicated 

that strong positive peer relations and an established sense of wanting to succeed 

academically in African American males support academic achievement in school 

(Corley et al., 2019; Crosnoe et al., 2003; Hoffman et al., 2019; Wright, 2011). 

Countering the Acting White and Oppositional Culture 
 

The findings in this study countered the historical acting White and oppositional 

culture theory (Fordham, 1986; Ogbu, 2004). The Black males and their Black peers 

believed that earning good grades and doing well in school was important. Fordham and 

Ogbu’s (1986) oppositional culture theory indicated that Black students culturally 

resisted being successful in school because their Black peers considered it acting White. 

The difference in the setting of this study and Fordham and Ogbu’s is that the Black 

males in this study were from suburban and rural schools, and every student was 

academically successful, while nearly half of the participants in Fordham and Ogbu’s 

research were high school dropouts and in an urban school setting. 

Furthermore, the Black males in this study each had aspirations of either going to 

college or entering the workforce after high school, whereas Fordham (1985) explained 

that because of Black Americans’ relegation to low-status jobs, which neither require 
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much education nor bring high rewards for educational efforts, the Black students did not 

value education. In contrast, the Black males in this study felt that doing well in school 

afforded them opportunities to earn college scholarships, which led to good jobs. They all 

came from two-parent households, where most of the parents were college graduates and 

held white-collar jobs. This fact is different from the participants’ environment in 

Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) study. This factor could contribute to the difference in the 

belief in the value of education between the Black males in this study and Fordham’s 

study. In Fordham’s and Ogbu’s study, the peer group was not diverse and did not share 

the exact sentiment of being successful in school as the peer group in this study. Ogbu 

(2004) explained that African American students were not anti-school, nor did African 

American peers reject African American students who earned good grades. Some of the 

African American males in this study felt a sense of connection to their Black peers but 

disengaged from those whose behavior was not supportive of the school values and their 

expectations of success in school. The Black males believed it was necessary to 

disengage from peers who misbehaved because they recognized that if they got in trouble 

at school, there would be consequences from their parents that impact their ability to 

participate in school activities. 

The above section outlined the Black male adolescent’s exposure or lack of 

exposure to Black educators and their desire for Black representation in the school 

curriculum. Also, it outlined the significance of relationships and culturally responsive 

practices as it relates to African American student achievement. The following section 

includes a discussion of the key findings from the study regarding the expectations of 

Black male students. 
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Expectations 
 

Expectations of academic excellence parental, teacher, and Black community 

support were findings from the current study. The expectations the participants placed on 

themselves and their parents’ expectations contributed to their thinking about success in 

school. In the case of their single mother study, Corley et al. (2019) indicated that parents 

provided high achieving Black males a positive sense of self, belief in their abilities, and 

inherent motivation for academic achievement. The findings of this study corroborated 

Corley et al.’s findings. Black fathers and mothers contributed to the motivation and 

sense of achievement expressed by the African American male students. 

The study findings indicated that African American adolescent males who 

succeed in school create elevated expectations for themselves and set up these elevated 

expectations based on community expectations. Historically, the African American 

community placed elevated expectations on academic achievement. During slavery, 

Blacks were not allowed to read or write. As they earned their freedom, they emphasized 

literacy within the community. Also, Black teachers and Black principals expected Black 

students to excel in the classroom before Brown v. the Board of Education. Post Brown, 

Black males continued to understand the high expectations of their community and peers, 

despite the low expectations of White teachers in the desegregated schools (Morris & 

Morris, 2005). 

The findings in this study did not support Fordham’s (1985) characterization of 

the low expectations of the African American community. The Black males did not 

encounter low expectations of their teachers or peers in school; however, they expressed 

an expectation in the Black community that they do well in school because White 
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America had low expectations of them. The participants did not indicate any low 

expectations in their community. In addition, the Black males communicated that their 

parents also expected them to do well. Parental messaging about the importance of school 

is a major influencer of African American adolescent achievement (Corley et al., 2019). 

The high expectations of the Black males and their parents focused on more than 

academic success in school. 

Literature regarding academic success outlined it as enrollment in at least one AP 

or Honors class and a cumulative GPA of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale (Andrews, 

2009; Corley et al., 2019; Wright, 2011). The Black male students’ expectations and 

definition of success did not conform to the established norms of success, namely grades. 

In this study, the African American males did not feel that making a 3.0, which is a B 

letter grade, was difficult. This fact could contribute to their departure from the well- 

established conceptualization of success in the literature. The Black males in this study 

each communicated that earning good grades was not difficult; therefore, they had 

different expectations for success, which included taking on demanding courses and 

doing their best. 

In this section, the high expectations of Black male adolescents and the factors 

that contributed to them provided context for understanding their definition of success. 

Additionally, their definition of success was different from the criteria for academic 

success presented in the literature. The following section discusses Black males’ 

adolescent racial awareness and its impact on their school experience. 

Racial Awareness 
 

Racial awareness and the historical context of being Black in America were 
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findings from this study. The African American adolescent males understood the 

importance of Black excellence, and many understand the Black community’s systematic 

oppression throughout history. Desegregation forced many African American students to 

enter learning environments where White teachers and their White peers discriminated 

against them based on their race. Moreover, stereotypes that labeled Black intelligence 

inferior forced African American male adolescents to counter these deficit narratives. 

Essentially, African American students with a keen sense of critical race awareness are 

determined to overcome negative stereotypes. The Black males expressed their 

understanding of the historical structural racism and oppression that undergirded the 

stereotypes that African American males were low performers in school. The Black 

males’ racial consciousness about race in America was like Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) 

statement about White Americans’ perception of minorities and academic success: 

“White Americans insisted that minorities were incapable of academic success, denied 

them the opportunity to succeed academically, and did not reward them adequately when 

they succeed” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986, p. 183). Along with racial consciousness, the 

Black males believed that the Black community viewed success as becoming more than 

the average person. 

Findings from this study supplied an understanding of how racial awareness in 

Black adolescent males in school shaped their thinking about their place in school and 

society. Black males in this study explained that they were keenly aware that they were 

often the only Black student in a class, which they felt required them to be up for the 

challenges of doing well in school. Wang et al. (2017) explained that as Black students 

become more aware of their Blackness, they become more engaged in learning who they 
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are as Blacks. In this study, many of the Black males understood their Blackness. They 

expressed awareness that being Black came from their home and community experiences. 

This racial awareness from their home and community experiences enabled them to 

understand the importance of countering any negative narratives about Blacks in America 

and their school. 

This section highlighted that the African American adolescent males in the study 

gained a sense of racial awareness derived from their knowledge of the historical context 

of being Black in America. The discussion of the findings supplied insights into how 

their racial awareness created a desire to succeed in school. In the following section, the 

discussion of findings will outline how African American adolescent males make 

meaning of race and racism in school. 

Black Pride 
 

Black pride as part of making meaning of race and dealing with racism in school 

were findings from this study. The Black males in this study made meaning of who they 

were as African Americans in school while meeting racism. Harper and Tuckman (2006) 

found that Black students were aware of racism’s systematic barriers and sought to prove 

the system wrong. Their source of strength seemed to come from a sense of Black pride, 

which has been a bedrock of the Black community and has buffered African Americans 

against Blacks’ hegemonic White institutional oppression. The Black males in this study 

felt strongly about the importance of being Black and its role in setting the example at 

school. The focus of their sense of pride countered the bias and stereotypes that they 

perceived existing in the White culturally dominant school space and White America’s 

perpetuation of underachievement of Black students (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 
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1998; Fordham, 2008; Howard, 2013). Although the Black males were academically 

successful, they felt a need or burden to prove themselves as competent and intelligent 

when they were one of the few Black students in a class. These students shared the 

burden of proving themselves. They did not express it as an emotional effect but more of 

a matter of being central to who they were as Black males. The inquiry into this 

phenomenon of why successful academically Black males needed to prove their 

intelligence is important. The structural and interpersonal factors within schools and 

American society seem to generate less than favorable views of Black students, forcing 

Black male students to cope with these factors through a strong sense of Black pride and 

positive racial identity. Research shows that a positive racial identity enables Black 

students to persist in school while supporting student achievement (Carter, 2008; Ellis et 

al., 2018). 

Furthermore, a strong sense of individual Black pride produces positive academic 

outcomes for African American students (Byrd & Chavous, 2011; Chavous et al., 2003; 

Harper & Tuckman, 2006). Ellis et al. (2018) further emphasized that Black males’ 

school efficacy or their ability to succeed in school buffers against negative internalized 

racial academic stereotypes. The Black males in the current study communicated a keen 

sense of obligation to set the example as African Americans to counter stereotypes. 

Specifically, they discussed countering stereotypes of Black athletes not being smart, 

teachers having lower expectations because they felt Black students could not perform 

academically, and the notion that a Black male who did not misbehave in school was an 

anomaly (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Harper & Tuckman, 2006). Additionally, 

in the school context, countering stereotypes by African American males includes 
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achieving academically to prove to a racist society that African Americans can be 

successful (Sanders, 1997). Researchers found that African American students who felt 

stereotyped by others demonstrated more academic effort (Bjorklund, 2019; Golden et al., 

2018; Smith & Hope, 2020). 

Microaggressions 
 

Along with countering stereotypes, a history of racism has shaped the African 

American students’ school experience (Williams et al., 2020). The Black males in this 

study encountered what they labeled as ignorant racism. They provided examples of 

ignorant racism as jokes by White students or comments from White teachers that, in 

their opinion, were not malicious. Henfield (2011) argued that ignorant racism is a form 

of microaggression. Keels et al. (2017) explained that exposure to microaggressions 

during high school has negative consequences on student academic achievement and their 

emotional and identity development. The Black males in this study did not communicate 

that the microaggressions affected their academic performance but did trivialize their 

discriminatory treatment (Riel, 2021). Specifically, they trivialized the jokes or comments 

by saying the incidents were not malicious or the White students and teachers had no ill- 

intent. This denial or trivializing of individual racism displaces individual responsibility 

for racism (Keels et al., 2017; Riel, 2021). Even though the internal suppression of the 

microaggressions by Black males did not affect their academic performance in school, it 

could have long-term social and emotional impacts. This section provided a discussion of 

Black pride and its influence on African American adolescent males making meaning of 

being Black and how it affected their dealing with racism in school. The following 

section outlines the revised theoretical and conceptual framework. 
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Revised Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 
 

Findings in this study contributed to an understanding of how academically 

successful African American adolescent males navigate the interplay of the cultural 

dynamics of school and their African American culture and how they make meaning of 

race and racism within the school context. PVEST was the theoretical and conceptual 

framework used to understand this phenomenon. PVEST’s five components include net 

vulnerability, net stress, reactive coping strategies, emergent identities: stable coping 

responses, and life-stage coping outcomes. Together, these parts created an asset-based 

approach to exploring how academically successful African American adolescents 

balance risks against protective factors, challenges, and support while creating coping 

strategies that produce their Black racial identity that leads to success within the school 

context (Lee et al., 2003). 

The conceptual framework was revised in all five components. The first revision 

was a change in the type of risk contributors and protective factors. This study found that 

African American adolescent males encountered risk to their academic success in school. 

Spencer (1997) discussed that risk contributors are experiences of stress. African 

Americans in this study experienced stress in the form of anxiety about making good 

grades and microinsults associated with stereotypes (Henfield, 2011; Keels et al., 2017; 

Riel, 2021). The second revision was a change in the type of challenges and supports. 

Key factors that protected African American males from these risks were 

countering stereotypes and having a strong sense of racial awareness (Brooms, 2014; 

Carter, 2008; Neblett et al., 2009), and engaging in positive school relationships with the 

aid of supportive teachers, counselors, peers, and parents (Barnes-Bulter et al., 2018; 
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Brooms, 2019; Hughes et al., 2011; Rodriguez, 2008). As the African American males 

navigated the challenges of engagements with teachers and peers and learning to fit in 

(Fordham, 2008; Heinrich, 2018; Hughes et al., 2011; Yoder & McCollum, 2011), they 

had support from the positive influence of parental messaging and teacher expectations 

(Corley et al., 2019; Rodriguez, 2008). The third revision was reactive coping. 

Academically successful Black male adolescents showed adaptive coping methods by 

learning to manage workloads as their course work increased. They were determined to 

meet the elevated expectations of the Black community and their parents to succeed 

(Butler-Barnes et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2018; Richardson et al., 2015). The fourth revision 

was the emerging identity. From this process, the academically successful African 

American adolescent males formed an intense sense of Black racial identity (Carter, 2008; 

Ellis et al., 2018). 

The last revision was the specific life-stage coping outcome, which in this study, was that 

Black adolescent males developed a powerful sense of their racial identity and achieved 

success within the school context. Overall, the study yielded a deeper understanding of 

the assets and strengths that African American adolescent males bring to the school 

context, as indicated by the revised theoretical and conceptual framework. 
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Figure 2 

Revised Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 
 
 

 
Note. The items in red indicate a change from the original theoretical and conceptual 
framework. 

 
Conclusion 

 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand the lived experiences of 

academically successful African American adolescent males’ navigation of the cultural 

dynamics, racism, and stereotypes in schools. Specifically, the study sought to understand 

how they developed their racial identity within the school context. Additionally, this 

study explored the aspects of their cultural, racial, and school experiences that situated 

their identity as academically successful male students. Most of the literature focuses on 
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the deficits of African American adolescent males, including poverty, lack of engagement 

in school, and an oppositional approach to school. However, the study showed that Black 

pride, positive relationships, racial consciousness, and parental support are assets that 

promote success in Black male students. 

Post-Brown, African Americans were bussed into predominantly White schools 

that supposedly provided a better educational environment. Consequently, Black students 

experienced more discrimination and isolation from their culture within White schools, 

which included less exposure to Black teachers (Ladson-Billings & Anderson, 2021; 

Morris & Morris, 2005). As a result, policymakers, researchers, and the educational 

community created a narrative of Black student underachievement and the undervaluing 

of education in the Black community (Fordham, 2008). However, that narrative is not an 

accurate portrait of Black student achievement. In this study, the young Black males had 

a sense of Black pride. They communicated that White Americans perpetuated a negative 

image of Blacks in society. Therefore, they felt it necessary to succeed in school. In 

essence, their sense of Black pride created a racial consciousness. Furthermore, the Black 

male students in this study acknowledged America’s oppressive and racist history toward 

Blacks. Their acknowledgment created a Black racial consciousness and desire to counter 

negative stereotypes. The students did not internalize the negative beliefs of White society 

but internalized a strong sense of efficacy and confidence. Moreover, their parents’ 

expectations were a significant factor in their success in school; along with parental 

expectations, positive relationships contributed to their success. 

This study showed that African American males have positive relationships that 

influence and support their success. Contrary to Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986) findings 



 

 
133  

that African American students rejected academic success in school because of their 

Black peers, the Black male students in this study had Black peers who encouraged them 

to make good grades and persevere in school. In addition, the Black students experienced 

positive relationships with their teachers and administrators. More importantly, parental 

support was shown to play a critical role in their success in school. The parents had 

elevated expectations for their children in school because they understood the importance 

and value of a good education. This sense of importance dates to the emphasis newly 

freed slaves placed on reading and writing. Second, the parents understood the challenges 

Black males faced and instilled the importance of being successful in school and life. 

From the asset-based perspective, this study identified that the criteria for success and 

expectations of America’s public school system regarding African American adolescent 

males falls short. The Black males in this study did not conform their thinking about 

success to test scores or participation in specific courses. Their criteria for success was 

based on achieving personal goals, engaging in demanding coursework, and meeting high 

expectations. The American public school system has settled on minimizing the focus on 

success in very quantitative terms that do not necessarily produce long-term outcomes of 

success beyond the school setting. 

This study provided key insights into how Black pride, positive relationships, 

racial consciousness, and parent support promoted success in Black male students. In 

addition, it informs policies and practices related to the education of Black males in 

school. The following section discusses the implications and recommendations.  

Implications and Recommendations 
 

African American student achievement is a significant concern for policymakers. 
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This study has implications that could aid in influencing Black students’ academic 

success in school. These implications include policy recommendations, school board, 

district level, and school level. Black teachers and administrators contributed to the sense 

of belonging for African American males in school while increasing their propensity for 

success in school. Therefore, policymakers should consider increasing incentives to 

recruit African Americans to earn teaching and administrative degrees. For example, 

policymakers can assist with programs at the school level that encourages Black students 

to earn degrees in education. These programs should be federally funded and locally 

distributed. Additionally, as allowable within human resource policies at the district level, 

efforts should include recruiting and hiring African American teachers and 

administrators. 

The Black males in the study highlighted a lack of Black representation in their 

curriculum. Curriculum review and approval are a function and responsibility of school 

boards. Thus, school boards should consider setting up a review committee of school 

curriculum to show how best to improve curriculum that positively affirms Black 

students. At the school level, culturally responsive practices contribute to Black student 

success. Therefore, schools should consider professional development that supplies 

teachers support in implementing culturally responsive practices in the classroom. For 

example, at the school level, districts and school administrators can provide teachers 

training on how to create instructional materials and strategies to allow students to see 

themselves in the classroom. Additionally, more books that highlight Blacks in history, 

science, and social studies beyond currently slave narratives. 
 

Additionally, schools should consider collaborating with Black community 
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organizations, such as churches, fraternities, and sororities. Schools can create summer 

reading projects and math programs that are supported by these organizations, which 

allows for these organizations to become directly engaged in increasing their presence 

and impact in schools. Districts should consider identifying what Black community 

organizations are able to work across the entire district to support African American 

achievement in schools. 

Furthermore, schools should identify resources and programs that create 

opportunities for African American adolescent males to engage in conversations with 

policy makers, school boards, administrators, and teachers. This study allowed the Black 

males to express their concerns and provide recommendations for improving their school 

experience. An example of creating a program for engagement and conversation could be 

the creation of a National Black Student Achievement Forum that allows for 

collaboration between African American students and key stakeholders to address the 

needs to Black students in the school context. 

This study has implications for public schools and the Black community. The 

most significant implication is the countering of the notion that the Black community 

does not support academic success of African American students. In this study, many of 

the participants explained that the expectations of their parents and the Black community 

was an assest to their achieving success in school. This implication is important because 

it encourages public schools to form collaborative efforts with the black community and 

Black parents. 

This study’s findings provide support to more emphasis on addressing Higher 

Education curriculum and teacher pre-service training. Many of the participants 
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identified the importance of more representation of Blacks in their school curriculum. 

These findings support Higher Education developing curriculum that is culturally 

responsive and representative of Black students. Also, teacher pre-service training should 

include providing courses in culturally responsive practices. 

This study focused on academically successful African American males. Some 

recommendations that could further the understanding and support of African American 

student achievement include research samples and methods. Because Black student 

academic achievement is a significant concern in American schools, future researchers 

could consider academically successful African American females. For example, a 

qualitative study exploring the lived experiences of academically successful African 

American females could supply insights that could further contribute to understanding 

Black students’ academic success in school. Future researchers could consider a case 

study approach that explores academically successful African American males and 

females, including observations and interviews with school staff. The data from this study 

revealed insights regarding teacher interactions from the student perspective; however, it 

would be useful to gain teacher, administrative, and other staff perspectives. 

This study used a qualitative method to understand the lived experiences of academically 

successful African American males. Future researchers could consider a mixed-method 

approach to understanding academically successful African American males. For 

example, using a quantitative method to measure BRI and a qualitative method to explore 

the lived experiences of academically successful African American males could yield 

further insights into the Black male racial identity development and academic success. 

Another example of future research could be a more robust qualitative study such as a 
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case study. The case study should focuses on interviews with Black adolescent males, 

their teachers, administrators, staff, and peers, along with conducting observations and 

reviewing artifacts. 

Summary 
 

A deficit approach to African American academic achievement has limited 

policymakers, researchers, and school leaders from understanding Black students’ 

strengths in the school context. The media, academia, and society have depicted Black 

males as underachievers and defiant. However, academically successful Black males 

have countered this negative narrative. 

In this study, the African American males succeeded in school. Factors that 

contributed to their success were a strong sense of self, critical race awareness, and 

determination. Also, they had positive relationships with their teachers and peers, which 

supported matriculation through school. Finally, the success of the African American 

males in schools repaints the deficit-laden picture of Black students and the Black 

community into an asset-rich mosaic. 

The thoroughness needed to conduct this study enriched my understanding as a 

researcher. The findings of this study reinforced my commitment as a practitioner to be 

mindful of the strengths of all students, specifically minority students. More importantly, 

I was honored to illuminate the voices of the 15 bright, intelligent, and confident Black 

males in this study. As a result, I received inspiration and feel confident in the future of 

America and the contributions of the next generation of African American males. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 
 

Date: Time: 
Location: 
Interviewer: Interviewee: 

Brief Description of Project: You are being asked to participate in a semi-
structured interview asking for perspective on challenges, accomplishments, and 
supports associated with their school experiences. This interview will consist of 
approximately ten questions and will last from 45-60 minutes. Please do not use 
specific names of other students, teachers, or staff to prevent inadvertent 
disclosure. 
QUESTIONS: 

1. Tell me about your school experience to date? 
(Probes – The type of classes and activities you have been involved in. Where you 
have gone.) 
 

2. What has been your favorite/least favorite subject in school? 
Why? Favorite/least favorite teacher? Why? 

 
3. Who has influenced you the most in school? In what way? 

 
4. What do you consider success in school? Why? 

 
5. What do you feel is success for other students in your school? 

 
6. What has been the biggest challenge for you in school? Why? (Probe - how 

did you deal with it?) 
 

7. How is your relationship with your principal and teachers in your school? 
 

8. How is your relationship with other students in your school? How is your 
relationship with other Black students in your school? 
 

9. How is the relationship of the principal and teachers with other Black 
students in your school? 
 

10. What have other Black students expressed about their experience in school? 
 

11. Describe your peer group? 
 

12. Describe the general race and gender of your classes? 
 

13. Do you feel racism and discrimination occur at your school? Why? 
 

14. What would you like to do after high school? How do you think your 
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experience in school has prepared you for what you want to do? 
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Appendix B: Administrator Recruitment Email 
 

IRB# 213619 
 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Abebayehu A. Tekleselassie., PhD Student Investigator: Tom 

Alexander Jr, M.Ed, D.Min. 

Study Title: Academic Excellence: The Cultural and Black Identity 
Experiences of African American Adolescent Males within the School Context 

 
 
Dear Administrator, 

 
The purpose of this form is to provide you, the administrator, an email recruitment for a 
study conducted under the direction of Dr. Abebayehu A. Tekeselassie (Department of 
Educational Administration) and student researcher Tom Alexander Jr. of the George 
Washington University (GWU). 

 
Purpose 

 
The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of academically successful 
African American males within the school setting. 

 
Procedures 

 
The researcher asks that one of the following criteria be used to identify eligible students 
for this study: a cumulative G.P.A. of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale; enrolled in 
Advanced Placement Course or Honors; age is middle adolescent 15 to 18, and self- 
identify as Black or African American male. The student will be asked to participate in a 
semi-structured interview asking for their perspective on challenges, accomplishments, 
and supports associated with their school experiences. Each interview will consist of 
approximately ten questions and will last from 45-60 minutes. These interviews will take 
place in the high school counseling center or via zoom, conducted by the student 
investigator, Tom Alexander Jr., and will be audio- recorded for the purpose of 
transcription. 
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Recruitment Email 
 
Dear Parent/Guardian, 

 

You/your student is invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. 
Abebayehu A. Tekleselassie of the Department of Educational Administration and 
student researcher Tom Alexander Jr. of George Washington University (GWU). Taking 
part in this research is entirely voluntary. 

 
Your student has been identified as eligible for this study based on one of the following 
criteria: a cumulative G.P.A. of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale; enrolled in Advanced 
Placement Course or Honors; age is middle adolescent 15 to 18, and self-identify as 
Black or African American male. Your student is asked to participate in a semi-structured 
interview asking for your student’s perspective on challenges, accomplishments, and 
supports associated with their school experiences. Each interview will consist of 
approximately ten questions and will last from 45-60 minutes. These interviews will take 
place in the high school counseling center or via zoom, conducted by the student 
investigator, Tom Alexander Jr., and will be audio-recorded for the purpose of 
transcription. 

 
If you are interested in allowing your student to participate, contact Tom Alexander Jr by 
email at TAlexander@gwu.edu or by 

Questions 

 
If you have questions about this study, you may contact me by phone 
email at talexander@gwu.edu. You may also contact the primary investigator, Dr. 
Abebayehu 
A. Tekleselassie by phone at or by email at silassie@gwu.edu. You 
may also contact the Office of Human Research at George Washington University 
phone at 
They can provide further information about your rights as the parent/guardian of a student 
research participant. 

mailto:TAlexander@gwu.edu
mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
mailto:silassie@gwu.edu
mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
mailto:silassie@gwu.edu
mailto:silassie@gwu.edu
mailto:TAlexander@gwu.edu
mailto:TAlexander@gwu.edu
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Appendix C: Friend Parent/Guardian Recruitment Email 

IRB# 213619 
 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Abebayehu A. Tekleselassie., PhD Student Investigator: Tom 

Alexander Jr, M.Ed, D.Min. 

Study Title: Academic Excellence: The Cultural and Black Identity 
Experiences of African American Adolescent Males within the School Context 

 
Dear , 

 

The purpose of this form is to provide email recruitment for a study conducted under the 
direction of Dr. Abebayehu A. Tekeselassie (Department of Educational Administration) 
and student researcher Tom Alexander Jr. of the George Washington University (GWU). 

 
Purpose 

 
The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of academically successful 
African American males within the school setting. 

 
Procedures 

 
The researcher asks that one of the following criteria be used to identify eligible students 
for this study: a cumulative G.P.A. of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale; enrolled in 
Advanced Placement Course or Honors; age is middle adolescent 15 to 18, and self- 
identify as Black or African American male. The student will be asked to participate in a 
semi-structured interview asking for their perspective on challenges, accomplishments, 
and supports associated with their school experiences. Each interview will consist of 
approximately ten questions and will last from 45-60 minutes. These interviews will take 
place via Zoom and conducted by the student investigator, Tom Alexander Jr., and will 
be audio-recorded for the purpose of transcription. 
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Friend (Parent/Guardian) Recruitment Email 
 
 
Dear , 

 

I, Tom Alexander Jr, am conducting a research study under the direction of Dr. 
Abebayehu A. Tekleselassie of the Department of Educational Administration and 
student researcher Tom Alexander Jr. of George Washington University (GWU). Taking 
part in this research is entirely voluntary. 

 
I would like to ask you to solicit your organization for African American males with the 
following criteria: a cumulative G.P.A. of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale; enrolled in 
Advanced Placement Course or Honors; age is middle adolescent 15 to 18, and self- 
identify as Black or African American male. The parent/guardian will be asked if their 
student will participate in a semi-structured interview asking the student’s perspective on 
challenges, accomplishments, and supports associated with their school experiences. 
Each interview will consist of approximately ten questions and will last from 45-60 
minutes. These interviews will take place via Zoom and conducted by the student 
investigator, Tom Alexander Jr., and will be audio-recorded for the purpose of 
transcription. 

 
If a member of your organization is interested, please have them contact Tom Alexander 
Jr by email at or by 

Questions 
 

If you have questions about this study, you may contact me by phone at or by 
email at talexander@gwu.edu. You may also contact the primary investigator, Dr. 
Abebayehu A. Tekleselass t or by email at silassie@gwu.edu. You may 
also contact the Office of Human Research at George Washington University by phone at 
They can provide further information about your rights as the parent/guardian of a student 
research participant. 

TAlexander@gwu.edu 

mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
mailto:silassie@gwu.edu
mailto:TAlexander@gwu.edu
mailto:TAlexander@gwu.edu
mailto:TAlexander@gwu.edu
mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
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Appendix D: Personal Network Recruitment Email 

IRB# 213619 
 
Principal Investigator: Dr. Abebayehu A. Tekleselassie., PhD Student Investigator: Tom 

Alexander Jr, M.Ed, D.Min. 

Study Title: Academic Excellence: The Cultural and Black Identity Experiences 
of African American Adolescent Males within the School Context 

 
Dear , 

 

The purpose of this form is to provide email recruitment for a study conducted under the 
direction of Dr. Abebayehu A. Tekeselassie (Department of Educational Administration) 
and student researcher Tom Alexander Jr. of the George Washington University (GWU). 

 
Purpose 

 
The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of academically successful 
African American males within the school setting. 

 
Procedures 

 
The researcher asks that one of the following criteria be used to identify eligible students 
for this study: a cumulative G.P.A. of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale; enrolled in 
Advanced Placement Course or Honors; age is middle adolescent 15 to 18, and self- 
identify as Black or African American male. The student will be asked to participate in a 
semi-structured interview asking for their perspective on challenges, accomplishments, 
and supports associated with their school experiences. Each interview will consist of 
approximately ten questions and will last from 45-60 minutes. These interviews will take 
via Zoom and conducted by the student investigator, Tom Alexander Jr., and will be 
audio-recorded for the purpose of transcription. 
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You silassie@gwu.edu. 

Personal Network Recruitment Email 
 
 
Dear , 

 

I, Tom Alexander Jr, am conducting a research study under the direction of Dr. 
Abebayehu A. Tekleselassie of the Department of Educational Administration and 
student researcher Tom Alexander Jr. of George Washington University (GWU). Taking 
part in this research is entirely voluntary. 
I would like to ask you to solicit your organization for African American males with the 
following criteria: a cumulative G.P.A. of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale; enrolled in 
Advanced Placement Course or Honors; age is middle adolescent 15 to 18, and self- 
identify as Black or African American male. The parent/guardian will be asked if their 
student will participate in a semi-structured interview asking the student’s perspective on 
challenges, accomplishments, and supports associated with their school experiences. 
Each interview will consist of approximately ten questions and will last from 45-60 
minutes. These interviews will take place via Zoom and conducted by the student 
investigator, Tom Alexander Jr., and will be audio-recorded for the purpose of 
transcription. 

 
If a member of your organization is interested, please have them contact Tom Alexander 
Jr by email at TAlexander@gwu.edu or by 

 
Questions 

 
If you have questions about this study, you may contact me by phone 
email at talexander@gwu.edu. You may also contact the primary investigator, Dr. 
Abebayehu 
A. Tekleselassie by phone at or by email at 
may also contact the Office of Human Research at George Washington University 
phone at 
They can provide further information about your rights as the parent/guardian of a student 
research participant. 

mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
mailto:silassie@gwu.edu
mailto:TAlexander@gwu.edu
mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
mailto:TAlexander@gwu.edu
mailto:TAlexander@gwu.edu
mailto:talexander@gwu.edu�
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Appendix E: Research Study Assent: Student Consent 15-17 
 

Principal Investigator: Dr. Abebayehu A. Tekleselassie., PhDStudent Investigator: Tom 

Alexander Jr, M.Ed, D.Min. 

Study Title: Academic Excellence: The Cultural and Black Identity 
Experiences of African American Adolescent Males within the School Context 

 

Dear Student, 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. Abebayehu A. 
Tekleselassie of the Department of Educational Administration and student researcher 
Tom Alexander Jr. of George Washington University (GWU). Taking part in this research 
is entirely voluntary. Your academic status will not be affected in any way should you 
choose notto take part or choose to withdraw after the study begins. 

 
The purpose of this study is to understand your experiences as a young African American 
male student within your school. 

 
 

What will happen during this study? 
 
 

If you agree to be in this study, you will participate in a semi-structured interview asking for 
your perspective on challenges, accomplishments, and supports associated with your 
school experiences. The interview will consist of approximately ten questions and will 
last from 45-60 minutes. The interview will take place in your high school counseling 
center or via Zoom and conducted by the student investigator, Tom Alexander Jr., and 
will be audio-recorded for the purpose of transcription. 

 
If at any time you feel uncomfortable with a question, you may decline to answer the 
question. Even if you agree to participate now, you may end your participation in the 
study completely at any time. 
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What are the study risks? 
 
 
Minimal risk or discomfort and/or loss of confidentiality is anticipated with this research 
study. If you experience emotional stress or discomfort during the interview, you may 
skip that question or stop the interview at any time. 

Every effort will be made to protect the confidentiality of your information. The 
personally identifiable information collected will be coded using a unique ID# or fake 
name (pseudonym). The code lists are only accessible to the research team. The 
information that has your personally identifiable information will be kept separately from 
the rest of your data. 

 
How will my data/information remain confidential? 

 
 
 
All data collected, including interview notes, audio recordings, and transcripts, will be 
stored in secure and encrypted files. All identifying notes, recordings, transcripts, and 
files will be destroyed upon completion of the study. 

 
The only time identifiable information (email address) will be directly linked to your 
response is when the research team emails you a copy of the de-identified transcript for 
review of its accuracy. 

 
What are the study benefits? 

 
 
As a participant, you will not benefit directly from this study. It is anticipated that the 
results of the study will help local school administrators and education policymakers 
better assist Black students in understanding and crafting pathways that enable 
enrollment in post-secondary institutions with all possible advantages available to them. 

 
What else should I know about the study? 

 
 

If you feel sick or afraid that something is wrong, tell the research team at once. You do not have 
to answer any questions that are asked of you. 

Every effort will be made to keep your information confidential; however, this cannot be 
guaranteed. If the results of this research study are reported in journals or at scientific meetings, 
the people who participated in this study will not be named or identified. 

Who should I ask if I have any questions? 
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If you have any questions about this study, you or your parents may contact me by phone at 
 

or at talexander@gwu.edu. You may also contact the primary investigator, Dr. 
 

Abebayehu A. Tekleselassie by phone at or by email at silassie@gwu.edu. 
You may also contact the Office of Human Research at George Washington University by 
phone at 
( They can provide further information about your rights as the 
parent/guardian of a student research participant. 
Do I have to be in the study? 

 
 

No, you do not have to be in the study. Even if you say yes now, you can change your mind later. 
It is upto you. 

 
Signatures 

 
 

Before deciding if you want to be in the study, ask any questions you have. You can also ask 
questionsduring the time you are in the study. 

If you sign your name below, it means that you agree to take part in this research study. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Your Name (Printed) Age 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Your Signature Date 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date 

mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
mailto:silassie@gwu.edu
mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
mailto:talexander@gwu.edu


 

 
163  

Informed Consent for Participation in a Research Study 
Title of Research Study: Academic Excellence: The Cultural and Black Identity 
Experiences ofAfrican American Adolescent Males within the School Context 

 
Investigator: Dr. Abebayehu A. Tekleselassie of the Department of Educational 
Administration,George Washington University (GWU). 

 
Key Information: 
You are being asked to take part in a research study asking for your perspective on 
challenges, accomplishments, and supports associated with your school experiences. 
The interview will consist of approximately ten questions and will last from 45-60 
minutes. The interview will take place in your high school counseling center or via Zoom 
and conducted by the student investigator, Tom Alexander Jr., and will be audio- 
recorded for the purpose of transcription. 

 
This page will give you key information to help you decide whether or not you want to 
participate in this study. More detailed information can be found on the next pages. Ask 
the research team questions during the consent process, and use the contact 
information on this form to ask questions later. 

 
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE, PROCEDURES, AND DURATION OF THIS STUDY? 
The purpose of this study is to understand your experiences as a young African 
American male student within your school. 
By doing this study, we hope to learn to help local school administrators and education 
policymakers better assist Black students in understanding and crafting pathways that 
enable enrollment in post- secondary institutions with all possible advantages available 
to them. 

 
Your participation in this research will last about 45-60 minutes in an interview. I will 
follow up via email to ensure that I have accurately recorded your responses from the 
interview. 

 
WHAT ARE THE REASONS YOU MIGHT CHOOSE TO VOLUNTEER FOR THIS 
STUDY? 
The most important reason you might choose to volunteer for this study is to help others 
understand how best to support African American students achieve academic success in 
school. For a complete description of benefits, please refer to the Detailed Consent. 

 
WHAT ARE THE REASONS YOU MIGHT NOT CHOOSE TO VOLUNTEER FOR THIS 
STUDY? 
You may choose not to participate in this study due to time constraints. For a complete description 
of risks, please refer to the detailed consent. 
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talexander@gwu.edu 

DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 
You do not have to take part in this research. It is your choice whether or not you want to take 
part. You can agree to take part and later change your mind. As a student, if you decide not to 
take part in this study, your choice will have no effect on your academic status or class grade(s). 
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS OR CONCERNS? 
The person in charge of this study is Dr. Abebayehu A. Tekleselassie. If you have 
questions, suggestions, or concerns regarding this study or you want to withdraw from 
the study, his c tion is or by email at silassie@gwu.edu. 

 
This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). You may talk 

at or via email at ohrirb@gwu.edu if: 
 
• You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by 
the research team or if you wish to talk to someone independent of the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
 
Detailed Consent Form: Why am I being invited to take part in a research study? 
We invite you to take part in a research study because of your perspective as an African 
American male with a cumulative G.P.A. of 3.0 or higher, based on a 4.0 scale; enrolled 
in Advanced Placement Course or Honors; 18 years of age; and self-identify as Black or 
African American male. 

 
Who can I talk to if I have questions? 
If you have questions, concerns, complaints, or think the research has hurt you, talk to 
the research team at (601)212-8428 or by email at contact the primary investigator, Dr. 
Abebayehu A. Tek email at silassie@gwu.edu. 

. You may also by phone at or by 

This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). You may talk 
at or via email at ohrirb@gwu.edu if: 

• You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by 
the research team or if you wish to talk to someone independent of the research team. 
• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

 
Why is this research being done? 
This research is being done to help local school administrators, and education 
policymakers better assist Black students in understanding and crafting pathways that 
enable enrollment in post- secondary institutions with all possible advantages available 
to them. 

 
How long will I be in the study? 
We expect that you will be in this research study for one interview session lasting 45-60 
minutes. There will be a follow-up email sent to ensure your responses during the 
interview were recorded accurately. 

 
How many people will take part in this research study? 
We expect about 15 people will take part in the entire study. 

mailto:silassie@gwu.edu
mailto:silassie@gwu.edu
mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
mailto:silassie@gwu.edu
mailto:ohrirb@gwu.edu
mailto:silassie@gwu.edu
mailto:talexander@gwu.edu
mailto:ohrirb@gwu.edu


 

 
165  

What happens if I agree to be in this research? 
You will be asked your perspective as an African American male with a cumulative G.PA. 
of 3.0 orhigher, based on a 4.0 scale; enrolled in Advanced Placement Course or Honors 
and self-identify as Black or African American male. You will be asked to participate in a 
semi- structured interview asking for your perspective on challenges, accomplishments, 
and supports associated with your school experiences. The interview will consist of 
approximately ten questions and will last from 45-60 minutes. The interviews will take 
place in the high school counseling center or via Zoom, and conducted by the student 
investigator, Tom Alexander Jr., and will be audio- recorded for the purpose of 
transcription. A follow-up email will be sent to ensure your responses during the 
interview were recorded accurately. 

 
What happens if I agree to be in research but later change my mind? 
Your academic standing or status as a student will not be affected in any way should you 
choose not to take part or to withdraw at any time. 
If you decide to leave the research, please contact the research team so that they can 
discontinue contact with you and properly destroy your information. 

 
Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? 
Minimal risk or discomfort and/or loss of confidentiality is anticipated with this research 
study. If you experience emotional stress or discomfort during the interview, you may 
skip that question or stop the interview at any time. 

 
Every effort will be made to protect the confidentiality of your information. The personally 
identifiable information collected will be coded using a unique ID# or fake name 
(pseudonym). The code lists are only accessible to the research team. The information 
that has your personally identifiable information will be kept separately from the rest of 
your data. 

 
The risks and discomforts associated with participation in this study are not expected to 
be greater than those ordinarily encountered in daily life or during the performance of 
routine physical or psychological examinations or tests. 

 
What happens if I believe I am injured because I took part in this study? 
You should promptly notify the research team in the event of any injury as a result of 
being in the study. 

 
Will being in this study help me in any way? 
You will not receive any benefits from participating in this research. 

 
What happens to my information collected for the research? 
To the extent allowed by law, we limit your personal information to people who have to 
review it. We cannot promise complete secrecy. The IRB and other representatives of 
this organization may inspect and copy your information. 
All data collected, including interview notes, audio recordings, and transcripts, will be 
stored in secure and encrypted files. All identifying notes, recordings, transcripts, and 
files will be destroyed upon completion of the study. The only time identifiable 
information (email address) will be directly linked to your response is when the research 
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Do you give your permission for the investigator or staff to contact you regarding your 
willingness to participate in future research studies? 

team emails you a copy of the de-identified transcript for review of its accuracy. 
 
The privilege of confidentiality does not extend to information about sexual or physical 
abuse of a child. If any member of the research team has or is given such information, he 
or she is required to report it to the appropriate authority or agency, such as child 
protective services, a law enforcement agency, or your State’s toll-free child abuse 
reporting hotline. The obligation to report includes past and current alleged or reasonably 
suspected abuse as well as past or current known abuse. 
Examples of such abuse include physically harming your child or having inappropriate 
sexual contact with your child. 

 
Are there any costs for participating in this research? 
There is no cost for participating in this research. 

 
Will I be paid for my participation in this research? 
You will not be paid for your participation in this research. 

 
WILL WE CONTACT YOU WITH INFORMATION ABOUT PARTICIPATING IN FUTURE 
STUDIES? 
You will not be contacted with information about participating in future studies. 

 

What else do I need to know? 
If you feel sick or afraid that something is wrong, tell the research team at once. You do 
not have to answer any questions that are asked of you. 

Every effort will be made to keep your information confidential; however, this can not be 
guaranteed. If the results of this research study are reported in journals or at scientific 
meetings, the people who participated in this study will not be named or identified. 
Signature Block for Adult 

 
By signing below, you agree that the above information has been explained to 
you, and you have had the opportunity to ask questions. You understand that you 
may ask questions about any aspect of this research during the course of the 
study and in the future. Your signature documents your permission to take part in 
this research. 

 
 
Printed name of subject 

 

Signature of subject Date 
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