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Abstract of Dissertation 
 

Mentoring Experiences of African-American Doctoral Students at Historically Black and 
Historically White Colleges and Universities 

 
The percentage of all doctoral degree awards earned by African Americans is still 

close to six percent of the U.S. population.  The purpose of this qualitative research 

project was to understand the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral 

students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  Thus, 26 African-American doctoral students were 

recruited for the semi-structured, in-depth, face-to-face interview study.  This interpretive 

qualitative design allowed the researcher to obtain rich descriptive data on the 

participants’ experiences and perceptions about mentoring.   

Eight common themes emerged from the analyzed data: (1) Professional and 

Academic Growth); (2) Professional and Academic Experiences; (3) Characteristics of 

Mentor/Protégé Relationship; (4) Perceived Barriers and Challenges; (5) Team Building 

and Collaboration Garner Success; (6) Race and Gender Characteristics of Advisors; (7) 

Rapport with Mentor/Advisor; and (8) Alienation and Marginalization.   

The themes were cross-referenced with the research questions to explore the 

alignment between the mentoring occurrence and the purpose of the study.  The findings 

revealed that formal and informal mentoring are essential to the professional and 

academic growth of African-American doctoral students.  Participants revealed the 

importance of having a strong support system from family, friends, peers, 

advisors/mentors and colleagues.  The participants in this study had the ability and 

strength to overcome many barriers and challenges to succeed academically in their 

respective departments and programs.  Findings discovered that some participants faced 

marginalization, neglect, racism, sexism, and other forms of oppression within their 
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respective graduate programs and academic environments.  However, these African-

American doctoral students gained strength from family, peers and faculty 

advisors/mentors at their respective institutions.  Others were not as fortunate, as 

witnessed by several African-American participants that attended HWCUs.  

The African-American students in this study created meaning of their mentoring 

experiences while pursuing their doctoral degrees.  However, to gain a better 

understanding of these experiences, and how to address the numerous obstacles and 

problems they face, educators (graduate programs, higher education administrators, 

policy makers) should invest in identifying the issues and bringing knowledge and 

support to underrepresented student populations.   
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Chapter I: Introduction 

The National Science Foundation released new data on doctoral recipients at U.S. 

universities in 2014.  The annual Survey of Earned Doctorates reported that there were 

54,070 doctoral degrees awarded at these universities in 2014 (Fiegener, 2015).  Of these 

degrees, 2,649 went to African Americans or Blacks who were permanent residents or 

temporary visa holders of the United States (Fiegener, 2015).  The number of African 

Americans earning doctorates has declined in each of the past two years, after reaching 

an all-time high in 2013.  Over the last decade, the percentage of all doctoral degree 

awards earned by Blacks has stagnated at close to six percent (Fiegener, 2015).  

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) accounted for 2,421 of the 52,760 

doctoral degrees awarded to U.S. Universities in 2013.  Ironically, this is the same year 

that African Americans received the highest number of doctoral degree awards (2,659) 

over a span of 10 years (NSF, 2015).   

These low numbers of minority doctoral graduates from institutions of higher 

education do not bode well for efforts to recruit a diverse population of professors 

(Magner, 1993).  Across the United States, hundreds of campuses are engaged in efforts 

to diversify their faculties, ethnically and racially, in response to both internal and 

external pressures (Smith, Turner, Osei-Kofi, & Richards, 2004).  Unfortunately, the low 

number of ethnically and racially diverse candidates in many fields, such as science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), has stymied these efforts.   

Merriam (2001) noted that a number of influences affect students’ academic 

success, social development, and their sense of identity; however, a growing body of 

research highlights the importance of one particular factor—mentoring—on both the 
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success rates and the overall quality of African-American doctoral students’ academic 

experiences.  This study aims to understand the advising and mentoring experiences of 

African-American doctoral students at Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

(HBCUs) and Historically White Colleges and Universities (HWCUs).   

Problem Statement 

Few inquiries have conducted empirical examinations of the mentoring of 

doctoral students (Nettles & Millett, 2006).  A number of studies have revealed 

consistently low rates of doctoral degree attainment for African Americans, which results 

in a smaller pool of qualified African-American candidates for faculty positions at 

postsecondary institutions.  This dearth of African-American faculty and staff contributes 

to the challenges that African Americans face at institutions of higher learning, 

particularly at HWCUs (Allen, 1992; Jones, 2005).  The number of African-American 

students who receive doctoral degrees has always been significantly lower than the 

number of White students who earn doctoral degrees.   

The U.S. Census Bureau (2009) reported that 6.1% of African Americans, aged 

25 years or older, earned graduate degrees, while 10.8% of White individuals, aged 25 

years or older, held graduate degrees.  Participation in doctoral education by 

underrepresented minority groups who are U.S. citizens or permanent residents is 

increasing, as evidenced by a 70% increase in the number of doctorates awarded to 

Blacks or African Americans over the past 20 years, and a 50% increase in the number of 

Hispanic or Latino doctorate recipients.  The National Center for Education Statistics at 

the U.S. Department of Education (2015) reported that 2,649 African Americans earned 

doctorates in 2014.  African-American females accounted for 1,501 or 57% of the 

doctoral degrees in 2014 awarded to Blacks, while African-American males accounted 
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for 1,148 or 43% of the doctoral degrees awarded to Blacks in 2014 (Fiegener, 2015). 

The proportion of doctorates awarded to Blacks or African Americans have risen from 

4.1% in 1994 to 6.4% in 2014.  However, this number is still a significantly lower 

number than the number of White students who received doctoral degrees in 2014.   

Researchers have attributed these low rates of degree attainment among African 

Americans to two primary factors: (1) family income and (2) disadvantage in academic 

background (Cunningham & Santiago, 2008; Engle & Tinto, 2008; Ramist, Lewis, & 

McCamley-Jenkins, 1994; Willingham, Lewis, Morgan, & Ramist, 1990).  In fact, Faison 

(1995) reported that traditional factors used to predict White graduate students’ 

persistence are invalid for predicting African-American graduate students’ success.  

Furthermore, underperforming African-American students who have respectable SAT 

scores provide evidence that factors other than academic background influences their 

achievement and persistence in college (Maton, Hrabowski, & Schmitt, 2000).  

A number of researchers have explored the factors that influence African-

American students’ achievement and persistence in college.  They have found that social 

isolation, stereotypes, low expectations for performance, peers who are not supportive of 

academic success, and perceived and actual discrimination played a key role in students’ 

performance in the postsecondary environment (Allen, 1992; Seymour & Hewitt, 1997; 

Steele, 1999; Steele & Aronson, 1995).  Some research has suggested that feelings of 

isolation and difference create barriers that prevent African Americans from attaining 

college degrees (Harper & Antonio, 2008; Hughes & Howard-Hamilton, 2003).  Faison 

(1995) also indicated that overcoming social isolation was very important to the success 

of African-American graduate students.  Faison (1995) and Carter (2002, 2006) both 
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asserted that mentoring is a critical experience that has a significant influence on African-

American graduate students’ persistence.  The authors noted that the lack of mentoring 

could be a key issue for African-American students.  

Many researchers have connected mentoring to increased college retention for 

ethnic minority students at HWCUs (Campbell & Campbell, 2007; Nora & Crisp, 2007).  

However, previous studies have focused mostly on undergraduate students and junior 

faculty.   

Purpose of the Study 

 When doctoral students enter the large, complex structure of a research university, 

they can feel isolated or overwhelmed (Astin, 1993).  Many students counter these 

feelings by seeking out people with whom they can identify (Astin, 1993).  This search 

can be especially challenging for African-American students, because the dearth of 

minority faculty, and of White faculty who understand their academic and socio-cultural 

experiences, makes it difficult to find an advisor or mentor in their fields of study.   

The purpose of this study was to understand the mentoring experiences of 

African-American doctoral students, which could lead to higher completion rates.  The 

National Center for Education Statistics reported that in the last 25 years, minority 

enrollment in graduate programs increased 167%, and enrollment in professional 

programs grew by 271% (Wirt et al., 2003).  Despite this progress, the numbers of 

African-American undergraduate degree recipients who go on to post-baccalaureate 

degree programs remain significantly lower than that of their White counterparts.  

Research indicates that these numbers could increase with the introduction of mentoring 

programs for African-American students.  The current lack of mentoring for African-
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American graduate students at HWCUs has led to a decline in the students’ graduation 

and retention rates (Carter, 2002).  Understanding a frame of reference that many 

African-American students come from may shed light on their current situation in higher 

education.      

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs).  According to the Higher 

Education Act of 1965, the term HBCU refers to: “...any historically Black college or 

university that was established prior to 1964, whose principal mission was, and is, the 

education of Black Americans, and that is accredited by a nationally recognized 

accrediting agency or association determined by the Secretary [of Education] to be a 

reliable authority as to the quality of training offered or is, according to such an agency or 

association, making reasonable progress toward accreditation.” (U.S. White House 

Initiative on HCBUs, 2010) 

Historically White Colleges and Universities are an academic establishment 

attended primarily by Caucasian students.  The researcher will use the phrase Historically 

White Colleges and Universities (HWCUs) to describe the widespread historical context 

of Predominately White Institutions, although other scholars often use Predominantly 

White Institution (PWI) to describe this type of establishment.  West Virginia’s Bluefield 

State College and West Virginia State University are two HBCUs that are HWCUs in 

terms of current enrollment of White students.  Kim and Conrad (2006) conducted a 

comparison study of academic success for African Americans who attended Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) versus those who attended Historically White 

Colleges and Universities (HWCU) in terms of degree completion.  Pascarella, Wolniak, 

Pierson, and Flowers (2004) referred to the term HWCU during some of their research.  
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Furthermore, Gasman, Hirschfield, and Vultaggio (2008) and Nelson Laird, Bridges, 

Holmes, Morelon, and Williams (2004) referred to the term historically White institution 

in a number of their studies.   

Nettles and Millett (2006) noted that while a number of studies have explored the 

experiences of undergraduate students, few have focused on doctoral students.  Nettles 

and Millett found that the few studies that did center around graduate students primarily 

focused on the front-end (such as GRE takers) or the back-end (such as earned 

doctorates) of doctoral study.  Felder (2010) did a study that focused on doctoral student 

development and the role of the faculty member in the mentoring process.  Nicholson 

(2012) completed a study on African American involvement in a doctoral program at a 

regional comprehensive university.  However, I did not identify any literature that 

compared the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students at HBCUs 

and HWCUs.  

To fill this void in the literature, this qualitative study explored the mentoring 

experiences of African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  The 

findings identified aspects of mentoring relationships experienced by African-American 

doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs that contributed to the success of the mentoring 

process.   

Research Questions 

The central research goal of this inquiry was to understand the mentoring 

experiences of African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs that 

contribute to the success of mentoring relationships.  The study sought to answer the 

following research questions: 
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1. How do African-American doctoral students describe their formal and 

informal mentoring experiences (in their schools and academic programs)? 

2.  How are the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral 

students at HBCUs different from the experiences of African-American 

doctoral students at HWCUs? 

3. How do the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students 

differ by gender? 

Paradigm of Inquiry 

Guba and Lincoln (1989) define a paradigm as “a basic set of beliefs, a set of 

assumptions…” (p. 80).  Bogden and Biklen (1992) asserted that the theoretical 

orientations of qualitative researchers are indicative of their paradigms, or the ways in 

which those researchers view the world.  This principle aligns with the philosophy, 

strategies, and intentions of a constructivist research paradigm.  Constructivism will be 

used as the theoretical framework because it is the most appropriate paradigm.  

Constructivism proposes that truth and meaning come into existence in and out of a 

person's engagement with the realities of his or her world (Crotty, 1998).  Individuals, 

therefore, construct meaning through meaningful engagement.  As such, Constructivist 

epistemologies generally insist that individuals construct their own realities and no two 

persons’ realities will be the same (Crotty, 1998).  This concept does not necessarily 

denote that those who hold these views believe multiple realities exist.  Belief about the 

nature of the external world is not the same as belief about knowledge (Crotty, 1998).   

Constructivism is as a lens through which people create meaning of the world 

using a series of individual constructs.  Constructivists seek a greater “understanding [of] 
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the complex world of lived experience from the point of view of those who live it” 

(Schwandt, 1994, p. 118).  Within the constructivist paradigm, the tone of voice is on the 

learner (mentee) rather than the teacher (mentor).  It is the mentee who interacts with his 

or her environment and thus gains an understanding of its features and characteristics.  

The mentee constructs his or her own conceptualizations and finds his or her own 

solutions to problems, mastering autonomy and independence (Brooks, G. & Brooks, 

1993).  The study employed a constructivist perceptive in examining the mentoring 

experiences of African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs because 

constructivism embodies very different ideas about reality and how we can gain 

knowledge of it.  

Overview of Methodology 

 The qualitative research methods employed in this study followed Merriam’s 

(2009) basic interpretive qualitative design and included criteria-based sampling and 26 

individual interviews with African-American doctoral students at two HBCUs and two 

HWCUs.  Interpretive qualitative research emphasizes subjectivity of people’s behaviors 

and realizes that people’s interpretations are based on everyday experiences that have 

meaning for them, which coincides with mentoring.  Therefore, meanings are not 

discovered as if they had a prior existence; instead human beings construct meanings as 

they engage in and make sense of their world (Merriam, 2002).   

Individual interviews provided data to aid in examining, understanding, and 

explaining participants’ mentoring experiences at the graduate level.  Chapter 3 provided 

a more detailed discussion of the research design and methods.   
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Delimitations and Limitations 

The sample for the study solely included African-American graduate students 

enrolled in degree-seeking programs leading to a doctoral degree at two HBCUs and two 

HWCUs in the Mid-Atlantic region.  The qualitative nature of the study made it difficult 

to generalize findings to a wider group of student populations or to other college 

campuses.  While the findings were not widely generalizable, this study identified 

potential factors that made mentoring relationships work for the African-American 

doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  

Mentoring and Advising Relationship 

The word mentoring is inspired by the character of Mentor in The Odyssey 

(Glasser & Hook, 2008).  In ancient Greek methodology, sometime around 1200 B.C., 

Odysseus appointed his friend, Mentor, to be a surrogate father to his son, Telemachus 

(Nefstead, S. & Nefstead, 2005).  Historical records illustrate that through such paired 

relationships, young men learned important skills, culture, and values in preparation for 

manhood (Nefstead & Nefstead, 2005).  In modern times, the term mentor, now applied 

in virtually every forum of learning, refers to a trusted counselor/guide, and a wise, loyal 

advisor/coach (Glasser & Hook, 2008).  Dunkel and Schuh (1998) cited DeCoster and 

Brown’s (1982) definition of a mentor, which described the individual as a more 

experienced person with whom one could engage in an extended, shared dialogue.   

English (2000) defined mentoring as a means of self-actualization for both the 

mentor and mentee.  He suggested that adult educators could:  

initiate mentorship structures in their places of practice, and…encourage 

individuals to mentor, to pass on their knowledge, skills, and attitudes … and 
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instill in them the social value of the field…fostering in them a shared 

commitment for the common good. (English, 2000, p. 36) 

Jacobi (1991) asserted that mentoring usually involved interactions between the mentor 

and mentee that could include career mentoring, guidance, advice, information, coaching, 

visibility, recommendations, and academic and/or career placement designed to further 

the student’s academic and career goals.  Many researchers have regarded mentoring as 

both a personal and professional relationship (e.g., Barker, 2011; Kram, 1985; Nefstead 

& Nefstead, 2005; Spence, 2005).   

For this study, mentoring was defined as the development of a relationship 

between an experienced, productive individual (the mentor) with a less-experienced 

individual (the mentee or protégé) where the mentor facilitates the mentee’s personal 

development for the benefit of both the individual and the organization (Glasser & Hook, 

2008; Kram, 1985).     

Mentoring is often defined interchangeably with advisors, coaches, and 

counselors.  Mentoring in higher education historically is rooted in those informal 

advisory relationships that develop between faculty and graduate students, serving a 

socializing role for students to the academic profession (McWilliams and Beam, 2013).  

Academic advising (or “Advising”) integrates students’ academic and career goals by 

providing individualized, accurate information on majors, courses, general education, 

degree requirements, out-of-class activities, institutional policies/procedures, and 

appropriate referral to academic and nonacademic resources (Smith and Allen, 2006).  

For the purposes of this study, mentoring and advising were used synonymously.  
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Summary 

The purpose of this study was to examine the mentoring experiences of African-

American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  This chapter presented the 

statement of the problem, the purpose of the study, the research questions, the paradigm 

of inquiry, a brief description of the methodology, the limitations and delimitations, and 

definitions of key terms.  Chapter 2 provided a review of literature focusing on African-

American students, graduate schools and doctoral programs, and various aspects of 

mentoring (e.g., different types of mentoring, mentors’ functions, and roles and stages of 

mentoring).  The chapter also provided a discussion of the study’s conceptual framework 

and any evident gaps in the literature.  Chapter 3 presented the research design, 

participant selection process, methods of data collection/analysis, and ethical 

considerations for the study.  Chapter 4 presented a discussion of the data collected, 

participants’ demographic data, and study findings.  Chapter 5 presented a discussion of 

the findings, implications, recommendations for future study and conclusions.     
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

Davis (2004) identified two primary research areas that focused on the 

experiences of African-American students in higher education: (1) the differential 

experiences of African-American students and White students, and (2) the differential 

effects of attending an HWCU and an HBCU.  However, most of these studies have 

focused on undergraduate, not doctoral, students.  Because of the dearth of literature on 

mentoring for African-American doctoral students, the researcher is consulting the 

literature on African-American undergraduate students.  Chao, Walz, and Gardner (1992) 

also identified a deficiency in the research on mentoring.  The authors attributed this 

dearth to the fragmentation of key issues, such as types of mentoring, functions served by 

the mentor, and outcomes of the mentoring relationship (Chao, Walz, & Gardner, 1992).    

This chapter provided an overview of existing studies that focus on African-

American students, graduate students, and graduate schools.  The sections below 

provided an exploration of the prevailing research on various aspects of mentoring (e.g., 

mentor’s roles, stages of mentoring, and types of mentoring), along with tentative 

conclusions based on the review of the literature.  

Mentoring and Advising 

Most studies have suggested that mentoring refers to a positive relationship in 

which a mentee learns professional skills (Schlosser, Knox, Moskovitz, & Hill, 2003).  

However, some evidence shows that mentoring relationships can have unhealthy aspects 

and can become negative for one or both individuals, particularly in situations where a 

mentor feels threatened or where a mentee feels undermined and held back (Eby, 
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McManus, Simon, & Russell, 2000; Ragins, Cotton, & Miller, 2000; Scandura, 1998; 

Kram, 1980).  Duck (1994) argued that it is naive to apply “… a totally black-white way 

of thinking about ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ relationships …” (p. 7).  

Most studies have indicated that individuals in higher educational settings tend to 

use the term mentor synonymously with faculty advisor (Glasser & Hook, 2008; Nefstead 

& Nefstead, 2005).  Nefstead and Nefstead (2005) further noted that a fundamental 

difference between mentoring and advising is that mentoring is both a personal and 

professional relationship; while advising, in general, tends to stay within professional 

parameters.  Expanding this view, Glasser and Hook (2008) asserted that mentors have a 

greater responsibility than advisors; however, they oversimplify these two terms by 

defining advising as an event and mentoring as a process.   

Types of Mentoring 

Based on structure and relationships, the literature generally has identified two 

types of mentoring relationships in the academic setting, formal mentoring and informal 

mentoring.  

Formal mentoring is a structured and coordinated relationship between mentor 

and mentee (Hansford, Tennent, & Ehrich, 2003; Noe, Greenberger, & Wang, 2002; 

Bahniuk & Hill, 1998).  In this type of mentoring relationship, the institution typically 

assigns the mentor to the mentee to encourage activities within a defined period of time 

(Ritchie & Genoni, 1999; Ritchie & Connolly, 1993).  

Informal mentoring is an unofficial, natural pairing of two individuals to achieve 

specific demands, both intuitive and ad hoc (Ismail, Kho, & Jui, 2009).  Researchers 

examining student-faculty mentoring have described naturally occurring mentoring 
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relationships as informal or spontaneous and gradual (Johnson, 2007).  The students 

typically initiate this pairing by finding a trusted adviser or teacher whom they perceive 

can help them meet their personal and professional needs (Coaching Association of 

Canada, 1998).  According to Levinson, Carrow, Klein, Levinson, and McKee (1978), 

this form of mentoring usually originates from informal friendships.  Levinson et al. also 

cautioned against discussing informal mentoring in formal terms.  The authors 

recommended giving careful consideration to “the character of the relationship” because 

of the special nature of the mentoring bond (p. 98).   

According to Mullen (2005), postsecondary institutions rarely manage, structure, 

or officially recognize such informal student-faculty mentoring relationships, and school 

administrators seldom sanction these associations.  Informal mentoring relationships can 

last longer than most other organizational relationships, and often result in a closer 

interpersonal bond (Mullen, 2005).  Both individuals must choose the informal mentoring 

relationship; one party cannot force it on another.  For example, the advisor of a student 

organization may serve as a mentor to the students in the organization (Komives, 

Woodard, & Associates, 2003).   

In graduate school, mentoring relationships are close, individualized relationships 

that develop over time between a graduate student and one or more faculty members, or 

with other professionals who have a strong interest in the student’s educational and career 

goals (Healy & Welchert, 1990).  While this style of mentoring is quite popular, it is 

limited in effectiveness, because even though the student may see the mentor as a role 

model, the mentor is usually unaware of their role in the partnership (Levinson et al., 

1978).  As a result, mentoring assumes an emphasis beyond the standard 



 

15 

 

employer/employee relationship (Nefstead & Nefstead, 2005).  Additionally, informal 

mentoring relationships rarely cross gender lines (i.e., women look for female mentors, 

men for male mentors).  

Kuh, Schuh, Whitt, and Associates (1991) delineated some characteristics of 

student-faculty mentoring interactions, outside class, in colleges with actively engaged 

students: 

• Contact takes place “after class,” through extending points made during 

conversations about personal or career concerns and issues.  The institution 

encourages interactions through the availability of benches or clusters of chairs in 

the hallways of classroom buildings or accessible departmental lounges.   

• During these contacts, mentors relate class material to “real world” matters like 

learning through cooperative education and internships.  

As indicated above, formal mentoring refers to assigned pairings of mentors and 

students.  While informal mentoring relationships tend to develop because of 

interpersonal comfort (Ragins, 2002); formal mentoring programs match individuals as 

part of the student development process.  As such, in formal mentoring relationships, 

involved parties must work to get to know one another.  The formal mentoring 

relationship is part of an organized, facilitated student development program for a 

specified time and institutions generally prompt students to have developmental goals in 

mind for the association (Ragins, 2002).  Formal mentoring participants must initiate 

interaction and establish rapport within this context.  Many formal mentoring programs 

follow Kram’s (1985) model, which explored five phases of mentoring relationships in 

the work environment.   
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According to Johnson (2007), formal mentorship is a one-on-one mentor-mentee 

arrangement based on the individuals’ assignment to the relationship.  For a relationship 

to qualify as formal mentoring, the Coaching Association of Canada (1998) required the 

following: A strategically planned mentoring program design; 

• The facilitated matching of mentors and mentees; 

• Developmental training for both mentors and mentees; 

• A no-fault termination clause; 

• A formalized career development plan and tracking system; and 

• A coordinator whose primary role is to implement the program, match the 

pairs, and then monitor progress, counsel, and evaluate the relationship.  

Kram (1985) found that formalized mentoring is risky for minorities.  She also 

reported that mentors in formalized programs do not usually have a choice about their 

participation.  Similarly, Johnson (2007) noted that informal mentoring relationships in 

graduate school can have deeper impacts and are more effective than formal mentoring 

interactions.  However, informal mentoring involves greater commitment and risk, as the 

promised assistance does not always occur (Mullen, 2005).  According to Ragins et al. 

(2000), additional distinctions between informal and formal mentoring may include the 

purpose, structure, and duration of the relationship, and the frequency of interaction.  

Ragins et al. (2000) also suggested that comparing informal and formal mentoring 

without controlling for quality or satisfaction with the relationship may present a 

simplistic and erroneous picture.  
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Mentors’ Functions and Roles 

Levinson (1978) suggested that mentors provide encouragement, counsel, and 

shared experiences to a person new in a career field or life stage.  These mentors share 

perspectives and provide opportunities for reflection and growth (Levinson, 1978).  

Levinson further explained that such support plays a crucial role in helping the mentee 

negotiate the challenges of discontinuities, transitions, and new roles undertaken during 

the developmental process.  Anderson and Shannon (1988), alternately, asserted that the 

essential functions of a mentor included teaching, counseling, supporting, protecting, 

promoting, sponsoring, and advising.  Various studies do seem to agree on two basic 

mentoring dimensions: (1) career-related mentoring that involves promotion, visibility, 

sponsorship, socialization, and coaching; and (2) psychosocial monitoring, which is more 

general in its role of friendship, affirmation, modeling, counseling, and support (Chao, 

Walz, & Gardner, 1992; Kram, 1985).  

Chickering and Reisser (1993) argued that in an educational setting, mentors 

could help students navigate the emotional difficulties of modern life, and provide 

encouragement and tools to help students stay positive and on course, even when 

everything seemed to be going up in smoke.  The Council of Graduate Schools (1995), a 

national policy organization dedicated to the improvement and advancement of graduate 

education, cited Morris Zelditch’s useful summary of a mentor’s six roles: (1) advisor, 

(2) supporter, (3) tutor, (4) master, (5) sponsor, and (6) role model.  Zelditch (1990) 

defined each role as follows: 

Mentors are advisors, people with career experience willing to share their 

knowledge; supporters, people who give emotional and moral encouragement; 
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tutors, people who give specific feedback on one’s performance; masters, in the 

sense of employers to whom one is apprenticed; sponsors, sources of information 

about and aid in obtaining opportunities; models, of identity, of the kind of person 

one should be to be an academic. (p. 11) 

In addition to the above roles, a study suggested that mentors also play a “developer” role 

in enhancing students’ learning and helping them to succeed (Baker & Griffin, 2010).  

Stages of Mentoring 

To gain a better understanding of mentoring relationships, particularly those that 

would benefit African-American doctoral students, it is necessary to examine the phases 

of the relationship.  A number of researchers have developed models that identify these 

various stages.  Kram (1985), for example, theorized that mentoring relationships in the 

work environment move through five phases: initiation/interaction, cultivation/ 

investment, maturation/facilitation, separation/adaptation, and redefinition.  The 

initiation/interaction phase includes the process of bonding and establishing working 

terms.  This phase usually lasts from the first six months through the first year of the 

relationship.  During the cultivation/investment phase, the focus of mentoring interaction 

centers on maintaining and enriching the relationship.  This phase lasts from one to three 

years.  The maturation/facilitation phase facilitates the development of interpersonal 

synergy between the parties involved in the mentoring relationship.  The duration of this 

phase ranges from two to five years.  The separation/adaptation phase involves a healthy 

competitiveness between the mentee and mentor.  During the final redefinition phase, a 

new relationship develops, in which both parties see each other as colleagues and equals 

(Kram, 1985).  
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In 1994, Otto modified Kram's (1985) approach and applied it to an academic 

setting.  In the adapted version of the mentoring lifecycle, Otto (1994) collapsed two 

stages, maturation/facilitation and cultivation/investment, into one stage.  In Otto’s 

version of the cycle, the initiation stage involves establishing and accomplishing work-

related goals.  During this phase, the mentor expects the mentee to be receptive to advice.  

This stage serves as a period for clarifying all assumptions to reduce the probability of 

misunderstandings and needless conflict.  In Otto’s (1994) cultivation/maturation phase, 

the mentee develops competency in necessary research skills, joins professional 

organizations, and collaborates with the mentor to write manuscripts.  According to Otto 

(1994), the activities that occur during this stage increase the likelihood that the mentee 

will experience a positive sense of accomplishment.  The cultivation/maturation phase 

concludes when the training period is completed.  

Researchers (Hunt & Michael, 1983; Kram, 1983) seem to have agreed on four 

main stages of mentoring:  

a) the initiation phase, in which participants establish goals and expectation;  

b) the cultivation phase, in which the mentor-protégé relationship strengthens, and 

the mentor provides support, guidance, and coaching;  

c) the separation phase, in which the protégé may not need as much guidance and 

coaching from the mentor; and  

d) the redefinition phase, in which the protégé has succeeded in his work and no 

longer needs his mentor, and so the relationship takes on a new form.  Typically, by the 

time the involved parties reach the redefinition phase, the association has evolved into a 

professional alliance and a lasting relationship (Hunt & Michael, 1983; Kram, 1983).   
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When starting a mentoring relationship, the mentor and protégé should clearly 

define the roles, expectations, and outcomes of the association.  Existing research 

suggests that the term “mentor” is often used in an all-encompassing way, including 

multiple relationships that have very distinctive expectations, roles and outcomes (Pifer 

and Baker, 2010; Johnson, 2007; Jacobi, 1991).  Johnson (2007) suggested that students 

often express disappointment that their advisors are not exhibiting behaviors consistent 

with mentorship, suggesting students’ do not know or understand the distinctions (Baker, 

Pifer, Griffin, 2014).  

Peer Mentoring 

Qualitative research shows that the psychosocial component of the peer mentor’s 

role helps new students confidently adjust to a college or university environment and 

subsequently reduces students’ tendency to transfer or drop-out of school (Hall & 

Jaugietis, 2011).  According to Whitney, Hendricker, and Offutt (2011), secondary school 

students with close relationships to their peer mentors report greater psychological well-

being, including increased self-esteem, greater life satisfaction, fewer depressive 

symptoms, and lower levels of suicide ideas and substance use.  The psychosocial 

benefits of a peer-mentoring program are discussed in much of the literature.  Mentees 

reported feeling more confident and comfortable in their new college environment 

because they have an upperclassman to advise them on topics ranging from roommate 

issues to contacting a professor.   

The development of undergraduate peer mentoring programs includes several 

interrelated factors.  Formal peer mentor training is consistently identified as a crucial 

component to peer mentoring programs (Terrion & Philion, 2008).  Peer mentor training 
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includes effective communication, time management, problem solving, decision making, 

and study skills.  Another key component to effective peer mentoring programs includes 

establishing a consistent time and place to meet face-to-face.  At some colleges and 

universities, the mentors and mentees are matched before the beginning of the first 

semester to provide an opportunity for contact by phone or social networking over the 

summer.  Once the semester begins, there are planned meetings for the mentor and 

mentee to connect and engage in conversation and establish a trusting relationship.  

According to the literature, informal peer mentor relationships achieve far less success 

than the formally established programs (Terrion & Philion, 2008).  A few of the reasons 

for the less effective peer mentor-mentee relationships include an inconsistent time and 

place to meet, limited response from the peer mentor or mentee, and the peer mentor’s 

unfamiliarity of the mentees academic courses.  However, the results of this study 

focused on African-American doctoral students informal (peer) mentoring experiences.  

Thus, the findings of this study revealed that informal (peer) mentoring was beneficial to 

the participant’s academic success.  The research that discusses the academic effect of a 

peer mentor focuses on the mentors’ role in the classroom and online.  Colleges who 

include academic support in the role of the peer mentors note “the goal of mentoring 

related to helping students explore ways to solve their own problems, develop options, 

unravel obstacles, and lead them through the process of figuring out solutions” (Rubin, 

2009; Hall & Jaugietis, 2011).  Reyes (2011) includes a peer mentor’s response to 

mentoring as helping mentees “schedule their time around class, not schedule their time 

around friends.”  
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Mentors offer detailed guidance on challenging tasks in the classroom, providing 

rewarding learning experiences for students.  On-line mentoring provides another level of 

support from peer mentors.  It gives both mentor and mentees the opportunity to record 

online interactions, which is helpful for the documentations and sustainability of 

mentoring programs and training (Leidenfrost, Strassnig, Schabmann, Spiel, & Carbon, 

2011).  

Overall, both traditional and peer-mentoring relationships may prove beneficial to 

African-American doctoral students.  Both types of interactions allow the protégé to 

achieve greater academic and/or professional performance and stimulate the individual to 

develop professionally.  Organizations should develop mentoring programs to enhance 

the retention and academic/professional success of African Americans.  Providing 

African-American doctoral students with different types of mentoring relationships and 

role models could have positive implications for their career advancement and 

development as professionals.   

Definition of Good Mentoring 

Mentoring is a term that has been used to describe a relationship between a more 

experienced person and a less experienced person where the more experienced person 

provides support, counsel, and guidance to the less experienced person in support of his 

or her professional development (Bryant, Hilton, & Green-Powell, 2015).  Good 

mentoring is a positive developmental process that often moves beyond strictly academic 

concerns to provide emotional support, help with socialization to the standards and values 

of the educational institution, enhance self-confidence, and encourage the mentee to 
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achieve desired goals (Merkel, Cole & Wesson, 2012; Jacobi, 1991).  In short, good 

mentoring shows mentees “the best way to get there” (Garvey & Alred, 2001, p. 519).   

In What the Best Teachers Do, Bain (2004) studied 60 professors at 24 

universities in an effort to understand the actions and activities of outstanding professors 

with a talent for helping students learn in sustained and substantial ways that positively 

influence the students’ thought processes.  Bain (2004) sought to identify behaviors that 

explained these professors’ success in affecting the learning and career paths of their 

students.  He found that outstanding professors did not exercise power over students; 

instead, they demonstrated concern on an interpersonal level.  This effort to establish 

trust between professor and student demonstrates an investment in the student as a 

person.  These outstanding professors shared their lived experiences and encouraged 

students to reflect on their own development.  Trust was the key component to the 

professors’ success.  They effectively engaged their students, and positioned themselves 

as partners on an intellectual journey (Bain, 2004).  Bain found that individuals in 

outstanding college teacher and student relationships demonstrated qualities like passion, 

caring, sharing, collaboration, mutuality, interdependence, and support for one's own 

identity.   

Creighton (2006) noted that good mentoring occurred through continuous 

planning, practicing, and evaluating, while Stevens (1995) asserted that it evolved beyond 

guidance and support to include commitment and trust built throughout a significant 

timeframe.  Erikson (1994), alternately, discussed the concept of “generativity,” in which 

individuals pass on nurturance and guidance to those who succeed them.  While existing 

research improves our understanding of “good” mentoring on college campuses, 
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generally, it does not distinguish between the mentoring characteristics that work best for 

students at HBCUs and those that prove most effective for students who attend HWCUs.   

Mentor Matching and Rewards 

Because of the fluid nature of mentoring relationships, Kram (1988) hypothesized 

that "mentoring relationships are dynamic and changing; while enhancing at one time; a 

relationship can become less satisfying and even destructive" (p. 15).  Similarly, Ragins 

et al. (2000) contended that mentoring occurs on a continuum, and the level of 

satisfaction in the relationship is a key variable in determining the effectiveness of the 

mentoring experience.  Thus, the matching of mentors with mentees becomes a key issue 

in mentoring relationships (Kram, 1988).  Maximizing the satisfaction and productivity 

of mentoring relationships requires that both parties demonstrate self-awareness, focus, 

mutual respect, and explicit communication about the relationship (Merkel, Cole, & 

Wesson, 2012; Rose, Rukstalis, & Schuckit, 2005).  In a study of matching in mentoring 

relationships, Campbell and Campbell (2007) found that students in mentor relationships 

matched by gender and ethnicity showed greater gains in cumulative GPA and graduation 

rates than students from non-matched mentor pairs.   

Boyle and Boice (1998) argued that it was unfair to expect faculty members to 

assign high priority to good mentoring unless the institution embedded good mentoring 

into its systems of rewards and promotions.  The authors explained that faculties at 

research-oriented institutions often collect rewards for good research, but seldom receive 

recognition for good mentoring.  In fact, such institutions offer little or no academic 

award, such as promotion, research grants, etc., for time spent in mentoring relationships 

(Glasser & Hook, 2008; Boyle & Boice, 1998).  Jacobi (1991) posited that the motivation 
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to mentor might relate to the intangible rewards of mentoring, described by Erikson 

(1994) as generativity, which involves an element of selfishness.  Boyle and Boice (1998) 

suggested that institutional leaders incorporate mentoring and advising into the criteria 

used for appraisals of faculty performance, including evaluations for promotion and 

tenure.   

Existing research indicates that matching the gender and race of mentor and 

mentee, and providing tangible/intangible rewards for mentors, contribute to the success 

of the mentoring process.  However, the literature ignored potentially important 

confounding factors, such as institutional characteristics (e.g., HBCUs and HWCUs) and 

students’ characteristics (e.g., doctoral or undergraduate students).  

Outcomes of Mentoring 

While many mentoring relationships are highly satisfying, some may prove 

dissatisfying, extreme, dysfunctional, or harmful (Eby et al., 2000; Ragins et al., 2000; 

Scandura, 1998; Kram, 1980).   Early research in the field indicated that mentoring 

contributed significantly to the psychosocial development of individuals (Levinson et al., 

1978).  Later, Eric Parsloe (1998) of the Oxford School of Coaching and Mentoring came 

to a similar conclusion, and suggested that mentoring supported and encouraged people 

to manage their own learning so that they could maximize their potential, develop their 

skills, and improve their performance.  Komives, Woodard, and Associates (2003) also 

asserted that mentoring was critical to the successful development of students.   

Studies also have indicated that mentoring can contribute to personal support, role 

modeling, and advocacy (Barker, 2011; Spence, 2005).  Levinson et al. (1978) found that 

the lack of positive mentoring relationships was detrimental to individuals’ psychological 
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and career development, and equated the effects of no mentoring or poor mentoring in 

early adulthood to those of no parenting or poor parenting in early childhood.  This lack 

of mentoring might also affect a student’s level of success in graduate school.    

In graduate school, mentoring relationships include both academic guidance and 

the prolonged nurturing of students’ personal, scholarly, and professional development 

(Healy & Welchert, 1990).  Nettles (1990) asserted, “Mentoring may be such a vital and 

essential part of doctoral education that all persisting students, regardless of their 

demographic and educational backgrounds, have similar experiences” (p. 10).  Willie, 

Grady, and Hope (1991) specifically noted the importance of mentoring for African-

American students, “Their [mentors’] presence is essential in helping African Americans 

and other minority scholars through periods of doubt and indecision” (p. 67).  

Improved mentoring is likely to enhance students’ educational experience, 

morale, career planning and placement, and professional competence (Creighton, 2006).  

Mentors can play key roles in helping students clarify purposes, values, aspirations, and 

career and educational goals (Chickering & Reisser, 1993).   

The extent of social interaction between students and faculty is significantly and 

positively related to educational aspirations at either the end of the freshman year, end of 

the sophomore year, or end of the senior year… [The] degree of student-faculty social 

contact has a significant positive association with bachelor’s degree completion and 

educational attainment through the doctoral degree (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005).  

Mentoring Experiences 

Dahlvig (2010) reported that mentors are important to both White and African-

American students.  Blackwell (1993) suggested that the mentoring experience is 
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equivalent to completing the graduate degree and meeting career goals for African-

American graduate and professional school students.  According to a report by the 

Council of Graduate Schools (1995), institutions, graduate schools, and departments all 

play prominent parts in fostering mentorship among faculty members.  These mentoring 

relationships also can help to improve the retention of all students of color in graduate 

programs.   

Nationally, nearly 50% of all doctoral students drop out of their degree programs 

before completion (Nettles & Millett, 2006).  The value of mentoring at every level is, in 

part, a function of institutional support (Nettles & Millett, 2006).  Institutions that make a 

significant investment in promoting successful mentoring at the undergraduate, graduate, 

postdoctoral, and junior-faculty levels have better retention rates (Nettles & Millett, 

2006).  Improved mentoring is likely to enhance students’ educational experience, 

morale, career planning and placement, and professional competence (Creighton, 2006).   

However, according to Chandler (1996), existing efforts to provide mentoring to 

minority students are severely lacking.  In fact, Walker, Wright, and Hanley (2001) noted 

that the mentoring cycle has excluded a large sector of the African-American population.   

Walker et al. explained that the reasons for this exclusion were two-fold.  First, due to the 

lack of a common cultural context, obstacles exist when non-African-American faculty 

seek to provide adequate mentoring to African-American students in cross-cultural 

mentoring relationships.  Second, most African-American faculty are overloaded with 

teaching, research, and advising responsibilities and, therefore, find it difficult to 

adequately mentor African-American graduate students without jeopardizing their own 

careers (Walker et al., 2001).  
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As mentioned above, one of the main reasons for this lack of participation among 

African-American students in mentoring relationships is the racial makeup of available 

mentors in higher education (Faison, 1995).  This fact is particularly unfortunate, 

considering the numerous obstacles that many African-American students face on college 

campuses.  Studies have found that African-American students attending HWCUs are 

more likely than those who attend HBCUs to experience greater levels of social isolation, 

alienation, personal dissatisfaction, and overt racism (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 

2005).  Previous studies of doctoral students may not fully address factors that contribute 

to the marginalization experience for African Americans as these doctoral students are 

under pressure to be politically sensitive to the organizational dynamics of their programs 

(Thompson, 2006).   

With the increased enrollment of African-American graduate students in HBCUs, 

HWCUs have begun to examine ways of increasing the African American presence in 

their doctoral programs.  Steele (1999) identified three critical factors involved in 

recruiting a significant cohort of African-American students to attend an HWCU: (1) 

decreasing social isolation, (2) having African-American faculty or faculty support, and 

(3) providing appropriate financial support.  

A number of scholars have addressed the lack of minority mentorship and have 

asserted that increasing the levels of minority participation within graduate education 

programs directly related to the development of an emerging cadre of diverse scholars 

prepared to progress into faculty roles (Gasman, Hirschfield, & Vultaggio, 2008; 

Thompson, 2006).  These researchers have found that increased levels of both student 

and faculty diversification positively affect faculty-student relationships and the 
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socialization experiences of minority doctoral students.  Stamps and Tribble (1995) 

discovered that role models of African-American students were more likely to be African 

Americans, and their mentors were more likely to be White.  The authors defined role 

models as faculty from another university or non-faculty who had earned high regard in 

education.  Gasman et al. (2008) argued, however, that given the make-up of the 

professoriate, it is impossible for African-American faculty to be solely responsible for 

mentoring all African-American doctoral students that exist within the academy.  

According to St. John (2000), many African-American graduate students believe 

that African-American faculty members understand their needs better than White 

professors do.  They also report the need to develop a strong bond with a faculty member, 

especially an African-American faculty member (St. John, 2000).  Allen (1982) reported 

that African-American graduate students perceived that some White faculty members 

exhibited discomfort when working with them.  “This discomfort gets translated into an 

apparent reluctance to work with African-American students, as well as subtle 

discriminatory acts toward African-American students” (Allen, 1982, p. 10).  Participants 

in Allen’s (1982) study provided several examples of acts they perceived to be 

discriminatory.  For example, the participants stated that several professors expressed 

surprise and disbelief about the writing abilities of competent African-American graduate 

students.  They also shared that while faculty seemed to find ample time for White 

mentees, they often proved unavailable to their African-American students.  

African-American Students at HBCUs and HWCUs 

Significant research exists that compares African-American undergraduate 

student experiences at HBCUs to their experiences at HWCUs (Nelson Laird et al., 2004.  
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However, empirical studies offer conflicting evidence in several areas about these 

divergent experiences (Kim, 2002).  Allen (1992) reported that African-American 

undergraduate students had more interactions with faculty at HBCUs than at HWCUs, 

while Wenglinsky (1996) reported no significant differences between the student-faculty 

interactions at HBCUs and HWCUs.  Allen (1992) also reported that African-American 

undergraduate students at HWCUs have higher attrition rates, poorer academic 

performance, and are less likely to pursue graduate degrees than White students.  

Researchers have partially attributed the poorer performance of African-American 

students at HWCUs to marginal participation, a result of an unwelcoming campus climate 

(Flowers, 2004; Sutton & Kimbrough, 2001).  Conversely, Kim (2002) found no 

significant difference between the academic development of African-American 

undergraduate students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  Fleming (1984, 1982) explained that 

HBCUs might owe their success in recruiting African-American undergraduate students 

to their provision of a more supportive and nurturing environment for the population.  

Similarly, Benton (2001) suggested that HBCUs had found a formula for success in 

helping and graduating large numbers of African-American undergraduate students.  

Rodgers and Summers (2008) also reported that HWCUs have not been as effective as 

HBCUs in retaining and conferring degrees upon African-American undergraduate 

students.  

Given the number of non-academic obstacles that African-American doctoral 

students can encounter at HWCUs, a significant number of African Americans choose to 

pursue their doctoral degrees at HBCUs.  There are currently 105 HBCUs in 19 states, 

and while they were originally founded to educate Black students, over time their student 
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bodies have become more racially diverse (New America, 2015).  In 2011, non-black 

students made up 19% of enrollment. Still, the majority of students (76%) served by 

HBCUs are African Americans.  In addition to serving a high proportion of students of 

color, HBCUs also serve a high percentage of low-income students. Over 70% of 

students attending HBCUs receive Pell Grants.  Some research indicates that when 

socioeconomic status and academic preparedness are taken into consideration, HBCU 

graduation rates equal or surpass those of their predominantly white institutional peers; 

without this consideration, HBCU graduation rates are more than 21 points lower than 

their peer institutions, and retention rates are 9 points lower than those of non-HBCUs 

(New America, 2015).   

Whether this trend results from the obvious discomfort of White faculty who 

work with African-American doctoral students or the limited experience that these 

professors have working with students of color is unclear.  This inclination also may 

result from African-American doctoral students’ perception that while they may have had 

a supportive relationship with White faculty, they perceived White faculty as much less 

willing to go above and beyond their roles as teachers and advisors to help them succeed 

in college (Guiffrida, 2005).   

The true cause of the trend is yet unclear; however, it does suggest that racism has 

some influence on the completion of graduate degrees for African-American students.  

These negative experiences with professors can present barriers to African-American 

graduate students as they pursue their doctoral education (Shears, Lewis, & Furman, 

2004).  However, Younger (2009) and Guiffrida (2006) reported that strong relationships 

with faculty, strong support networks (including involvement in African-American 
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student organizations), confidence in their ability to learn, intrinsic motivation, and 

having clear educational goals are major factors that contributed to African-American 

doctoral students’ academic success and their degree completion at HWCUs.  

Research also suggested that African-American undergraduate students find it 

harder to persist at HWCUs (Brower & Ketterhagen, 2004).  In fact, in a study focusing 

on race consciousness and achievement among African-American graduate students at six 

HWCUs, Allen (1992) found that 45% of African-American graduate students felt their 

professors sometimes avoided interactions with them outside of the classroom.  Twenty-

five percent of the respondents in Allen’s (1992) study felt that faculty never involved 

African-American graduate students in research projects and activities, and over 33% of 

students felt their professors never offered African-American graduate students’ 

opportunities to gain experience as teaching assistants or instructors.  Due to the barriers 

they often may face at HWCUs, many African-Americans instead choose to pursue 

doctoral degrees at HBCUs.  As a result, the enrollment of African-American graduate 

students in doctoral programs at HBCUs has increased significantly in the last few 

decades.   

Willie et al. (1991) found that African-American graduate students in HWCUs 

reported a smaller percentage of mentoring relationships as part of their graduate school 

experience than White students, and asserted that having a supportive environment is 

important to the success of African-American students in doctoral programs.  As 

mentioned above, Pascarella and Terenzini (1991, 2005) reported that African Americans 

attending HWCUs were more likely to feel greater levels of social isolation, personal 

dissatisfaction, and overt racism than did those students who attended HBCUs.  A 
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number of researchers found that minority students attributed such feelings of isolation to 

the limited presence of other individuals in their racial or ethnic group (David, 2005; 

Jones, 2005).   

Kim (2004) used national data to examine the learning experiences of African-

American college undergraduate students’ attending HBCUs and HWCUs.  She 

suggested that students at HBCUs and HWCUs had both similarities and differences in 

learning experiences.  However, due to data limitation, her study did not take into 

account students’ major or discipline areas.  Using national longitudinal data, Kim (2002) 

also found no significant differences in self-reported ability in writing and math among 

African-American undergraduate students attending HBCUs and HWCUs.  Kim (2002) 

reported that students at HBCUs tend to be more socio-economically disadvantaged and 

HWCUs tend to have better and more academic resources.  Kim and Conrad (2006) later 

found that African-American undergraduate students had a similar probability of 

obtaining a BA degree, whether they attended an HBCU or an HWCU.   

Creighton (2006) asserted that faculty at both HBCUs and HWCUs could ensure 

that African-American students were successful in completing doctoral programs by 

setting up formal partnerships.  McGaskey (2011) also suggested that faculty and students 

in Ph.D. programs at HWCUs take into consideration cultural differences when forming a 

mentoring/advising partnership with students and developing socialization practices.  

Felder (2010) proposed that African-American graduate students’ perceptions of faculty 

advising, faculty behavior, and the lack of diverse faculty leadership had a significant 

impact on African Americans rate of degree completion.   
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Gender Differences 

Studying race and gender in mentoring relationships informs us as to who has 

access to mentoring, who act as mentors, and what types of functions the mentor 

provides.  Race and gender in a mentoring relationship can affect how relationships are 

formed and the type of functions provided to the mentee (Bryant et al., 2015).  Kim 

(2004) found some indication that female African-American undergraduate students have 

less satisfying and more difficult academic experiences at HWCUs than at HBCUs.  

However, these negative experiences do not seem to affect their degree completion rates.  

In fact, among African-American undergraduate students, female college-goers are more 

likely to obtain a baccalaureate degree than are male students (Kim & Conrad, 2006).  In 

another study, Callis (2012) reported that African-American male doctoral degree 

achievement was complex by his perceptions of racism, racial identity, and the issues of 

diversity at HWCUs.  

African-American Doctoral Students 

Many African-American doctoral students face significant obstacles at institutions 

of higher learning, such as a lack of minority faculty in their progression towards degree 

completion (Felder 2010; Gasman et al., 2008; Thompson, 2006).  Some studies have 

explored whether different types of mentoring/advising impacted the retention of 

African-American doctoral students, and have reported that while retention differences 

did exist based on different types of mentoring/advising, they were statistically 

insignificant (Burt, 2009).  Some studies have investigated social/stress factors, and have 

recommended additional study and comparison of the stress that African-American 
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doctoral students experience when attending HBCUs and HWCUs (Negga, Applewhite, 

& Livingston, 2007).   

Nicholson (2012) analyzed the experiences of participants and indicated that 

academic inequities for candidates seeking terminal degrees continue to exist.  To help 

African-American doctoral students succeed academically, Nicholson (2012) suggested 

the need for additional support systems.  Other research also has suggested a sufficient 

representation of minority faculty could help increase the growth of African-American 

doctoral degree completion rates in the United States (Gasman et al., 2008; Thompson, 

2006).   

Graduate Schools and Doctoral Programs 

Financially, HBCU graduates are more likely than graduates of other colleges to 

complete their degrees with student loan debt and greater amounts of debt.  Half of all 

HBCU graduates from 2000-2014 reported graduating with more than $25,000 in loan 

debt, while only 34% of predominantly white college graduates reported similar debt 

levels.  Only 22% of HBCU graduates left school with no debt, compared to 39% of 

graduates at non-HBCUs.  These differences can be explained in part by the fact that 

nearly 78% of all HBCU graduates now take on loans to finance their education, 

compared to just over 60% of their peers at predominantly white institutions.  What’s 

more, black college graduates are 17 points more likely to graduate with debt than white 

college graduates (New America, 2015). 

Generally, individuals with doctoral degrees can use that advanced knowledge to 

teach, perform leadership functions, conduct research, achieve higher economic 

empowerment, and diminish inequities for the academically disadvantaged (Fullan, 2009; 
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Lee, 1999; Nettles, 1990).  The 40% to 60% dropout rate for students who pursue 

doctoral degrees, thus, seems incongruous, given the importance and usefulness of 

doctoral studies (Bair & Haworth, 2005).  To improve retention and graduation rates in 

doctoral programs, Creighton (2006) suggested that faculty members pursue a more 

comprehensive approach to mentoring their students that included planning, practice, 

mentoring, and continuous evaluation.  

According to the annual Survey of Earned Doctorates from the National Science 

Foundation (2015), in 2014, 2,167 African Americans were awarded doctoral degrees 

from American universities.  African Americans earned 6.4 percent of all doctoral 

degrees awarded to U.S. students.  African Americans tended to take longer than Whites 

to earn a doctoral degree.  On average, Blacks who earned a doctorate did so 11.3 years 

after earning their bachelor’s degree.  For Whites, the average was 9.3 years.  Blacks took 

9.3 years to earn a doctorate after enrolling in graduate school for the first time, 

compared to 7.3 years for Whites.  More than 24 percent of White doctoral recipients in 

2013 received research assistantships that helped them pay for graduate school.  Only 

14.1 percent of African Americans who earned doctorates in 2013 were research 

assistants.  More than 36 percent of African-American doctoral recipients used their own 

funds as the primary source of funding for their doctoral studies.  Only 20.7 percent of 

Whites used their own resources as the primary source of funding for their doctoral 

studies.   

Some 28 percent of African Americans who earned doctorates in 2013 had 

accumulated debt of more than $90,000.  Only 9.2 percent of male doctoral recipients 

that year had debt of more than $90,000.  The average debt for African-American 
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doctoral recipients was $55,159 compared to an average debt of $26,741 for White 

doctoral recipients (Fiegener, 2015).  

In response to pressures to increase the number of minority students who graduate 

from institutions of higher education, many schools have engaged in various efforts to 

attract and retain minority students and diversify their faculties, ethnically and racially 

(Davidson & Foster-Johnson, 2001; Smith et al., 2004).  In 2009, however, the 

Department of Education (DOE) reported that, overall, Whites continued to hold the 

majority of faculty positions (80%) on college campuses, a fact that highlights the need to 

improve the persistence of doctoral students of color to create a larger pool of diverse 

candidates for faculty appointments.   

Unfortunately, the significant underrepresentation of African Americans holding 

advanced degrees, especially in the STEM fields (natural science, technology, 

engineering, and mathematics), remains a significant challenge (Alexander, Foertsch, & 

Daffinrud, 1998; Maton & Hrabowski, 2004).  In fact, little information exists on the 

effectiveness of recruitment strategies, and even less information is available about how 

these strategies accomplish or fail to accomplish the desired increases in minority student 

representation (Twale, Douvanis, & Sekula, 1992; Malany, 1987).  Previous research has 

highlighted the significant contributions of family and spirituality to the success of 

African-American doctoral students, and calls for additional studies on these aspects of a 

student's collegiate experience (Gasman, Hirschfield, & Vultaggio, 2008).  A recent study 

by Griffin, Perez, Holmes, and Mayo (2010) also discussed the important role that 

mentoring can play in helping students of color gain access to the STEM fields.  
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Nettles (1990) explored the reasons behind the underrepresentation of African 

Americans in doctoral programs, and reported that African-American doctoral students 

perceive more feelings of racial discrimination than do White doctoral students.  Lewis, 

Ginsberg, Davies, and Smith (2004) also found that African-American doctoral students 

attending HWCUs often experienced feelings of isolation.  In fact, Saddlemire (1996) 

reported that undergraduate African-American students perceived HWCUs as hostile, 

unsupportive, and unwelcoming environments.  According to Saddlemire, respondents 

commented that fellow students’ negative attitudes produced an unfriendly setting that 

was not conducive to learning.   

Some researchers have suggested that African-American students in both 

undergraduate and graduate programs are academically, culturally, and economically 

incompatible with HWCUs’ model of education (Cleveland, 2004).  Brower and 

Ketterhagen (2004) explored whether college-success matches existed for African-

American students attending HBCUs and for White students attending HWCUs.  They 

also examined whether mismatches existed for African-American students attending 

HWCUs.  Their results confirmed these matches and mismatches.   

Brower and Ketterhagen (2004) noted that undergraduate African-American 

students worked harder to persist at HWCUs, and suggested that they must receive 

support as individuals who succeed along many paths.  A number of studies have 

reported that faculty mentors and other academic support services contribute to the 

success and retention of minority students by giving them the confidence to approach 

professors and discuss research topics (Alexander, Foertsch, & Daffinrud, 1998; King & 

Chepyator-Thomson, 1996; Nettles, 1990).   
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A number of studies have explored the underrepresentation of African-American 

students among doctoral degree recipients.  However, few of these inquiries took into 

account whether these students pursued their degrees on a full-time or part-time basis.   

Literature Gap 

Nettles and Millett (2006) reported that existing research focused more heavily on 

the mentoring experiences of undergraduate students than on the experiences of students 

in doctoral programs.  However, this researcher’s study attempted to fill the gap and 

revealed that peer mentoring improved the institutional climate for African-American 

doctoral students.  This research included efforts to learn from faculty members that have 

established successful mentoring relationships with African-American doctoral students 

and provided recommendations for other faculty looking to achieve that similar success 

(Davidson & Foster-Johnson, 2001; Felder, 2010; Gasman et al., 2008).  In addition, 

Goodwin, Stevens, and Bellamy (1998) suggested that only a few articles and books 

existed that explored the faculty-to-student mentoring phenomenon.  Although mentoring 

among graduate students tends to be more common than at the undergraduate level, 

mentoring research in academic settings has largely excluded graduate student/faculty 

mentoring experiences (Waldeck, Orrego, Plax, & Kearney, 1997).   

Conceptual Framework 

Mentoring can play an important role in an individual’s academic and 

professional progression.  Hunt and Michael’s (1983) framework for study of mentorship 

serve as a guide to the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students for 

this study.  Hunt and Michael developed a model which suggest the study of mentoring 

can be shaped through five dimensions of mentorship.  The conceptual framework 
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facilitates the exploration of “the context within which mentor-protégé relationships 

emerge; the characteristics of the mentor; the characteristics of the protégé; the stages of 

the mentorship process; and the outcomes of the mentor protégé relationship;” (p. 478).  

 

           (Hunt & Michael, 1983) 

Figure 1. Hunt and Michael’s (1983) framework for the study of mentorship.  

The context of the mentor-protégé relationship.  Mentoring relationships vary, 

depending upon the cultural context in which the mentoring takes place.  The cultural 

context can involve “organizational characteristics, careers or occupations, and social 

network or interpersonal relationships between mentors and other members of the 

organization” (Hunt & Michael, 1983, p. 479).  Different organizational structures and 

processes will affect the mentor-protégé relationship (Hunt & Michael, 1983).   

Kram (1980) identified three organizational characteristics that affect the 

mentoring relationship, including (a) presence of multiple management levels, (b) 

committee-based promotion decisions, and (c) the pyramid of positions within the 
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organization.  Each of these variables can affect the frequency, quality, and outcomes of 

the mentoring relationship (Hunt & Michael, 1983).  Mentoring in the work environment 

is particularly complex and involves organizational, occupational, positional, and 

interpersonal issues (Hunt & Michael, 1983).  It is important to note that the 

characteristics of both the mentor and the protégé are critical for determining the 

initiation of mentorship.   

Characteristics of the mentor and protégé.  Mentors can assume diverse roles 

during the mentor-protégé relationship.  The mentor may see one’s self in the protégé and 

the protégé may wish to emulate the mentor’s qualities (Inzer & Crawford, 2005).  The 

most crucial factor that determines the effectiveness of mentoring programs is the 

mentoring relationship itself.  The fact that mentors receive protégé assignments within 

the context of a formal mentoring program does not necessarily mean that the protégé and 

the mentor will have a successful mentoring relationship.  Most researchers who have 

explored the characteristics of mentoring participants have focused on protégé 

characteristics in relation to the level of mentoring functions (Baugh & Fagenson-Eland, 

2007).  Consequently, it is necessary to look at the characteristics of the participants to 

establish which factors lead to effective mentoring relationships (Baugh & Fagenson-

Eland, 2007).   

According to Deering (2010), the term mentoring has traditionally been 

associated with mentors being senior in age and experience.  However, as more people 

are entering the workforce or changing career paths at midlife, it is becoming 

increasingly common for the mentor to be close in age or younger than their protégé.  

There has been limited research that has examined the affects and outcomes of non-
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traditional age relationships in mentoring.  The aim of Deering’s (2010) study was to 

shed light on the limited existing literature surrounding the role of age in mentoring.  

Specifically, it aimed to investigate how age affects mentoring relationships in an 

academic setting, and what factors may be contributing to this.  Participants consisted of 

students enrolled in postgraduate academic papers (Master Dissertation, Master’s Thesis 

and PhD) and their assigned academic supervisor.  In total, 95 students and 89 

supervisors were recruited from three universities with a total of 80 matched student and 

supervisor pairs.  Two surveys were developed, one for postgraduate students and one for 

their academic supervisors.  The student’s survey consisted of demographic questions, a 

measure of psychosocial and career mentor functions, and a measure of student 

competence.  The supervisor’s survey consisted of demographic information, a measure 

of psychosocial and career mentor functions, and a measure of human capital investment.  

The results of the research indicate that within an academic setting, age difference does 

not have any aversive effects on the processes found in mentoring relationships (Deering, 

2010).  According to Hunt and Michael (1983), the age of the protégé also may be an 

important factor.  However, the specific needs and concerns of the protégé will depend on 

their career stage.   

Outcomes of the mentor-protégé relationship.  The outcomes of a mentoring 

relationship may be positive or negative for the mentor, the protégé, and the organization 

with which the individuals are affiliated (Hunt & Michael, 1983).  Mentors often get 

satisfaction through helping the protégé achieve their goal.  Benefits for the protégé may 

include (a) better education, (b) better pay, (c) job stability, and (d) satisfaction with his 

or her work and organization (Hunt & Michael, 1983).  The benefits for organizations 
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include the development of managerial talent, as mentorship helps produce active 

members in professional societies.  The members become self-confident and 

knowledgeable, and may even become scholars themselves.   

Negative outcomes of the mentoring process usually reflect upon the protégé.  

Mentoring relationships that are not complementary or that end abruptly may result in “a 

loss of self-esteem, frustration, blocked opportunity, and a sense of being betrayed” 

(Hunt & Michael, 1983, p. 479).  The protégé may subsequently succumb to peer 

pressure and may not meet performance expectations.  In this case, the mentor may 

become frustrated because he or she may feel that they cannot help the protégé (Hunt & 

Michael, 1983). 

Hunt and Michael’s (1983) framework for the study of mentorship helped to 

shape the study, because beneficial outcomes derived from the training of African-

American doctoral students by mentors are the focal point of this model.  The model 

suggests that African-American doctoral students can benefit from positive formal and 

informal mentoring relationships that stem from advisors and mentors that have common 

interests based on respect, admiration, and a sense of caring amongst mentor and protégé.    

Summary 

The research reveals that mentoring can serve as part of an African-American 

doctoral students’ support system that aids in doctoral success.  Nettles and Millett (2006) 

surveyed more than 9,000 students from the top 21 doctorate-degree granting institutions 

throughout the United States.  This included public and private predominantly white 

institutions and historically Black colleges and universities.  Their data revealed that 

more than 30% of the doctoral sample of students felt they did not have a faculty 
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mentor/advisor.  Nettles and Millett (2006) defined a mentor as someone on the faculty to 

whom students turned to for advice, to review a paper, or for general support.  The study 

also revealed that gaps existed in the mentoring experiences of African-American 

doctoral students, including navigating the admissions processes, securing teaching or 

research assistantships, and publishing research.  These gaps generally did not favor 

minority students.  The aforementioned studies provide a comprehensive review and 

synthesis of the literature on minority doctorate production in higher education.  Key 

issues related to the success of mentoring for African-American doctoral students include 

strong support systems, academic growth and development, socialization and good 

mentoring (Ferguson, 2013).   

This chapter presented an overview of the research on mentoring, and specifically 

explored the existing literature on African-American students’ experiences with 

mentoring.  The chapter reviewed and synthesized the research on the different types of 

mentoring, mentor’s functions/roles, the stages of mentoring, characteristics of good 

mentoring, and the outcomes of mentoring.  The chapter also discussed existing literature 

that explored the importance of mentoring for White and African-American students and 

the lack of mentoring for minority students.  This literature review revealed conflicting 

evidence about the experiences of African-American students attending HBCUs and 

HWCUs.  This chapter also provided a review of literature related to graduate schools, 

doctoral students, and the disparate number of African-American students who receive 

doctoral degrees.  The review concluded with a discussion of the gaps found in the 

literature and the presentation of the conceptual framework for the study.   
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Chapter III 

Methodology 

The purpose of this study was to understand the mentoring experiences of 

African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  This inquiry identified 

characteristics of mentoring relationships experienced by African-American doctoral 

students in different career fields at HBCUs and HWCUs that contributed to the success 

of the mentoring process.  This chapter presented and discussed both the study’s research 

design and the theoretical framework that guided the examination of the subjects’ 

mentoring experiences.   

Research Questions 

The central research goal of this inquiry was to understand the mentoring 

experiences of African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs that 

contributed to the success of mentoring relationships.  The study sought to answer the 

following research questions: 

• How do African-American doctoral students describe their formal and 

informal mentoring experiences (in their schools and academic programs)? 

•  How are the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral 

students at HBCUs different from the experiences of African-American 

doctoral students at HWCUs? 

• How do the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students 

differ by gender? 
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Research Design 

The primary method of data collection for this study included interviews that 

allowed for in-depth descriptions of study participants’ experiences and perceptions of 

their overall understanding of mentoring and the development of mentoring relationships.  

The study participants were African-American doctoral students attending HBCUs and 

HWCUs.   

The Lens of Constructivism. 

Throughout this study, the researcher attempted to gain a better understanding of 

how African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs experienced mentoring 

during their doctoral process.   Since the goal of the current study was to understand the 

mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students, what Guba and Lincoln 

(1994) identified as constructivism was an appropriate epistemology for the research.  

The researcher selected the constructivist paradigm based on the assumption that 

individuals seek understanding of the world in which they live.  The researcher examined 

collected data through a constructivist lens; constructivism posits that learning is an 

active, constructive process.  Thus, being a constructivist means that each of us has a 

uniquely constructed version of reality that we carry around with us in our day-to-day 

experience as human beings.   

Constructivists believe that “meanings are constructed by human beings as they 

engage with the world they are interpreting” (Crotty, 1998, p. 43).  The constructivist 

approach allows different people to create meaning in different ways, even in relation to 

the same phenomenon.  This is an important factor when considering the various types of 

mentoring, as well as differing personalities and expertise of mentors.  With these 
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distinctions in mind, it is critical that individuals using the constructivist approach rely as 

much as possible on participant viewpoints to construct knowledge of what is being 

studied (Creswell, 2009; Crotty, 1998).  The following reasons explain the role of 

constructivism as the most appropriate paradigm for the study.  

First, the constructivist paradigm provided the opportunity to interpret the 

meanings others have about the world (Creswell, 2009).  Corbin and Strauss (2008) 

described the constructivist viewpoint as, “concepts and theories constructed by 

researchers out of stories that are constructed by research participants who are trying to 

explain and make sense out of their experiences or lives, both to the researcher and 

themselves” (p. 10).  As such, the researcher investigated the relationship between 

African-American doctoral students, and their colleagues, mentors/advisors, and other 

faculty mentors/advisors from the viewpoint of the doctoral students.  

Secondly, in order to gather information regarding the African-American doctoral 

student’s experience, the researcher utilized open-ended interview questions that are 

commonly used in the constructivism paradigm.  The goal of constructivism is to rely as 

much as possible on participant viewpoints on the subject matter that is being studied 

(Creswell, 2009; Crotty, 1998).  Therefore, the more open-ended the question, the better 

it allows the researcher to carefully listen to what people say and do in their life settings 

(Creswell, 2009).  During this study, the researcher was able to construct meaning of the 

doctoral student’s experiences with their colleagues, mentors/advisors, peers, and faculty 

mentors/advisors, in addition to the ability to consider the context for each individual 

situation.  Third, constructivism factors in the context and setting of the participants 

(Creswell, 2009).  Crotty (1998) wrote, “no object can be adequately described in 
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isolation from the conscious being experiencing it, nor can any experience be adequately 

described in isolation from its object” (p. 45).  Constructivists believe, the basic 

generation of meaning is always shared, arising in and out of interactions with a human 

community (Creswell, 2009).  Therefore, in order to better understand the mentoring 

experiences of African-American doctoral students, researchers should consider the 

personal context of the situation, including types of mentoring (formal and informal) 

received and student’s perceptions and expectations of the occurrence.   

In summary, a paradigm is a basic set of beliefs that guide actions or influence the 

research (Creswell, 2009).  The constructivist researcher is looking for the complexity of 

multiple realities, rather than narrowing the meaning into categories or a few ideas as 

often seen in quantitative studies.   

Qualitative research design.  The researcher found that an interpretive 

qualitative design was most appropriate for the study (Merriam, 2009).  According to 

Merriam (2009), the overall purpose of a basic interpretive qualitative research project is 

to understand how people make sense of their lives and their experiences.  These types of 

inquiries are focused on three main objectives: (1) how people interpret their experiences, 

(2) how they construct their worlds, and (3) what meaning they attribute to their 

experiences (Merriam, 2009).  Thus, a qualitative approach was most appropriate to 

better understand the expectations, perceptions, and experiences of African-American 

doctoral students.   

The face-to-face interview design approach allowed the researcher to explore and 

examine participants’ perspectives and experiences regarding the occurrences under 

investigation in a more in-depth context.  Scholars agree that in a qualitative study, the 
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researchers serve as the data collection instrument in gathering the information needed to 

address the research questions (Creswell, 2009; Merriam, 1998).  This design allowed the 

researcher to explore students’ perceptions of their graduate experiences.   

Participant Selection 

This study required two different populations: African-American doctoral 

students from two HBCUs and African-American doctoral students from two HWCUs.  

The researcher chose these institutions from the Mid-Atlantic region.  The sampling 

criteria for this study included participants who were: 

• African-American females and males, 

• Graduate students seeking doctoral degrees from different disciplines 

(e.g., such as education/social science, business, and science and 

engineering); and 

• Currently involved in a mentoring relationship with a faculty member at 

the chosen HBCU or HWCU.  

The sampling strategy for soliciting participants in this study relied on purposeful 

sampling.  Purposive sampling (also known as criterion-based sampling) is an approach 

in which the researcher selects participants based on characteristics that will allow a 

deeper understanding of the phenomena under investigation (Ritchie, Lewis, & Elam, 

2003).  Researchers have agreed that purposive sampling is most appropriate for 

qualitative inquiries, as it focuses on better understanding and capturing the essence of 

the phenomena of focus (Creswell, 2009; Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002).  

Creating a set of standards to aid in the process of selecting a sample of African-
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American doctoral students for this study led to information-rich cases and eliminated 

samples that tainted the data.   

A snowball sampling approach allowed each participant in the study to identify 

other individuals who could serve as additional rich sources of information for the study.  

To this end, the researcher asked each participant to provide referrals of other African-

American doctoral students fitting the sampling criteria and objectives of this study.  The 

aim of this sampling method was to ensure an appropriate sample size and add to the 

richness of data (Marshall & Rossman, 2006; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002).  Snowball 

sampling was deemed an acceptable method to connect with African-American doctoral 

students who were hard to reach and well-insulated by numerous gatekeepers (Adler & 

Adler, 1989). 

Participants 

The researcher included 26 African-American doctoral students for the study.  

Initially, the researcher identified and contacted the designated university administrator 

in charge of graduate education (or mentoring programs, if a formal mentoring program 

existed) at each selected institution.  Of the four institutions, the Private HBCU 

(University D) was the only university that had a formal mentoring program.  Through 

individual appointments with each administrator, the researcher discussed the purpose of 

the study and requested the opportunity to access African-American doctoral students 

from different disciplines (e.g., natural science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics) who satisfied the sampling criteria.  To obtain sufficient data that 

addressed the objectives and the research questions of this inquiry, the researcher 

attempted to obtain an initial listing of 10-15 African-American doctoral students at each 
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of the four schools (two HBCUs and two HWCUs).  Through the process of eliminating 

graduate students who were on leave and those individuals who did not respond to the 

invitation to join the study, the researcher narrowed the pool of potential participants 

further.  To increase response rates, the researcher followed up and contacted each 

doctoral student at least three times via phone call and email.  The researcher ensured 

that all willing doctoral students met all of the selectivity standards to become 

participants in this study.  

Instrumentation 

The researcher used Patton’s (2002) approach to the general interview guide to 

develop a semi-structured interview protocol.  The semi-structured interviewing method 

allowed the researcher to garner the data to begin to develop codes that led to a sequence 

of themes.  When using this instrument, the researcher was willing to change the 

sequence and order of questions to allow the participants to tell their stories.  This 

flexibility also allowed the interviewer to follow up on themes and responses of particular 

interest (Kvale, 1996).  The semi-structured interviewing method dictated that the 

researcher asked the same questions of each participant, while retaining the flexibility to 

probe with additional questions as necessary.  The probing helped the researcher to 

clarify the participants’ perspectives during the interview (Patton, 2002).  The researcher 

devised interview questions that ensured a positive interaction between the interviewer 

and the participants, maintained the flow of the conversation, and prompted the 

participants to discuss their perspectives, experiences, and feelings.  

Appendix A presents the demographic form that allowed the researcher to collect 

information about the participating students, e.g. gender, race, school name, years in 
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program, students’ academic advisors and other mentors.  Before the actual interviews, 

the researcher gained informed consent and collected demographic information from the 

participating students.  In addition to gathering the demographic information, the 

researcher read the pre-interview scripts (see Appendix B) prior to starting the interview 

questions, and answered any questions the participants presented.  To ensure that the 

subjects had a baseline understanding of mentoring, the researcher provided the definition 

of mentoring before the interview.  Additionally, the researcher asked the subjects to 

review a Consent Form (see Appendix B) prior to the interview.  The researcher recorded 

all interviews.  

Appendix C presents a set of interview questions related to the mentoring 

experiences of African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  Table 1 

illustrates the relationship between the research questions and the interview questions 

(see Appendix C).   

Table 1 

Relation Between Research and Interview Questions 

Research Question  
Connection with 
Interview Question (IQ) 

Research Question #1 
 
How do African-American doctoral students describe 
their formal and informal mentoring experiences (in their 
schools and academic programs)? 
 

 

 
 
IQ # 1          IQ # 14 
IQ # 2          IQ # 15 
IQ # 3          IQ # 16 
IQ # 4          IQ # 17 
IQ # 5          IQ # 18 
IQ # 6          IQ # 19 
IQ # 7          IQ # 20 
IQ # 8          IQ # 21 
IQ # 9          IQ # 22 
IQ # 10        IQ # 23 
IQ # 11        IQ # 24 
IQ # 12        IQ # 25 
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IQ # 13 

 
Research Question #2 
 
How are the mentoring experiences of African-American 
doctoral students at HBCUs different from the 
experiences of African-American doctoral students at 
HWCUs? 
 
 

 

IQ # 8         IQ # 15   
IQ # 9         IQ # 16 
IQ # 10       IQ # 24          
IQ # 11       IQ # 25 
 
             

 
Research Question #3 
 
How do the mentoring experiences of African-American 
doctoral students differ by gender? 
 
 
 

 

IQ # 8         IQ # 22         
IQ # 17       IQ # 24                             
IQ # 18       IQ # 25     
IQ # 19 

 

Data Collection and Analysis 

Data collection.  The goals of the one-on-one, face-to-face interview were 

twofold: (a) to establish a rapport with the participant and (b) to understand how the 

subjects’ mentoring experiences affected their graduate school academic learning 

experiences.  This study explored areas like participants’ formative experiences in college 

and graduate school; their disciplines (e.g., natural science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics); and their overall mentoring experience.  A short information form aided in 

capturing basic demographic information.   

Initially, the researcher began outreach by contacting university administrators in 

charge of graduate education at all four institutions.  This was not an easy task because 

these administrators served as the gatekeepers.  Contacting the appropriate pool of 

African-American doctoral students at the four institutions was a challenge to reach due 

to several layers of gatekeepers (Adler & Adler, 1989).  The purpose of this initial 
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outreach was to notify university administrators of the research focus and to solicit an 

initial pool of potential candidates.  The researcher then contacted potential participants 

via email in order to introduce himself and explain the general purpose for the study.  

Students who responded to the email inquiry were screened to ensure they met eligibility 

criteria of being an African-American female or male, a graduate student seeking a 

doctoral degree, and currently involved in a mentoring relationship with a faculty 

member at their chosen university.  In certain cases, student participants provided 

cellphone numbers to allow for faster communication.  If the doctoral student did not 

respond to the initial email communication, a follow-up email was re-sent.  After the 

follow up email, if the doctoral student had not responded, their contact information and 

any information connecting them to the study was deleted.  Participants who were 

interested in the study and met the selection criteria were asked to respond via email and 

were then scheduled for a 45-60 minute, in-depth interview.  In addition to scheduling an 

interview location and timeframe, the researcher’s follow up email communication 

provided participants background information regarding the purpose of the study, a 

procedural explanation, as well as an informed consent form prior to the interview.  

In order to maintain consistency between African-American doctoral student 

participants, each interview was guided by the interview protocol.  According to Patton 

(2002), interview protocols ensure the same basic lines of inquiry are pursued with each 

person, while allowing the researcher to explore, probe, and ask questions that elucidate 

and illuminate the subject being studied.  Another advantage of utilizing interview 

protocol is that it guided the researcher to decide how to use the limited time available.   
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Additionally, the interview protocol provided a framework that allowed the 

researcher to develop questions, sequence those questions, and make decisions about 

which information would be pursued in greater depth (Patton, 2002).  In the current 

study, in-depth semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 45-60 minutes were 

conducted with each student participant.  An interview design was determined to be the 

best way of collecting information in order to respond to the research questions regarding 

the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students.  Interviews allowed 

the researcher control of the questions and the ability to focus on the specific topic 

(Creswell, 2009). 

Prior to beginning each interview, the researcher outlined his intentions for the 

project and a basic format for how the interview would be conducted.  Participants were 

notified that at any point they could stop the interview or decline to answer a question 

without having to provide any explanation.  The researcher then explained the Informed 

Consent form and asked each participant to verbally acknowledge their understanding 

and agreement with the document.  The researcher then detailed the method of data 

collection, including using a digital recording device during interviews and taking notes. 

Each participant was provided with information on how the data would be secured and 

confidentiality maintained, including the usage of pseudonyms.  Each interview began 

with the researcher reading verbatim a thank you statement for participating in the study, 

before delving into the interview questions. 

Following the student information sheet in Appendix A, the pre-interview scripts 

in Appendix B, and the semi-structured interview protocol outlined in Appendix C, the 

researcher began asking basic demographic questions, followed by inquiries to assist in 
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responding to the research questions regarding the perceived mentoring experiences these 

students had about the professional and academic development, support and 

encouragement, etc. that they received from academic advisors/mentors, peers, family, 

and friends.   

  After the interviews were completed and clarifications made, the researcher 

thanked the student participants for their involvement and reiterated they would receive a 

written transcript via email.  The participants were asked to review the transcripts for 

accuracy or add any further comments and return it within one week (7 days).  At the 

conclusion of the interview, the participants were asked if they were aware of any other 

African-American doctoral students who fit the selection criteria and might be interested 

in participating in the study.  In several instances, participants seemed to enjoy the 

interview and advocated for their peer groups to contact the researcher and schedule an 

interview time.  At the end of the interview, the researcher offered a $10 gift card of 

appreciation and explained to the interviewed students the timeline and process for 

completing this research.  The researcher further assured the interviewed students that 

their individual responses to each of the questions were confidential.   

 Data analysis.  Upon completion of the interview, the audio recordings were 

transcribed by a transcription service.  Transcription of each audio recording provided a 

written document of what transpired in the interview.  In qualitative research, the process 

for data analysis involves preparing the data for analysis, moving deeper towards greater 

understanding of the data, and making an interpretation of the larger meaning of the data 

(Creswell, 2009).  In short, data analysis is making sense out of massive amounts of 

information and according to Patton (2002), “involves reducing the volume of raw 
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information, sifting trivia from significance, identifying significant patterns, and 

constructing a framework for communicating the essence of what the data revealed” (p. 

432).  In this study, the researcher used interview techniques to capture the perceived 

mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students. 

Following the participant interviews, the researcher was able to process the data 

using Creswell’s (2009) six major steps for analysis.  The first step involved organizing 

and preparing the data for analysis (Creswell, 2009).  During this phase, the researcher 

used a transcription service that transcribed verbatim the information gathered during 

each of the participant’s audio-taped interviews.  Following the audio transcription, the 

researcher used member checks for accuracy (Creswell, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

Copies of the work were sent to the participants to review for errors, omissions, or 

clarifications.  After verifying with each participant that the information collected 

accurately reflected their experiences, the researcher compiled field notes and later 

converted these into memos to supplement the audio recordings (Miles & Huberman, 

1994).  According to Maxwell (2005), memos are an essential technique in qualitative 

research that captures critical thinking about data and stimulates analytical insight.  The 

transcribed text was double-spaced allowing the researcher to easily add notes, 

comments, and thoughts.  Additionally, in order to increase readability of the written 

transcripts, the researcher used boldface black letters to display interview questions, italic 

black lettering for clarifying questions, and green lettering for participant responses. 

The second phase involved thoroughly reading the transcripts in order to become 

familiar with the African-American doctoral student responses (Creswell, 2009). 

According to Creswell (2009), the researcher should seek a general understanding of the 
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information and reflect on the overall meaning.  During this phase, the researcher 

carefully reviewed the transcripts, while inserting comments in the margins of the 

document and highlighting critical pieces of information.  The thoughts of the researcher 

were recorded in the margins of the transcription pages in order to capture reflective 

comments in the moment (Creswell, 2009).  Once the data had been organized, 

transcribed, and carefully reviewed, the third step began detailed analysis using an open 

coding process (Creswell, 2009).  Creswell (2009) described coding as, “the process of 

organizing the material into chucks or segments of text to bring meaning to the 

information” (p. 186).  During this phase, the researcher reviewed the transcript for a 

second time seeking to define and develop concepts for further analysis.  Based on a 

review of the interview transcripts and memo notes, broad organizational codes were 

established to assist the researcher in formally analyzing the data (Maxwell, 2005).  

These organizational codes were then considered within the context of previous literature, 

which allowed for repeat ideas and themes to emerge. 

During the next step, the researcher developed substantive codes that detailed the 

participants’ concepts, beliefs, and perceptions regarding the formal and informal 

mentoring provided by academic advisors/mentors, peers, family members, and friends 

and colleagues. Maxwell (2005) described substantive codes as “categories taken from 

participants’ own words and concepts” that helped develop a sense of what’s going on (p. 

97).  In other words, participant’s thoughts and perspectives that might prove important 

to the study were grouped together.  Based on the common responses that arose within 

the organizational codes and further detailed through various substantive codes, the 

researcher was able to make some determination regarding how participants viewed the 
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formal and informal mentoring they received.  Essentially, the coding process was pivotal 

in providing a detailed level of analysis that categorized raw data into separate themes in 

order for the researcher to gain a deeper understanding of how African-American 

doctoral students perceived the formal and informal mentoring provided by academic 

advisors/mentors, peers, family members, and friends and colleagues.  In order to assist 

with data management, storage, coding, organization, and retrieval, the researcher used 

the computerized software program Atlas.ti.  One advantage in using Atlas.ti was the 

accessibility of information, because the program located all text associated with a 

specific code or topic, which allowed the researcher to determine if participants were 

responding to a code in a similar or different manner.  A second advantage of using 

Atlas.ti was the programs ability to organize information and group similar concepts.  In 

short, the software program facilitated the processes of segmenting, categorizing, 

annotating, retrieving, and searching within and across documents and categories.  

The fifth step in the data analysis process involved the presentation of the 

information (Creswell, 2009).  Qualitative research relies heavily on detailed descriptions 

and themes to represent the participant’s experiences (Creswell, 2009).  However, when 

attempting to present this information, the researcher must make decisions on what 

information should be eliminated and what should be presented as relevant findings 

(Seidman, 2006).  The current study used quotations, examples, and stories told by the 

African-American doctoral students to make sense of their perceptions regarding 

mentoring.  Based on grouping common stories and perceptions together, the researcher 

was able to uncover patterns and establish themes.  
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The final step in the data analysis process involved “making an interpretation or 

meaning of the data” (Creswell, 2009, p. 189).  In the current study, the researcher 

discussed what lessons were learned and determined if the new findings supported 

existing concepts or deviated from them (Creswell, 2009).  Furthermore, new research 

questions that arose during the investigation are presented for future inquiry.  The 

interpretation, implications, and future research topics are presented in chapter five of this 

dissertation.  

Data Reporting 

To maintain privacy and confidentiality, the researcher listed the names of all 

schools and students in the study using pseudonyms on all documents.  The researcher 

also employed proper control mechanisms by deferring to trustworthiness as the criteria 

for guiding the thoroughness of the design.  

Trustworthiness and Validity 

For this study to yield useful information, it was critical to ensure the 

trustworthiness and validity of the research.  Four methods (i.e., peer debriefing, 

dependability, confirmability, and member-checks) helped to ensure the trustworthiness 

and validity of the research.  The introduction of Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) notion of 

trustworthiness provides an opportunity for qualitative researchers to explore new ways 

of expressing validity, reliability, and generalizability outside the semantics of the 

quantitative paradigm (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).  Lincoln and Guba later refined the 

trustworthiness construct by introducing the criteria of credibility, dependability, 

confirmability, and transferability.   
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In a qualitative study, credibility is established during the member checking 

process (Creswell, 2009).  According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), this technique “is the 

most critical technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314).  Member checks involve the 

researcher sharing information with the participants in the study and requesting the input 

of these participants to verify accuracy (Creswell, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  The 

following steps were used in this study in order to ensure accurate member checks: (a) 

each participant received a copy of the transcribed interview; (b) each participant was 

asked to read the transcription, determine its accuracy, and return the transcript to the 

researcher within seven days; and (c) each participant was informed of this researcher’s 

availability to address their questions and make corrections to the transcripts.  The 

participants were also informed that if the researcher did not hear from them by the end 

of the seven-day period, the interview transcription was assumed to be accurate and 

approved.  A few participants responded and thanked the researcher for providing the 

interview information.  However, no participants questioned the accuracy of the 

information.  

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), dependability is an assessment of the 

quality of the data collection, data analysis, and theory generation processes.  This 

criterion is important because an observed phenomenon is likely to change depending on 

a research method, time, or environment, and when it is difficult to assume stability in the 

research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).   

Several authors have suggested that the use of an audit trail is one method to 

enhance the dependability or reliability of a qualitative research study (Merriam, 2009; 

Patton, 2002; Yin, 2014).  Merriam (2002) noted that the—audit trail is dependent upon 
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the researcher keeping a reflective research journal…throughout the conduct of the study, 

[which contains the researcher’s] reflections, questions, and decisions on the problems, 

issues, [and] ideas encountered during data collection (p. 27).  To this end, during data 

collection and analysis, a reflective research journal was utilized to document the 

cognitions and decisions that informed the conduct of this study.  As suggested by 

Merriam (2002), there were several specific topics that were explored within the 

reflective research journal used in this study: 1) a description of how the data was 

collected, 2) a description of the cognitions and steps that guided the analysis of the data, 

and 3) a discussion related to the conclusions derived from the interpretation of the data.   

Another strategy that has been suggested to enhance the reliability or 

dependability of qualitative findings is conducting peer reviews (Merriam, 2009).  During 

the data analysis process, a peer review was conducted by one of the researcher’s 

colleagues.  This colleague, who served as a peer reviewer, earned a doctorate from a 

HBCU and completed a qualitative dissertation on the use of Facebook by the University 

Students to Maintain Communalism.  Therefore, she understood this researcher’s design 

and the perceived formal and informal mentoring experiences of African-American 

doctoral students.  Similarly, this colleague looked for different examples and helped 

evaluate the sense this researcher made of the interview data.  Her insights and 

knowledge helped to build support and credibility for the study. 

According to Miles and Huberman (1994), a researcher ensures confirmability by 

certifying that findings and interpretations are based on raw data and by making 

transparent the methods and processing of the research (e.g. raw data, data reduction and 

analysis products).  This criterion helps to determine how the collected data supports or 
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disagrees with the findings of the previous studies.  By tracking the researcher’s 

interpretations back to the raw data, and other evidence gathered during the research 

process, confirmability was established.  In this study, the researcher made use of the 

audit trail to document interpretations.  The audit trail includes analytic memos, field 

notes, categories, thematic analysis, and member checking suggested by Creswell (2013). 

The researcher employed three of Lincoln and Guba’s paradigms to assess the 

validity and reliability of this research study.  To address dependability and 

confirmability, the researcher also relied on committee members (playing auditors’ roles) 

to thoroughly examine his audit trail, which consisted of data analysis documents, field 

journals, and comments from member checking and interview protocols (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).   

Subjectivity Statement 

Qualitative research demands that researchers acknowledge any biases they may 

have (Yin, 2014).  Due to the evolving nature of this study, and the researcher as the 

primary instrument of analysis, it was important for the researcher to be aware of how his 

experiences may lead to bias.  Through this study, this researcher sought to understand 

the participants’ perceived experiences and personal connections to the phenomena of 

mentoring.  As an African-American researcher, I have experienced mentoring 

throughout my academic and professional career.  Serving as a mentor is important to me, 

because it provides an opportunity to act as an important role model.  A mentor can 

broaden students’ experiences, which helps to boost their self-confidence and self-worth.  

Therefore, I owned and acknowledged these prior experiences before the data collection 

process began.   
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By clearing my mind through the epoché process to set aside past associations 

while endeavoring to maintain this neutrality through the research (Kelly & Ahern, 

2008), I recalled my mentoring experiences throughout the past 25 years, which included 

my time in the military, civil service government, and secondary and post-secondary 

school.  These experiences, where I served as a leader, mentor and mentee, helped shape 

the questions explored for this study.  My first mentor set the stage for my academic and 

professional success.  I also have worked with and assisted many students that had 

difficulties finding a suitable mentor.  Therefore, I reflected on my experiences and 

understood the need to set aside any of my biases that might influence this research.   

Mentoring has served as a cornerstone to my way of life and academic pursuits.  

Thus, I concentrated, listened, and heard the participants’ presentations without coloring 

it with my own preconceived notions.  I guarded against my desires for a particular 

outcome and tried to understand these students’ perceptions and experiences with 

mentoring.  I was aware of the biases I brought to the interpretation and did not allow 

them to cloud my judgment.  Keeping all of my mentoring experiences in mind, I 

carefully examined my assumptions about these doctoral students’ perceptions of their 

mentoring experiences.   

Ethical Considerations 

 An Institutional Review Board (IRB) performs critical oversight functions for 

research conducted on human subjects that are scientific, ethical, and regulatory.  

Although there were no foreseen risks or harms to the participants, the researcher asked 

the doctoral students to review a formal (written) consent form that detailed the purpose 

of the interview and the subjects’ rights and privileges.  The researcher used identifier 
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codes corresponding to each participant in a reflective journal and field-notes.  The 

researcher submitted the proposal to the IRB of The George Washington University, for a 

rigorous review and approval process, to ensure that the research was ethical, informed 

consent was sufficient, and appropriate safeguards were put in place to protect the 

participants for this study.  Interview questions utilized neutral and inoffensive language 

and refrained from controversial issues, as described in the Publication Manual of the 

American Psychological Association (2013), to ensure the emotional health of each 

participant.  Data collection did not begin until the IRB of GWU approval had occurred.   

Summary 

 This chapter presented the researcher’s rationale for selecting a qualitative semi-

structured research methodology as the most appropriate design for understanding the 

formal and informal mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students at 

HBCUs and HWCUs.  The researcher approached the study from the constructivist 

vantage point that focused on the ways that individuals construct their realities and 

attached meanings to their experiences.  This lens of inquiry is appropriate in exploring 

participant’s constructed realities.   

 The chapter also discussed the sample population and sampling strategies, 

instrumentation and design issues, data collection methods, and data analysis techniques.  

The chapter addressed interview strategies, and concluded with a discussion of the 

strategies that ensured the consideration of all relevant ethical issues.   
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Chapter IV: Results and Analysis 

This chapter presents a discussion of data collected from field notes and narratives 

of African-American doctoral students who described their lived experiences with formal 

and informal mentoring.  The purpose of this qualitative research project was to 

understand the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students at HBCUs 

and HWCUs.  The participants participated in face-to-face interviews that incorporated a 

semi-structured interview protocol to obtain data about their encounters with mentorship.  

Three research questions served as a foundational guide for this study: 

1. How do African-American doctoral students describe their formal and 

informal mentoring experiences (in their schools and academic programs)? 

2. How are the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students 

at HBCUs different from the experiences of African-American doctoral 

students at HWCUs? 

3. How do the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students 

differ by gender? 

As previous research has concluded, mentoring can play an important role in an 

individual’s academic and professional progression.  The conceptual framework 

developed by Hunt and Michael (1983) provided a model for the future study of 

mentoring for African-American students seeking doctoral degrees.  This framework 

facilitates the exploration of “the outcomes of the mentor-protégé relationship; the 

context within which mentor-protégé relationships emerge; the characteristics of the 

mentor and of the protégé; and the stages of the mentorship process” (Hunt & Michael, 
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1983, p. 478).  This model guided the development of the study’s research questions and 

informs the presentation of the findings.    

This chapter begins by presenting the demographic data for each research 

participant using their given pseudonyms, followed by a brief description of each 

participant.  The chapter concludes with a summary of the findings.  

Table 2 

Themes that Emerged in Response to the Research Questions 

Research Questions Research Themes 

1.  How do African-American doctoral 

students describe their formal and (1) Professional and Academic Growth 

informal mentoring experiences (in (2) Professional and Academic Experiences  

their schools and academic programs)?  

2.  How are the mentoring experiences of  (3) Characteristics of the Mentor/Protégé  

African-American doctoral students at Relationship 

HBCUs different from the experiences of (4) Perceived Barriers and Challenges 

African American doctoral students at (5) Team Building and Collaboration Garner 

HWCUs? Success 

3.  How do the mentoring experiences of  (6) Gender and Race Characteristics of Advisors  

African-American doctoral students  (7) Rapport with Mentor/Advisor 

differ by gender?  (8) Alienation & Marginalization 

  

  

  Demographic Data 

Study participants included 26 African-American doctoral students who were 

pursuing a doctoral degree at an HBCU or HWCU at the time of the inquiry.  Based on 

data received during the interviews, participants’ ages ranged from the mid-20s to the 

mid-40s.  Prior to each interview, the researcher obtained the following demographic data 
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from each participant: (a) school name, (b) years in program, (c) college degree sought, 

(d) major discipline, (e) race/gender/age (see Table 3), as well the names of the students’ 

academic advisor and other mentors.  All 26 participants sought their doctoral degree at a 

university in the United States.  

Table 3 

Participants’ Demographic Data 

Names = 
Pseudonyms School  

# of  
years in 
program 

Degree 
sought Major Discipline Race Gender    Age 

Vince A 5 Ed.D.          Education B M 38 

Ira A 4 Ed.D.  Education B M 33 

Matt B 4 Ed.D.  Education B M 38 

Ann B 5 Ed.D.  Education B F 34 

Dennis B 1 Ed.D.  Student Affairs B M 29 

Joan B 1 Ed.D.  
Community College 

Leadership B F 38 

Kevin A 7 Ph.D.  
Counselor 
Education B M 31 

John A 3 Ed.D.  Education B M 36 

Mimi C 4 Ed.D.  
Curriculum & 

Instruction B F 30 

Rex A 2 Ed.D.  Education B M 38 

Evan B 3 Ph.D.  Education B M 28 

Cathy A 3 Ed.D.  Education  B F 43 

Dean B 2 Ed.D.  
Community College 

Leadership B M 34 

Dirk C 2 Ph.D.  Student Affairs B M 30 

Shirley C 1 Ph.D.  Student Affairs B F 27 

Cheryl C 3 Ph.D.  Student Affairs B F 35 

Mae A 4 Ed.D.  
Curriculum & 

Pedagogy B F 34 

Ben D 5 Ph.D.  Clinical Psychology B M 31 

Gina D 1 Ph.D.  Social Psychology B F 30 

Natalie C 3 Ph.D.  Education B F 24 

Niki D 4 Ph.D.  
Comm Culture & 

Media Studies B F 34 

Tyler C 3 Ph.D.  Education B F 32 

Marlon D 2 Ph.D.  
Comm Culture & 

Media Studies B M 26 
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Ava D 1 Ph.D.  Social Psychology B F 22 

Kim D 4 Ph.D.  
Comm Culture & 

Media Studies B F 32 

Nancy D 4 Ph.D.  
Developmental 

Psychology B F 31 

Key: Race: B=African American; School: A=Private HWCU; B=Public HBCU; 
C=Public HWCU; D=Private HBCU; Major Discipline: Comm.  = Communication 
 

The researcher assigned a pseudonym to all participants to maintain 

confidentiality.  The order in which the participants are listed corresponds with the order 

in which they were interviewed.  

Participant Descriptions 

The following narratives present key background data for each research 

participant.  Each interview began with questions that allowed for the collection of this 

personal information.  Since all participants revealed some form of positive informal 

mentoring during their doctoral process, the narratives presented are based on formal 

mentoring experiences perceived from the African-American doctoral students about 

their mentoring experience or relationship with their academic advisors.   

Vince.  Vince was a 5th year male doctoral student who was pursuing his 

Doctorate of Education Degree (Ed.D.) in Education at a private HWCU.  During the 

interview, Vince seemed very cordial and focused.  He shared that his first academic 

advisor was completely disconnected, while his second academic advisor could be polite 

and pleasant, but was often pushy.     

Ira.  Ira was a 4th year male doctoral student working on his Ed.D. in Education at 

a private HWCU.  During the interview, Ira appeared to be upbeat and candid.  He 

described his mentoring relationship with his academic advisor as trusting, and 

categorized his mentor as very direct and to the point.  His academic advisor believed in 

Ira’s research focus when others did not understand his chosen area of interest.   
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Matt.  Matt was a 4th year doctoral student pursuing his Ed.D. in Education at a 

public HBCU.  During the interview, Matt seemed professional and forward.  He 

described his mentoring relationship with his academic advisor as very good, because his 

academic advisor was very personable and understood the rigors of achieving a doctorate 

degree.  

Ann.  Ann was a 5th year female doctoral student working on her Ed.D. in 

Education at a public HBCU.  During the interview, Ann appeared to be welcoming and 

eager to share her story.  She described her mentoring relationship with her academic 

advisor as nonexistent.  At the time of the interview, she had not spoken to her academic 

advisor in almost a year.   

Dennis.  Dennis was a 1st-year male doctoral student who was pursuing his Ed.D. 

in Student Affairs at a public HBCU.  During the interview, Dennis seemed to be mild-

mannered and calm.  He had a bad mentoring experience with an academic advisor who 

lacked communication, availability, and responsiveness.   

Joan.  Joan was a 1st year female doctoral student working on her Ed.D. in 

Community College Leadership at a public HBCU.  During the interview, Joan showed 

excitement about sharing her experience.  She shared that her academic advisor was 

primarily available to help students with coursework selection and internship preparation, 

while keeping her motivated and directing students to find answers.     

Kevin.  Kevin was a 7th year male doctoral student seeking his Ph.D. in Counselor 

Education and Supervision at a private HWCU.  During the interview, Kevin showed 

enthusiasm about mentoring.  He stated that he had a basic relationship with his initial 

academic advisor that typically involved only signing forms or discussing program plans.  
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His unofficial advisor [dissertation chair] provided him with a positive experience and 

great working relationship.    

John.  John was a 3rd year male doctoral student who was pursuing his Ed.D. in 

Education from a private HWCU.  During the interview, John showed excitement in 

discussing his mentoring experience.  He described his mentoring experience with his 

academic advisor as a longstanding positive relationship.    

Mimi.  Mimi was a 4th year female doctoral student working on her Ed.D. in 

Curriculum and Instruction at a public HWCU.  During the interview, Mimi appeared 

very affected and disgusted as she described her mentoring experience.  She stated that 

her relationship with her academic advisor was very impersonal and asserted that she 

received no benefit academically from their interactions.  

Rex.  Rex was a 2nd year male doctoral student pursuing his Ed.D. in Education 

from a private HWCU.  During the interview, Rex was very nonchalant about his 

mentoring experience with his academic advisor.  He described his mentoring 

relationship as less than desirable or subpar because his academic advisor never reached 

out to him via email or phone call to see how his studies were going.   

Evan.  Evan was a 3rd year male doctoral student who was seeking his Ph.D. in 

Education at a public HBCU.  During the interview, Evan was very laid back and 

interested in sharing his mentoring experience.  He described the mentoring relationship 

with his academic advisor as lacking trust.  He did not feel that he could trust his 

academic advisor, but offered that his academic advisor was only available as a mentor in 

certain occasions.    
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Cathy.  Cathy was a 3rd year female doctoral student who was pursuing her Ed.D. 

in Education from a private HWCU.  During the interview, Cathy appeared very 

distraught when describing her mentoring experience.  She did not receive adequate 

mentoring from her academic advisor and she revealed that her mentoring relationship 

with him [academic advisor] was “hands-off.”   

Dean.  Dean was a 2nd year male doctoral student working on his Ed.D. in 

Community College Leadership at a public HBCU.  During the interview, he was rather 

poised.  He described his academic advisor as someone who was readily available to 

answer questions.  He stated that his advisor gave him advice and helped him navigate 

through challenging processes.    

Dirk.  Dirk was a 2nd year male doctoral student, pursuing his Ph.D. in Student 

Affairs and International Education Policy at a public HWCU.  During the interview, 

Dirk showed enthusiasm when talking about mentoring.  He switched academic advisors 

because he did not feel connected to his original mentor.  He was inspired by the new 

academic advisor and came into the mentoring relationship with a sense of connectedness 

via mutual colleagues and friends.   

Shirley.  Shirley was a 1st year female doctoral student working on her Ph.D. in 

Student Affairs at a public HWCU.  During the interview, Shirley showed enthusiasm for 

revealing her mentoring experience.  She described her mentoring experience with her 

academic advisor as “welcoming.”    

Cheryl.  Cheryl was a 3rd year female doctoral student who was pursuing her 

Ph.D. in Student Affairs and International Education Policy from a public HWCU.  

During the interview, Cheryl was very humble and interested in mentoring as a whole.  
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She offered that the experience she had with her initial academic advisor (in the first two 

years) was frustrating.  Cheryl’s new academic advisor provided a clear set of 

deliverables to properly guide her through the process.  She described her mentoring 

relationship with her new academic advisor as very supportive.   

Mae.  Mae was a 4th year female doctoral student pursuing her Ed.D. in 

Department Curriculum and Pedagogy from a private HWCU.  During the interview, 

Mae expressed frustration when discussing her mentoring experience.  She described her 

academic advisor as unsupportive.   

Ben.  Ben was a 5th year male doctoral student working on his Ph.D. in Clinical 

Psychology from a private HBCU.  During the interview, Ben was forthcoming when 

discussing his mentoring experience.  He described his relationship with his academic 

advisor as encouraging.    

Gina.  Gina was a 1st year female doctoral student pursuing her Ph.D. in Social 

Psychology at a private HBCU.  During the interview, Gina was cordial and excited 

about sharing her mentoring experiences.  She shared that she had more of an academic 

relationship with her academic advisor and explained that their relationship did not 

include a mentoring component.   

Natalie.  Natalie was a 3rd year female doctoral student working on her Ph.D. in 

Education at a public HWCU.  During the interview, Natalie was very relaxed.  She 

described the mentoring relationship with her academic advisor as a great experience.   

Niki.  Niki was a 4th year female doctoral student pursuing her Ph.D. in 

Communication, Culture and Media Studies at a private HBCU.  During the interview, 
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Niki appeared open to participating to the research study.  She described her relationship 

with her academic advisor as “amazing.”  

Tyler.  Tyler was a 3rd year female doctoral student seeking a Ph.D. in Education 

from a public HWCU.  During the interview, Tyler was very supportive of the study.  She 

described her mentoring relationship with her academic advisor as professional and 

academic.   

Marlon.  Marlon was a 2nd year male doctoral student pursuing his Ph.D. in 

Communication, Culture and Media Studies at a private HBCU.  During the interview, 

Marlon seemed open to participating to the research study.  He shared that he had a close-

knit relationship with his academic advisor.  

Ava.  Ava was a 1st year female doctoral student working on her Ph.D. in Social 

Psychology at a private HBCU.  During the interview, Ava was very excited and upbeat 

about sharing her mentoring expectations.  She explained that she was in her first year, 

first semester, and so her academic advisor was very busy, which made it difficult to 

schedule meetings.   

Kim.  Kim was a 4th year female doctoral student who was pursuing her Ph.D. in 

Communication, Culture and Media at a private HBCU.  During the interview, Kim was 

very flamboyant.  She described the mentoring relationship with her academic advisor as 

“great.”  

Nancy.  Nancy was a 4th year female doctoral student completing her Ph.D. in 

Developmental Psychology at a private HBCU.  During the interview, Nancy was excited 

about sharing her mentoring experience.  She described the mentoring relationship with 

her academic advisor as a very close friendship and as a collegial-type relationship.   
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Research Question 1  

“How do African-American doctoral students describe their formal and 

informal mentoring experiences (in their schools and academic programs)?  

Through this query, the researcher sought to understand how African-American 

doctoral students perceived their formal and informal mentoring experiences at their 

respective HBCU or HWCU institutions.  Table 4 provides a depiction of participant’s 

formal academic advisor and other mentor by race and gender.  The type of school is 

depicted as University A – D, University A is a private HWCU, University B is a public 

HBCU, University C is a public HWCU, and University D is a private HBCU.  No 

formal African-American advisors were assigned to the interviewed participants at 

University A and University B.  With the exception of one Caucasian advisor, all the 

interviewed participants at University C were African American.  At University D, five 

of the seven formal advisors were African American.  Ninety-two percent of all doctoral 

students interviewed for this study identified an African-American male/female as their 

primary informal mentor.    
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Table 4 

Participant's Academic Advisor and Informal Mentor     

Name = 
Pseudony
m Type of School 

Academic 
Advisor 
(Race/Gender) 

Other Mentor 
(Race/Gender) 

# of 
years in 
program 

Vince Private HWCU (A) W / M B / M 5 

Ira Private HWCU (A) A / F B / M 4 

Kevin Private HWCU (A) W / M B / M 7 

John Private HWCU (A) W / M B / F 3 

Rex Private HWCU (A) W / F B / F 2 

Cathy  Private HWCU (A) W / M B / F 3 

Mae Private HWCU (A) W / M B / M 4 

Mimi Public HWCU (C) W / F B / F 4 

Dirk Public HWCU (C) B / F B / F 2 

Shirley Public HWCU (C) B / F W / F 1 

Cheryl Public HWCU (C) B / F B / F 3 

Natalie Public HWCU (C) B / F B / F 3 

Tyler Public HWCU (C) B / F B / F 3 

Ben Private HBCU (D) B / F B / F 5 

Gina Private HBCU (D) W / M B / F 1 

Niki Private HBCU (D) B / F B / F 4 

Marlon Private HBCU (D) B / F B / M 2 

Ava Private HBCU (D) W / F B / B 1 

Kim Private HBCU (D) B / F W / F 4 

Nancy Private HBCU (D) B / F B / M 4 

Matt Public HBCU (B) W / M B / M 4 

Ann Public HBCU (B) W / M B / F 5 

Dennis Public HBCU (B) W / M B / M 1 

Joan Public HBCU (B) W / F W / F 1 

Evan Public HBCU (B) W / M B / M 3 

Dean Public HBCU (B) W / F B / M 2 

Key: A/F = Asian female; B/F = Black female; B/M = Black male; W/F = White 
female; W/M = White male 
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By answering this research question, formal and informal mentors will have a true 

sense of how mentors provide encouragement and support, counsel, and shared 

experiences to a person new in a career field or life state (Levinson, 1978), as well as the 

importance of information sharing/networking (e.g. social media) for the participants as 

they matriculate through the doctoral process.   

Several participants shared similar insights into the types of mentoring they 

received and how growth and development were critical factors in their path to academic 

success.  They used terms and phrases like “nurturing,” “role model,” “mother figure,” 

“big brother,” “provided assistantships,” “financial aid,” “opportunities to present at 

conferences,” “provided comfort,” and “introduced me to other faculty that were 

interested in my study topic.” Other participants felt unsupported by their formal mentors, 

however, and used terms like “not my mentor,” “lack of connection,” “sub-par,” and 

“stopped being in communication.” 

The mentoring roles described by the participants aligned with much of the 

research on the topic.  Baker and Griffin (2010), for example, explained that mentors play 

a “developer” role in enhancing students’ learning and helping them to succeed.  

Conversely, Levinson et al. (1978) found that the lack of positive mentoring relationships 

was detrimental to individuals’ psychological and career development.  Bain (2004) 

reported that outstanding professors shared their lived experiences and encouraged 

students to reflect on their own development.  Bain (2004) also found that individuals in 

outstanding college teacher and student relationships demonstrated qualities like passion, 

caring, sharing, collaboration, mutuality, interdependence, and support for one's own 

identity.   
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The responses provided during participant interviews spoke to the impact of these 

positive relationships, and of the effects of less than positive mentoring interactions.  

During data analysis, two key themes and three common factors emerged from the data 

that served as a response to this first research question.  

Theme 1: Professional and Academic Growth  

Participants of this study indicated that mentoring experiences that led to 

professional growth and development were essential in their formal mentoring 

relationships.  Several participants noted that professional development was an invaluable 

tool in helping them navigate the varied aspects of the rigorous doctoral process.  During 

the interviews, several participants revealed that advisors/mentors and peers provided 

them with opportunities to network, develop their writing skills, present at conferences, 

and seek internships.    

Ira, for example, shared that his advisor helped with his professional growth and 

development by believing in him.  He described the positive mentoring relationship that 

he had with his advisor at University A (HWCU) as one who saw his research as 

interesting and understood how to assist him because she was considered an expert in his 

area of research.    

She believed in what I wanted to learn when other people didn’t understand what 
I was trying to study.  So, that’s part of it, and then the other part is that…in terms 
of my research is around HBCUs…she is considered an expert, and in everything 
that I am reading she’s cited in, and so that’s intimidating to have someone who 
has that experience in reading your work.  But it is also gratifying because you 
know this is someone who knows or who has the information or the knowledge to 
really help me get where I want to go and have the impact that I want.  So it’s 
humbling, and at the same time, I think it’s refreshing.  So, knowing that she has 
that background that knowledge, and that name recognition has really kind of 
helped me build some more confidence in the type of study that I was trying to 
do.  When I started visiting HBCUs, and I told them about what I was interested 
in, large amounts of people responded to me; “like I am really interested in what 
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you find out or how things land.” I wouldn’t have the confidence to do that if I 
didn’t have this mentoring relationship with her and having her say, “what you are 
studying is very interesting.  People are going to really be interested in it.” That’s 
coming from somebody who is cited in all these things.  That’s really special, and 
so that’s how I think she’s contributed.  That’s where I think I have grown the 
most from the relationship.    

 
Ira also stated that his formal mentoring relationships were essential to his well-

being at University A.  He explained how those relationships gave him the freedom to 

explore and helped him find focus in his academic and professional careers.  For 

example, Ira credited his formal mentors for him to streamline his career goals and guide 

him on a successful path: 

I would not be here if I did not have formal mentoring relationships…I have been 
very fortunate to be very open about not really knowing where I wanted to land in 
my career, but knowing what I…or trying to nail down what I wanted to know, 
like what I wanted to learn.  And people, I think, structured some experiences or 
gave me the free reign to go out and learn more about those things, which I am 
extremely indebted for.  So, I really don’t know where I would be had I not really 
had people to guide me on.   

 
Shirley was encouraged by the fact that her advisor at University C (HWCU) took 

her on as a summer graduate student and connected her with a current Ph.D. student and 

one who had just graduated.  Through the connections that her mentor facilitated, she was 

introduced to several professional opportunities through the American Education 

Research Association (AERA):  

I had never even heard of AERA before I got to [graduate] school.  So, to have, 
kind of, just been thrown on that boat, it was awesome to me.  Because I think 
[she] was thinking about my interests and my development more than I was even 
thinking about it.  So, I see the ways in which she hears and thinks of 
opportunities that I can be a part of.  She lets me know about it, and that would be 
that one example even before I started… that I got to be a part of something that’s 
continuing to unfold…which is awesome.  
 
Cheryl was excited about the academic growth and development she received 

from formal mentoring experiences at University C (HWCU).  She spoke about how her 
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mentor/advisor prepared her for the doctoral process and allowed her to join the 

[advisor’s] publication team by encouraging her to write a paper, join her research team, 

taught her qualitative analysis, and introduced her to colleagues at other universities.  

Cheryl also said: 

A huge benefit has been [that] I’ve gotten in my first peer review 
publication…huge benefit.  It was a situation where, in my first year…where I 
didn’t know which way was up…my advisor asked if I wanted to write a paper 
and join her team.  I did, and had no idea what I was doing.  I just did what I was 
told, and looking back, I could realize she was teaching me qualitative methods.  
She was teaching me coding.  All these things that I learned throughout my 
coursework later, she was teaching me in my first semester.  So, that was huge.  
That was [an] experience that I’m still thankful for.  I have no worries when it 
gets to my dissertation phase, because I’ve done a lot of this work before.  So, that 
process has been really helpful.  Another benefit has been going to conferences 
and being able to walk around with your advisor, because that’s a powerful thing 
to walk around and someone could say; “Oh, this is my new doc student.”  
Because if your advisor is one of the sought after faculty at a conference, and then 
now people tie you to that person; all of a sudden, now people are looking out for 
your scholarship, which is a good and a bad thing depending on what you produce 
yourself.    
 
Kevin also shared his thoughts on the important role that academic advising 

played as he moved further along in his program at University A (HWCU).  He asserted 

that the advising he received from his mentor/advisor enhanced his research interest and 

professional growth, which resulted in his overall academic achievement.   

In terms of research interest or your professional development, I think as I have 
gone along that the academic advising has become more and more important.  I 
think advising helped my academic achievement overall.  So, I would say that’s 
how advising helped, by me recognizing the advising from my mentor/advisor, 
and me reaching out for more and more.  I’ve done those two things better in 
order to achieve more academically.  
 
Ben was encouraged by his formal mentoring relationship with his formal advisor.  

His advisor helped him with his academic development.  Ben also expressed his 

appreciation of his advisor’s willingness to admit when she could not provide the best 
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insight into a particular area of research and encouraged him to find other “co-mentors” 

who may be of more assistance: 

So my specific area of interest is in neuropsychology, which is not my advisor’s 
[area of expertise], per se.  Hers is solely, like, clinical and child.  And so, I think 
the strength of any advisor is to tell you, “I am really good at this area, but there 
are people who are better in the area that you’re interested in.” I tip my hat off to 
her, because she has really supported me in having co-mentors, but more like 
adjunct mentors.  So, there is something about the brand that she is not familiar 
with or, you know, there is a type of familiarity that I want to look at, and she 
doesn’t have the access to it, she’s been completely supportive of it.  As long as I 
get the work done for that, she’s been absolutely amazing in that regard.    
 
Tyler summarized her positive experience with formal mentoring at University C 

(HWCU) by listing the many academic and professional benefits she had gleaned from 

the interactions through “great advice, exposure to new opportunities, guidance and 

structure in developing my plan of study, long-term and short-term goals, for both within 

my doctoral programs and beyond it.”   

Some participants also reported taking alternative approaches to their formal 

mentoring relationships so that they could reap the rewards of their interactions.  Dennis 

did not receive satisfactory mentoring from his advisor, so he sought formal mentoring 

from other professors at University B (HBCU).   

When asked about her formal mentoring experience at University D (HBCU), 

Kim responded with humor in her voice.  She stated that her formal mentoring came from 

watching the actions of others.  Kim expressed how she was mentored through the 

actions of her mentor/advisor, and how they conducted their business.  She did not view 

mentoring in the traditional manner, whereas you ask someone to mentor you.   

[Laughing] I’m still looking for my mentor.  Since mine isn’t traditional, the 
benefits for me…going back to undergrad…still in HBCU…My broadcast 
journalism professor…like, looking at her and seeing that she worked in a big 
media market and now she is here as a professor…She is primarily one of the 
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reasons I’m now a professor.  So, it’s not something where I’m sitting here, and 
I’m like, “Walk me through this.” She mentored me through her actions more so 
than sitting and telling me, “This is what you should do,” or if I hit a wall, I’m 
calling her.  The same with my advisor now; it’s just looking at her and watching 
her actions and taking things from that for me and where I need to go beyond this 
degree.  But mine is not traditional, but I’m still benefiting, I would say.  
 
The challenges would be for me it’s not even about…becoming more humble, but 
again, with women, it’s a stigma with African-American women and with PhDs.  
In my university, not saying that they’re uppity, but because I would say, “Can 
you mentor me through this, or can I get your advice on this day?” They wouldn’t 
mind, but it’s a chance you take.  And I’m sure if I was to sit with any of my 
professors and say, “Can you help me with this, or guide me here,” they wouldn’t 
mind.  
 
Several participants also discussed some of the negative aspects of their formal 

mentoring experiences.  Ten of the 26 participants reported that they had not received 

adequate formal mentoring during their doctoral process.  Ava and Gina were in their 

first semesters of the doctoral program at University D (HBCU) and had not received any 

formal mentoring at the time of this study.  Cathy was part of a cohort who commuted 

from another state to attend classes on a monthly basis.  She expressed displeasure with 

the formal mentoring offerings at University A (HWCU).  Cathy was frustrated because 

formal mentoring was absent from her advisor, and she really wanted a positive 

relationship with him: 

It’s [formal mentoring] been almost non-existent, so I would say there have been 
no benefits.  I am still young in the program, but maybe I am delusional…Sorry, 
let’s just say it’s too damn challenging.  I did not expect it to be this way.  I 
expected to have more of a relationship…  
 
Mimi did not believe that she had experienced any academic benefits from formal 

mentoring at University C (HWCU).  She appeared frustrated when discussing the topic 

of formal mentoring because she did not reap the benefits of it academically.  She felt 
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that having to seek formal mentoring from outside of her school added no value to her 

mentoring experience:  

I am more than my student ID, but maybe psychologically…I am part of a school.  
But as far as academically, there has been no benefit.  I have not seen benefits 
from the mentoring at University C, not formally.  Psychologically, you address 
me as a human being, so thank you; but other than that, no academic benefit 
whatsoever…  
 
…I just think that having to look outside of your institution’s boundary to get 
support, when you pay a school X-amount of tuition every year and every 
semester for resources, adds no value.  
 
Dirk was assigned a new advisor and noted that he had not yet experienced any 

academic growth or development as a result of the newly established relationship.  

However, he revealed his perceptions and thoughts on how a mentor should develop a 

protégé.  He further described the relationship with his new advisor:  

My new advisor, I won’t say at this point [that he] has been a mentor to me, like 
the ways in which I would think about mentor-like activities.  So, intentional 
developmental conversations would be a thing that a mentor would do.   
Sometimes mentors write letters of reference and recommendation; sometimes 
mentors provide exact coaching on an issue or problem.  When I think about those 
types of activities, I can’t really point to an example or examples that have been 
demonstrated.  I should also say that our relationship as advisor and advisee is 
newish.    
 
I think of academic advising in a way that’s a bit more robust and that someone 
should be aiding in my intellectual development.  I think it’s weird.  I mean, we 
bifurcated…like, you have a dissertation chair, and you have an academic advisor.  
I see their roles as being distinct.  But somebody should be coaching my thinking; 
I mean, like, the dissertation in the PhD is about your thinking and 
conceptualization of ideas and bringing them together to form a study.  So, I guess 
I found…I have, sort of, the academic advising conversations that they were 
mostly about requirements and a little less about, “How are you making sense of 
these topics? How are they informing with a dissertation about what might a line 
of enquiry will be about for you?”   
  
Based on their interview responses, the research participants believed that their 

mentors’ efforts to help them with professional and academic growth attributed to their 
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success.  Participants talked about how these relationships helped them to understand the 

doctoral process and gave them the support they needed to stay on track.  Gardner (2009) 

suggests that all doctoral students seek “success” as they enter into any doctoral program 

(p. 384).   

Formal and informal mentoring relationships have been discussed as important 

themes throughout the findings.  The data demonstrated how assistance with professional 

and academic growth was invaluable tools in helping African-American doctoral students 

navigate through the rigorous doctoral degree.  Participants, such as Ira described how 

advisors helped with their confidence by believing in them.  Conversely, while effective 

mentoring can serve to guide and advance doctoral students through training, degree 

completion and placement, as in career progression, ineffective relationships can disrupt 

students’ progress, resulting in negative outcomes such as resentment and reduced 

efficacy for students and faculty alike, such as experiences with several doctoral 

participants (Baker et. al., 2014).  

Theme 2: Professional and Academic Experiences   

According to the participants, informal mentoring was beneficial to their 

perceived academic and professional success.  This guidance came from a variety of 

sources, including faculty members and administrators, academic and professional peers, 

and family members and took a variety of forms that included three common factors: (1) 

Professional and Academic Guidance, (2) Information Sharing/Networking (e-

Mentoring), and (3) Support (emotional/psychological) and Encouragement.  Theme 2 

will continue to build on the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral 

students.  Participants mentioned various forms of social support that are associated with 
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mentoring.  This supports previous research and highlights students’ perceptions of 

academic friends, family, and faculty in building social support networks, which were 

found in this study, for doctoral students (Jairam & Kahl, 2012).  I will discuss the close 

relationship between formal and informal mentoring as it relates to social support, as well 

as the benefits of academic growth, guidance, and experiences for African-American 

doctoral students.    

Professional and Academic Guidance.  Tyler, for example, discussed how her 

informal mentoring relationships with faculty members at University C (HWCU) helped 

her to grow and develop as a researcher.  Since Tyler’s interests were in program 

evaluation and assessment, she explained how Dr. Gant mentored and showed her the 

various quantitative concepts and how to apply them to research development:   

I definitely think that my other mentors have helped me in the way of kind of 
developing research in my own research agenda and kind of giving me more 
research experience.  I’ve worked on [a] research team with Dr. Gant and Dr. 
Cain, and Dr. Gant has been really helpful, as Dr. Fair is largely a qualitative 
researcher.    
 
As someone who’s interested in program evaluation and program assessment, I 
was really intentional about building a quantitative research skillset during my 
doctoral program, and Dr. Gant has that experience.  So sharing that with her, 
she’s been really helpful and instrumental in, kind of, showing me how some of 
the concepts in those quantitative classes are practically applied in terms of 
research development.  
 
Ben expressed that he gleaned important information from his informal mentoring 

relationships at University D (HBCU), but felt less pressure during the interactions: 

I don’t know, [informal mentoring is] less time consuming, but I would say 
equally as beneficial.  So…with my informal mentors…it might be just talking 
about funding opportunities or different research projects that they’re aware of 
that my advisor may not be aware of.  I mean, if I want to participate in it, great, 
and if I don’t, there is not this expectation that you have to get something done 
and get something done in a certain timeframe.  I guess because there are fewer 
expectations, I haven’t felt let down or anything like that.   
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Kevin shared that his relationships with informal mentors at the counseling clinic 

on campus and in his department at University A (HWCU) helped him professionally: 

Another mentor that sticks out to me was the director of our clinic, and I would 
say her mentoring was much more focused on, kind of, my professional 
development.  So, I definitely could go in her office, and we could have 
conversations that didn’t even relate to counseling.  She was kind of more like a 
maternal figure.  I think that helped to further my professional development and 
my development as a counselor and supervisor.   
 
So I would say both of the numerous conversations I had with them and all the 
advice they gave me…and neither one of them was my official academic 
advisor…but both my mentors…I would say those conversations with them 
helped me feel more comfortable with programs, help me to kind of get a better 
feel for where I wanted to be after I’m done with the program and help[ed] me to 
seek out experiences that have helped [me] feel more comfortable when it comes 
to counseling.    
 
Kevin added that informal mentoring provided important environmental 

conditions for success:   

I think that benefits have definitely been kind of feeling like I’m trying to kind of 
have that place where I can go to if I get frustrated, or I just want to talk …just 
that environment that is supportive.  I would say that has definitely been my 
primary, informal mentor…but also the mentor that I had down in the clinic.   
That person who I felt like cared about me, more than just as a student, more than 
just as a doctoral candidate, but also is someone who has interest outside of 
counseling.  That definitely has been huge benefit of informal mentoring.  

 
Niki had a similar experience with her informal faculty mentor at University D 

(HBCU), who provided a safe space for her to express her inner feelings and connect 

with her mentor: 

A place to cry, laugh, joke, have lunch when you don’t have food, and you ask 
your professor…especially Attorney Jones when I was her TA.  She would say, 
“Hey, I’m going out to the Jamaican spot to get some food.  Do you want 
something?” So, she will treat me to lunch every now and then, and I appreciated 
that; because like I tell my undergrad students, especially those who are pursuing 
Greek life, “I will give you a place to cry, and a place to eat.  That’s it!  I will give 
you food, and I will give you a place to cry.” And I just appreciate that in my 
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mentor.  Like, when I want some coffee…Actually, when I leave here, I will go to 
get some coffee from Dr. Gray’s office.  He has a Keurig, and who doesn’t love 
Keurig? So, yeah, things like that…that’s the informal side of things, definitely.   
 
Tyler appreciated the different perspectives that her informal mentors at 

University C (HWCU) offered, because they helped her to make more informed 

decisions.  She described the more personal side of having informal mentors because they 

would remove the formal structure and really connect with her inner self:  

I think a difference in perspective of opinion. . . Advice is good, but I think it’s 
good to have options.  So, being able to have other informal mentors or advisors 
that I can access and get their feedback is helpful in having a well-rounded 
decision…or making decisions that are informed by different perspectives.  
 
All participants noted the importance of peer mentoring; an informal type of 

mentoring that they received from classmates, cohort members, colleagues, and other 

faculty members.  Peer mentoring has been defined as a relationship in which two 

individuals of similar age and experience come together, either informally or through 

formal mentoring structures, in the pursuit of one common goal (Terrion & Leonard, 

2007).  

One key advantage of peer mentors is that only a small age difference typically 

exists between the involved parties, which facilitate more interaction between the peer 

mentor and protégé.  For example, Shirley explained that peer mentoring contributed 

positively to her mentoring experience and success at University C (HWCU): 

I think it’s kind of in the name itself--it’s informal, it’s fluid, it’s a two way street; 
and so it’s a mutual relationship.  There’s a give and take.  I think more recently, 
I’ve been starting to learn that mentoring does not have to happen with someone 
who’s younger and someone who’s older; it definitely can happen from peer to 
peer, and it can definitely happen with people who are of the similar age or 
similar positions.  And so, it’s been helpful to learn that trick…kind of break 
down this hierarchy that often exists in mentoring.  
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Cheryl shared her experience developing peer relationships at University C 

(HWCU), where both parties played the role of mentor.  She elaborated on how peer 

mentors sought support from one another, which led to inspiring peer relationships.  Peer 

mentors would exchange ideas and provide uplift when a friend was under extreme stress.  

Cheryl felt pretty close to her peers stating,   

At my school… A lot of times peers seek out support from other peers, and then 
they tend to turn out to be mentoring relationships in a lot of ways.  And so, I’d 
argue that Michelle—she started with me.  We are mentors to each other.  We’re 
able to talk about academics, personal, professional…We text often and 
communicate often about anything and everything, from “When are you 
studying?” to “This… is what I’m studying, when you’re doing homework, this is 
when I’m doing homework.  Okay let’s take a break and go into DC and do 
something fun.” And so, I’ve developed a peer mentoring relationship with her.  
She gives me advice; I give her advice.   
 
Outside of Michelle, when [I have] those moments of I might be freaking out, and 
I don’t know how I’m going to get all these things done, Dirk will say, “Well 
that’s what peers are here for, ask for help.” He’s helped me in so many ways.  
So, those are the peer mentoring relationships I have more informally.  Of course, 
I do not have any other type of mentoring relationships at this institution.  

 
 Kim (University D-HBCU) shared that, in the absence of a positive formal 

mentoring experience, she sought support from her colleagues, classmates, and family.  

She responded that certain professors were more concerned about themselves and trying 

to make tenure, whereas, her colleagues and classmates were the ones who really pushed 

her to excel.   

My colleagues really push me more than anything…my classmates.  My 
professors…I feel like at my school, the professors are still trying to make 
themselves known in the academy.  So, I think they are way more focused on 
themselves in their own accomplishments and not taking the time to focus on us.   
Or even the fact that they think or assume that we already know, and we’re all 
coming from different places.  I do have professors that I can sit and kind of 
discuss things, but really I discuss most of my concerns with my classmates or 
even my family.  
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Ira also described how his colleagues served as informal peer mentors and helped 

him with his personal and professional development at University A (HWCU), by 

thinking with him about his career paths and progression.  It was important to Ira to have 

someone to share his ideas with and get their perspective on a proper course of action.  

He needed someone to help him streamline his many ideas and met a colleague that 

recommended Ira to consider working at relatively small university in order to have his 

hand in different areas of the school that were not as political as some of the larger 

universities.    

They kind of helped with personal and professional development in general.  I 
have taken some very deliberate moves in my career, and my mentors have been 
really great about helping me think through all of the pieces.  There has been an 
investment in me.  I seek mentoring from other people…maybe it’s because I felt 
like I grew up as an only child.  I just do a lot of mentoring of myself…I am in 
my head a lot, and so having someone to bounce some of those things off…those 
ideas and someone that knows you well enough to know the nuances of your 
personality and all those things, I think, is very helpful.  So that’s been the main 
ways that mentors have helped me for sure.    
 
In addition, I think that mentors help you to think about things that you haven’t.  
So, I just started here.  This is the second week in this job, here.  I would have 
never thought about being in this…doing this job.  I was sitting at Vince’s 
wedding, and the guy sitting next to me used to work at University A…is a 
mutual friend of ours, and I was telling him how I felt like the pace was very slow 
on my college campus, and so there are so many things I want to do, and there are 
so many ways I want to innovate.  But I am exerting so much energy for people to 
move from here to here, and I am trying to get people to move here, and he 
mentioned, “Have you thought about working at a small college, or a place where 
you have the opportunity to have your hands in different areas.  And things are 
not as political, but you get a chance to kind of enact the change that you want 
quicker”?  I had never thought about that.  And we are having dinner at the 
wedding, and he mentioned that to me.  The next day, I go online.  And looking at 
positions, I see this, and I thought, “This could be something; this could be an 
opportunity.” So, the idea that somebody else can listen to all the noise that you 
are making, and then say, “This might be the answer for you…” I think that’s 
been an extremely helpful thing for me.    
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While such supports may be provided by institutions, this may be perceived as 

“imposed” and first year students may prefer to access networks that include “peers or 

family and intimates” (Morosanu, Handley, & O'Donovan, 2010, p. 675).  Mimi provided 

a great example of that experience.  She felt a sense of comfort from her informal 

mentoring experiences in that she relied on family, friends, and social media for 

emotional, psychological, and other types of support to keep her focus.  She responded, 

Without God, of course, family, friends, and Facebook people assisting me, I will 
have many obstacles.  Now, I can get in a book and do my quizzes or write a 
paper; but, like I said, to be successful and be balanced, you need emotional, 
psychological, and other types of support that keeps you going.  Because straight 
A’s don’t equate to learning, and just because I look like I’m doing okay, doesn’t 
mean I am.  That’s why you have psychiatrists and psychologists all the time.  
They get a book pretty well because nothing is what it appears to be.     
 
Mae, a student at University A (HWCU), shared one of her informal mentoring 

experiences and discussed how other peers from various schools helped each other 

advance through the doctoral process.  She explained that she was a member of the Sister 

Mentors program, which helps aspiring Black female doctoral students build a support 

network that allows them the opportunity to team up with and work through doctoral 

challenges (e.g. dissertation edits, goal setting, peer accountability, etc.) as a group.  Mae 

felt particularly close to her Sister Mentors stating, 

I’m in a program called Sister Mentors, and so that has been very helpful for me, 
because it’s basically a program for Black women who are in the process of 
earning doctoral degrees.  So, we meet twice a month, and we come from 
different schools, and we come from different harbors.  We hold each other 
accountable.  We set up what our goals are, and we share with the group those 
goals that are reasonable.  We do check-ins; “Okay, so you said that your goal is 
to do this, that…okay then I’m going to finish, you know, making the edits on 
Chapter 2, and that way, it’s only 20 pages.” So, we try to make it as measureable, 
as attainable, as possible; so next time we meet, like, “Okay, did you do these 
many pages?” And then we send each other copies of our work.  
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Although Nancy (University D-HBCU) attended a different institution from Mae, 

she also received informal mentoring from the Sister Mentors program.  She explained 

how informal mentoring helped her remain in her academic program by “getting another 

take on what other women, I guess [per se] is going through in their various programs.” 

Whereas, John noted that the informal mentoring relationships he developed at University 

A (HWCU) helped him to build a community of people based upon shared experiences.       

 Gina shared her perspective on informal mentoring at University D (HBCU), and 

the fact that she benefitted more from mentoring when it was more personal.  She did not 

need all the formality.  She perceived that informal mentoring gave her a real spin on the 

context of the occurrence at hand and removed some of the professional burden 

associated with formal mentoring.    

You get a less than professional take on things; which are pretty good, because 
you don’t always want that.  Well, “This is the way that things are supposed to go, 
and I suggest that you do this.” You know that kind of professional, politically 
correct kind of way that some people have to do it.  Informal mentoring gives you 
the opportunity for somebody to give you that real spin on it, tell you what the 
real deal is; and I like for people to be like “Okay, this is what’s going to happen, 
so you know what to expect.” I think that’s the number one benefit of informal 
mentoring for me, like “Girl, yes, I get it.  Let me tell you what I did, and let me 
tell you what you need.” I think that’s one of the best benefits for me; to have 
people that kind of help guide you to do it, but not in that, like, “Let me keep on 
my professional hat while I talk to you.”   
 
As stated previously, all students in this study revealed the benefits (e.g. advice, 

guidance, and emotional/psychological support from friends, family, etc.) of informal 

mentoring for their success as doctoral students.  Study participants believed that being 

able to choose the informal mentoring relationship had a lot to do with the positive 

outcomes (i.e. encouragement and motivation to succeed) they received.  Unlike formal 
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mentoring, informal mentoring was not forced on the doctoral students.  Ira gave the 

following perspective on informal peer mentoring at University A (HWCU): 

I consider Vince to be a mentor to me.  All that he does here and there is he’ll say 
something encouraging that I need to hear at that time or something motivating or 
eliminating a barrier that’s been keeping me from doing something related to my 
study.  It just comes when you need it, and it’s a good reminder of what shared 
goals you have established with someone else.  So, I have really appreciated that.   
I think another benefit of the informal relationship is that everybody there is in an 
informal relationship.  There is still this idea that there isn’t necessarily the feeling 
that the relationship has to be reciprocal.  So, it may be transformative in one 
direction, but that’s okay because the folks who are contributing their time to 
providing the mentoring for me are truly invested in me in that one second and 
then they move on.  I have appreciated that too.  When you eliminate the 
formality, I think people really have the opportunity to be very true.    
 

 Cathy shared that her informal peer mentoring relationships had really helped her 

through some of her more challenging academic experiences at University A (HWCU).  

She did not realize that other students were having similar experiences with a professor 

from her program.  However, by establishing relationships and bouncing ideas off of 

classmates, Cathy found a way to instill sanity in a situation that once appeared dismal.  

She shared, 

So my informal mentoring has been really helpful.  These are people from my 
cohort, and these are people I could have bounced ideas off of, and I could talk to.  
During my first semester, I had a hard time with one professor.  At that time, we 
weren’t really talking as a group; we meet in the class in the cohort, but I didn’t 
know that all the people are having the same experiences with him.  But just 
having people to talk to you and say, “Look over things; maybe you need to do 
this instead of that,” that has been beneficial… just getting me through the 
process…getting me to this point and with some sanity intact.    
 
Dennis explained how he benefitted academically from informal peer mentoring 

relationships with students who were further along in their program at University B 

(HBCU).  He added that he would listen closely in class and capture ideas from fellow 
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classmates; such as difficult milestones or impediments they faced in class.  Dennis used 

this as preparation for when he was at that stage in his doctoral program.     

I’ve benefited more so by the informal mentoring, especially being in classes with 
the former cohort as well.  A lot of things or issues that are talked about in class 
are in an informal way.  So, I take note of that.  So, one student may say, “Well, I 
have had a problem with this,” and I jot it down in my head.  I say, “Okay, when I 
get to that stage, maybe that might be a problem,” and listening to ways how they 
navigate through that issue.  So, a lot of time, it’s not me actually going up to a 
student, “Hey! Did you take this class? How was this professor?” But hearing 
about different things in classes and in the hallways that I take note and that I 
know that one day I may be at that stage and that their comment might help me 
out... or it helps me to know what to ask when I get to that stage, as well.    
   
Like Dennis, Kim also acknowledged the benefits of developing informal 

mentoring relationships with peers who were further along (or had completed) in their 

program at University D (HBCU):  

Informal would be my classmates [laughing]… For example, yesterday, I had a 
classmate…she graduated, and she is back in her country, and we talked 
yesterday.  And again, seeing where she is, like, you…We started the program 
together; she just started full-time; I started part-time.  So, she graduated before 
me, but to hear her say that she is teaching three classes, but she is also doing 
brand management at a major company, like, that’s inspiring and that’s good to 
know.  And it’s very beneficial, because it shows me where this can take me.  It 
also shows me where I’m working so hard, and seeing her; it made my process… 
although it was still difficult, it made my process a little bit easier.  So, I think 
informal mentoring has been way more beneficial to me than formal.    
 
Information Sharing/Networking (e-Mentoring).  A number of the participants 

also described information sharing as a type of informal mentoring that involved the use 

of social media and networking with colleagues and peers to reach a common goal that 

could have a lasting impact on their academic and professional success.  Chesler and 

Chesler (2002) explained that individuals develop these types of informal peer mentoring 

relationships when both individuals share common interests, help each other, and “de-

emphasize seniority and hierarchy” (p. 52).  All participants in the study indicated that 
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they had taken part in some form of information sharing or networking with colleagues, 

peers, and cohort members during their doctoral experience.  Ava explained that speaking 

with and receiving information from graduating doctoral students at University D 

(HBCU) had a positive effect on her academic achievement and pursuit of the doctoral 

degree.  She used their stories as motivation and how you cope with difficult obstacles 

and make the most of any matter at hand.   

The senior graduate students that are near completion with their dissertation and 
are defending and they're just waiting for graduation...having them to talk to… It's 
motivating, and it's relaxing to know that I will one day be at that point; and it is 
possible, even though there are many things that come into play when you're 
trying to get all those things done.  The roadblocks…but just seeing them do it 
and hearing the stories and hearing how you cope with a hard statistics professor 
and making the most of this situation.  That’s been pretty helpful.    
 
Matt highlighted the importance of having a compassionate social environment in 

which he and his peers at University B (HBCU) helped each other by sharing 

information.  He and his colleagues wanted each other to succeed, so they engaged on all 

phases on the university, by sharing notes, books, personal experiences, and insights.     

You want to see your fellow colleague succeed, and you’ll share information, 
notes, books, insight, etc.  On the outside, I mean pretty much everybody is pretty 
focused.  After they leave, they go back to their individual world of working, 
family, and so forth.  But for the most part, while we’re there, it's very engaging 
on all aspects between the school, department, and the program.  We really want 
to see the others succeed.    
 
Matt also noted the importance of sharing information across diverse institutions.  

He perceived the prominence of having an external mentoring network of colleagues 

around the country that could keep him on track with his course of study.  

There is no way I would be where I am, in this capacity, if I didn’t have 
colleagues who work at different institutions around the country, who are 
likeminded, going to conferences, meeting those mentors…friends who I've 
worked with who I've mentored.  I have a colleague now who is a college 
president.  We worked together some years ago.  I have a couple of colleagues… 
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mentors…who are vice presidents that have helped me get to where I am, and 
there is no way that I would be where I am if I didn’t have them.  Sometimes, you 
have to bend to a mentor, and they’ll give you the right dose of information to 
keep you on track.  So, there's no way I would be here if I didn’t have those 
mentors who helped shape me.    
 
Matt explained how information sharing with peer mentors enhanced his 

academic experience.  He and his classmates communicated via phone and discussed 

assignments topics, as well as differing perspectives on class in general.  Matt saw this as 

a plus because he and his colleagues were going through the same daunting process.  

I would have to say my classmates, definitely, especially from an informal 
standpoint.  They’re colleagues who I work with, who are also doctoral students 
at the same institution.  We may get on the phone and we’ll say, you know, “How 
did you do in such and such class, and how did you do in that paper and so forth?”  
I think you get that informal mentorship from your fellow colleagues who are 
going through that same process, and that’s definitely helpful as the formal 
process, with your fellow classmates.  There are former classmates who have a 
doctorate and who are working at other institutions; I may give them a call, and 
them reaching out to me, “Hey man, hang in there, keep going.” That’s also very 
helpful.    
 

 Mimi discussed the various avenues through which she and her peers at 

University C (HWCU) shared information that was beneficial to her educational process.  

They would communicate via email and phone, and would help one another with 

proposal and dissertation topic reviews.  They also formed groups to discuss a particular 

concept.  One of the benefits was using information sharing in the form of resource 

documents or through websites usage.    

Unofficially, I have a group of peers that have attended dissertation defenses.  
They have people within the school system that are also pursuing doctors of 
education or PhDs, and they get all this information from them, and sometimes, 
we communicate on the phone.  Sometimes, we communicate via email.  We look 
at each other’s proposals and possible dissertation topics.    
 
So, even if it’s not an ongoing relationship and pretty much a phone call, it was 
like a lot of advice.  And my three friends that I’ve gone through a couple of 
classes with, we communicate on a regular basis, and we email, we phone…trying 
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to understand a certain concept, trying to find sources.  Sometimes we’ll say, 
“Well, here is a list of sources we can use and here’s a resource document on 
phenomenology,” or we’re sending resources…sending websites to each other.  
 
Similar to other participants, John shared a story about how he looked to peer 

mentors who had completed their program at University A (HWCU) for information and 

advice.  He revealed that a recent graduate advised him on the workings of the doctoral 

process and gave him relevant articles and books to read about the dissertation process.  

John also spoke about peers from other programs that he had the benefit of presenting at 

conferences with, and how they all mentored each other.  He was very fond of these 

groups stating,  

My friend Ramona, who got her PhD right before I started, she was really helpful 
in terms of kind of giving me advice on how to do this process in an efficient 
manner and to keep it in perspective.  And she has given me some articles and 
books to read about during the dissertation, and so that’s been really helpful.  A 
group of people that I met from the other programs kind of…we act like mentors 
for each other…For example, we are presenting at a conference in a couple of 
weeks, and one of the people in the group had been to the conference before and 
suggested that we propose, and so we did.  We are just kind of pushing each other 
to do more.  
 
Mimi (University C—HWCU) explained how information sharing in the form of 

social media (i.e. Facebook) helped her to connect with her colleagues and peers.  She 

was connected to a doctoral Facebook group and used this avenue to get answers clarified 

to questions.  Mimi felt particularly close to this [doctoral group on Facebook], even 

though she did not know them personally stating, 

The big daddy of them all is the Facebook group.  I’m in ten Facebook groups on 
Ph.D., Ed.D., dissertation; and every time you turn around, someone’s asking a 
question, but it helps you indirectly…[gives] me good insight.  And [the] 
administrators and the groups on Facebook who already have their PhDs, I asked 
the questions, and they step on the bandwagon to help.  I honestly have got a lot 
of my answers clarified through the Facebook group.  They don’t even know me, 
and they’re just quick to help me.  So, I’ll have to say for the most part, unofficial 
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mentors that I’ve received mentoring from are through social media, through 
Facebook.  
 
A number of participants stated that they took part in some form of information 

sharing (through social media) during their doctoral process.  Through varied peer 

relationships, the participants stated that they gained access to valuable information and 

resources that aided them on their paths to success.   

 Support and Encouragement.  Support and encouragement provided confidence 

to the participants and allowed them to achieve success during their doctoral process.  

African-American doctoral students relied on support and encouragement from several 

informal and formal mentoring sources.  Participants revealed that mentors are part of a 

support system.  This system includes family, work, and school.  Family and friends 

mentoring came in the form of non-academic support, which provided emotional support 

to participants.  Colleagues, professors, and classmates provided informal mentoring to 

participants in the form of academic and emotional/psychological support.  According to 

the participants, having a supportive colleague, spouse, or parent who understood the 

doctoral process encouraged them during difficult times.  Participants believed that these 

support groups were integral to their academic success.  Chickering and Reisser (1993) 

argued that in an educational setting, mentors could help students navigate the emotional 

difficulties of modern life, and provide encouragement and tools to help students stay 

positive and on course, even when everything seemed to be going up in smoke.  Bigman 

(2003) also stressed the important relationship between family support and the degree 

completion of African-American doctoral students.  Participants overwhelmingly 

concurred, noting that support systems in their lives were essential to their ability to 

complete their program.   
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Matt explained that having an effective support system in place was critical to his 

success at University B (HBCU).  He noted that having the emotional support of one’s 

spouse was particularly important: 

One of the things that I would see is hindering your academic success is not 
having a strong support system, i.e. your family.  If you have a supportive spouse 
who understands the process, that’s paramount right there.  If you have that 
spouse who doesn’t understand what you're dealing with, I think that’s a major 
hindrance in your academic success.  Because when you leave the institution, you 
go home; you don’t have that rapport, and that begins to wear on you after a 
while.  That’s just another hurdle to deal with.  So, I think having that strong 
support system, especially from the home, is paramount in your academic success.    

 
Ann also valued having a strong academic support system in place, although in 

her case, the support came from her classmates, her professional colleagues, and her 

department chairperson at University B:  

I think, actually, the support from my classmates…the support from my 
colleagues here at the office…they are very supportive for me in my efforts that I 
am doing.  I think that really has helped.  And then now, also having a decent 
relationship with my chair, I think that is helping me overcome…or kind of 
achieve my academic goals.  Because I’m a type of person, I don’t like to start 
anything that I don’t finish.  So, I think just having that additional support just 
kind of helps me understand why I am going through this process in the first 
place.  So that has been very helpful; instrumental.    
 
Mimi shared that she had lost her sense of motivation and wanted to take a 

semester off of her program at University C (HWCU), but she found that the emotional 

support and encouragement she received from an informal mentor gave her the 

confidence she needed to keep going in her academic program:  

For me, personally, I didn’t feel like I was preparing to move forward with my 
dissertation, and I was actually going to take this semester off and just say, “I’m 
[going to] read all my literature books that I’ve purchased, and I’m just going to 
get a very great grasp on this concept, because I don’t want to fail.” And 
somebody basically said, “Mimi, you can do it; you can keep pushing yourself.” 
And my research consultant, I talked to him over the phone, he was like, “I’m 
thinking you should basically stop beating yourself up.  We need to just think 
things through a little, but I still feel like you are good enough to finish the class 
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and go ahead and get started to move on.”  He has not been in my life that long, 
but him just taking the time to listen to my concerns and just support me in my 
study… Even though he’s not on my committee or anything, per se, that really 
just made a difference for me; because at that moment, I had already doubted 
myself, I didn’t believe in myself, and I honestly used to think that he was one of 
the mean professors that makes me go through the rights of passage.  He turns out 
to be a cool person, and without him making those specific statements to me, I 
would not have been in my class that I am right now to finish up my proposal and 
my perspective.    
 
Cathy also commented on how the emotional support and encouragement of her 

classmates at University A (HWCU) got her through a particularly difficult time when 

she felt completely overwhelmed and considered quitting the program:  

We are very supportive of each other; we reach out to each other.  I remember the 
summer of my first year, I almost had a meltdown; because I have two kids, and it 
was just so much.  It was just nonstop, and there was no break.  And I am like, “I 
can't do this anymore, I am quitting!” And just [having] people reach out to me by 
email within the group, not just the group itself by email, and by phone.  It was 
just that I appreciated that from the department.  
 

 Dean spoke of how his informal mentoring relationship with the vice president of 

University B (HBCU) gave him the encouragement he needed to keep going when he 

began to doubt his ability to complete his academic program:  

The only thing that they would help [me with] would be with the persistence in 
which they know that you’re in it to win it, and the reason why I say that is 
because my vice president of my college is very supportive.  The thing I 
appreciate about him is he is very personal with all the students…with all the 
employees…in which he won’t just say, “Hi, how is it going?” You can have a 
conversation with him.  The thing he told me, which made sense, was after the 
first class.  I was thinking, “What did I get myself into?  I have to do this for three 
years.  I don’t have time for this.” And he said, “The key to a doctoral student is 
once you’ve passed the first class, and you went through that process, you might 
as well take them all, because then you can have something to show out of it, 
instead of just a challenge you had with the first course.” So the key was for the 
doctoral program, once you take the first class you might as well finish it.    
 
Similarly, Nancy shared that the encouragement she received in her interactions 

with the Sister Mentor peer group helped her gain confidence about her ability to 
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complete her academic program and aided her in coming out of her shell within the 

academic environment:  

Well, as you know, like…Sister Mentor, another reason why I am still here 
[laughs]…And so, I kind of get another take on what other people are…other 
women, I guess… per se…are going through in their various programs…and so 
mentoring, accountability…all that is getting me to the point of where I can 
actually look at the finish line, versus before, when I first came to University D.  I 
was like, “Should I be here?  How did I get here?  I have no experience!” And so, 
I kind of kept to myself.  So, the mentoring is kind of helping me get out of my 
shell.  I would definitely say that.  
 
Rex shared that the emotional support he received from an informal mentor made 

him feel as if he could be himself within the academic environment at University A 

(HWCU), which seemed very important to him.  He talked about how his mentor 

encouraged him indirectly by providing this safe space: 

I would say that sometimes, mentoring can come in a very indirect way from very 
unsuspecting people.  I didn’t even mention that earlier when you asked me that 
question, but hers has come more so in the form of encouragement…I think her 
positive attitude…just a friendly face here on campus and kind of like a place 
where you can come and just be yourself.  I think in a doctoral program, while it 
is school; it is it’s almost like being on the job too.  So, I think you always feel 
like you’re kind of in a fish bowl, and sometimes you just need that whole, “Let 
me be myself.” Let me find somewhere on this campus where I can just be, you 
know, “little old country Black boy.” Let’s just talk real and not have to have 
academic conversation, because academic conversation is good, but the informal 
is just as important as the academic for me.  That is how those informal mentoring 
experiences have helped me to sometimes just to be able to make it.   
 
Gina’s primary source of academic support was her cohort at University D 

(HBCU), and she was ecstatic about the support and encouragement she received from 

them and the strong sense of community that they shared:  

There are four of us that started this year in my cohort, and we have a really 
strong sense of community and helping one another and working together to get 
through whatever obstacles we have.  So, it’s almost like a huge/small family 
environment where there’re so many people here to support you that…the support 
that you get...the number of people that are willing to listen when you’re 
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frustrated and offer you advice when you need help with something... It’s 
encouraging, it’s great, and it’s not something that I’ve experienced before.    

 
Gina also shared that during a meeting, the director of her department encouraged 

her to “be courageous” as she navigated her academic program:  

In undergrad or previous graduate work, I didn’t necessarily feel that sense of 
community, that encouragement and that kind of push to do well and not to lean 
on anybody.  To know that you can if you need to…but it’s kind of forge your 
own way.  The director of the psychology department of the graduate school said 
in a meeting, “Most of the degrees that you’ve gotten before are the degrees that 
you’ve received.” “But a PhD is a degree that you take.” And that kind of just 
switched something on in my brain.  Like…Okay, when I went to school before, I 
kind of did it because that’s what you’re supposed to do.  But now, “Alright, this 
is something that you chose to do this time, and this is something that’s going to 
make or break your future.  I felt encouraged to be courageous in what I’m trying 
to do…and to pave my own way and not necessarily follow in other people’s 
footsteps.  But if I feel like there’s something that I want to do, then I should do it.  
So, they’re a very encouraging academic environment for sure.    
 
Ava (University D-HBCU) was inspired by the emotional support and 

encouragement she received from her biggest motivator—her mom.  She explained that 

her mother encouraged her both verbally and by her own example:  

My mom, like I was saying, she received her doctorate the year I graduated high 
school and watching her as I'm grooming myself, you're like, “Okay, you're 
almost done with high school.  We got to get ready for college.  You got to get 
ready for grad school.  And watching her complete this doctoral program with two 
kids, a husband, and a full-time job…It was just like I had no excuses.  Like, “If 
school is my full-time job, there's no reason why I can't get it done.” So, she was a 
huge help.  And even now, whenever I meet a milestone, or I’m just stressing 
about something, she’s like, “Ava, you got this.  You just need to think, take a 
deep breath.  You know what? Put the books down, take a break, and you’re done 
for tonight.  Just remember that it is possible, it's feasible, and you will get it 
done.” So, in terms of my academic success throughout life, she's probably been 
the biggest motivator and inspiration to keep striving for more.    

 

Lack of Support 

 
While a number of participants expressed feeling supported by their informal 

support systems both within and outside of their academic environments, other 



                                                                                                                          

102 

 

 

participants bemoaned the absence of encouragement that they experienced.  Both Mae 

and Marlon, in particular, shared their frustration with the lack of emotional support they 

encountered during their academic process and discussed the negative impact it had on 

their academic experience.   

Mae expressed her disillusionment with the academic process after dealing with 

the politics often involved in her academic work at University A (HWCU).  She found 

that without support from her school, department, and program, she had lost her 

enthusiasm.  This loss of excitement was realized when she started preparing for her 

comprehensive exams: 

I was very enthusiastic about my school, about my department, about my 
program, and about my Professors and that was when I was taking my 
coursework.  When I was done with my coursework and thus moved into 
preparing for my comprehensive exams, that’s when my experience and my 
opinion of the program changed.  
 
I’m no longer enthusiastic about the program, the school, or the faculty.  I’m 
being very indifferent about the school, the faculty, and the program; and that is 
because the culture here is very political in nature, and that’s one of those 
transferable skills I’m attempting to learn…how to navigate the political process.  
But it’s really sink or swim as whether I’m going to do or die and pull myself by 
my bootstrap.  So, it’s like we made it through a hazing process… and because of 
that, it’s making me feel quite anxious, quite overwhelmed and quite unsupported.  
 

 Marlon expressed similar frustration when discussing the lack of encouragement 

he received at University D (HBCU).  He believed that as an African-American male in a 

department that consisted of mostly of women and female faculty, he was not getting the 

emotional support as compared to his female colleagues:  

As [an] African-American male doctoral student in my department; I found that I 
had to fight for everything.  I had to come to the table with ideas and learned that 
nothing was going to be handed to me.  Because our faculty is predominantly 
African American…particularly females or women here tend to get a lot more 
support than men, and that’s why the African-American men are so scarce.  I 
entered with one other male, and he sort of failed.  Last year, we had two African 
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American…because we have, obviously, the diaspora…but last year, we had two 
African-American men that both are gone.  So, it is something that in this 
program you have to really show your worth as a Black man, because you will get 
tried a lot if you don’t.  
 
Based on the interviews conducted during the research project, some participants 

received formal mentoring through professional and academic growth.  However, other 

participants had a different formal mentoring experience.  They were negatively affected 

when they did not receive the same level of emotional support as other African-American 

doctoral students.  According to the students, informal mentoring was beneficial to their 

perceived academic and professional success.  This guidance came from a variety of 

sources, including faculty members and administrators, academic and professional peers, 

and family members and took a variety of forms that included professional and academic 

guidance, information sharing/networking (e-mentoring), and encouragement and 

support.   

However, 38% (10 of 26) of the participants perceived that they did not receive 

adequate formal mentoring from their assigned mentor/advisor during their doctoral 

process.  Ironically, 38% of participants from HBCUs and HWCUs reported not 

receiving adequate formal mentoring from their assigned mentor/advisor.  By institution, 

43% of participants from University A-private HWCU reported that they did not receive 

adequate mentoring from their assigned mentor/advisor.  Fifty-percent of participants 

from University B-public HBCU stated they did not receive satisfactory mentoring from 

their assigned mentor/advisor.  At University C-public HWCU, 33% of participants 

revealed they did not receive acceptable mentoring from their assigned mentor/advisor.  

Participants (29%) from University D-private HBCU recounted that they did not receive 

sufficient mentoring from their assigned mentor/advisor.  These students sought formal 
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mentoring from other faculty or unofficial advisors and relied on informal mentors.  This 

research demonstrated how African-American doctoral students developed mentoring 

connections to help facilitate success throughout their programs.   

Matt revealed that forging relationships with formal mentors was very important.  

He stated, 

I think most importantly is forging relationships.  I think with the formal 
mentoring that you receive from either, informally from colleagues, who are 
doctoral students and formal mentoring from your professors you create 
relationships that can really go way beyond after you finished your doctorate.  For 
example, I've seen where some professors who taught students, doctoral students, 
who have gone back to the administration.  They have actually picked a former 
student to become associate Vice President, Dean, Provost, because of those 
relationships that you’ve created with the formal mentoring.  

 

Joan agreed and shared her thoughts on the benefits of mentoring:  

I have someone who has been in my position at some point and knows the journey 
and the struggle and can help maneuver those turns and those forks in the road.   
But [I] definitely think it has been helpful, because…and I think, like, any type of 
mentoring it is most helpful when the person has actually experienced some of the 
things that you are experiencing.  
 

In summary, Research Question 1 spoke to the ways that African-American 

doctoral students described their formal and informal mentoring experiences (in their 

schools and academic programs).  The data collected from participants related to this 

question revealed two primary themes: (1) Professional and Academic Growth and (2) 

Academic and Professional Experiences.   

The second theme included three common factors: Professional and Academic 

Guidance, Information Sharing/Networking (e-Mentoring), and Support 

(emotional/psychological) and Encouragement.   
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Overall, the participants seemed to appreciate the professional and academic 

growth (formal), as well as academic and professional experiences (informal) they 

received during their mentoring experiences.  Through these experiences, both formal 

and informal mentoring proved to be instrumental for the majority of participants’ school 

mentoring experiences and academic programs.  

Sixty-two percent of the participants expressed some sense of appreciation for the 

formal mentoring that their mentor/advisor played in guiding them along the path to 

doctoral success.  Whereas, 38% (10 of 26) of the participants perceived that they did not 

receive adequate formal mentoring from their assigned mentor/advisor during their 

doctoral process.  These students sought mentoring from other faculty or unofficial 

advisors and relied on informal mentors.  Based on the four institutions represented for 

the study, participants at University D-private HBCU received the highest percentage 

(71%) of formal mentoring.   

All participants noted experiencing some form of informal mentoring and shared 

that those relationships were vital to their success.  Those relationships came in many 

forms.  For example, participants shared that family members and colleagues who 

supported them through informal mentoring encouraged them.  Participants were 

encouraged by professors, spouses and friends to tackle the rigors of the doctoral process.  

The majority of the students relied on peer mentoring, in all of its forms, to help them 

fulfill course and curriculum objectives.   

In conclusion, African-American doctoral students interviewed for the research 

project perceived the contributions of formal mentoring on professional and academic 

growth to be valued.  However, African-American doctoral students also perceived 
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negative aspects (i.e. lack of formal mentoring) on professional and academic growth that 

curtailed their success during the doctoral process.  Furthermore, the research project 

confirmed the value of informal mentoring from home, school, and work could have on 

African-American doctoral students.  

Research Question 2 

How the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students at 

HBCUs differed from the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral 

students at HWCUs? 

  Previous research has indicated that African-American doctoral students receive 

varying degrees of mentoring at HBCUs and HWCUs.  With the increased enrollment of 

African-American graduate students at HBCUs, HWCUs have begun to examine ways of 

increasing the African-American presence in their doctoral programs.  Steele (1999) 

identified three critical factors involved in recruiting a significant cohort of African-

American students to attend an HWCU: (1) decreasing social isolation, (2) having 

African-American faculty or faculty support, and (3) providing appropriate financial 

support.  

The responses provided during participant interviews addressed the lived 

experiences and perceived differences in and effects of mentor/protégé relationships at 

HBCUs and HWCUs.  During data analysis, three key themes and four common factors 

emerged from the data that served as a response to this second research question.  They 

are (1) Characteristics of the Mentor/Protégé Relationship, (2) Perceived Barriers and 

Challenges, to include four common factors: Access and Availability, Communication 
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difficulties, Dissertation Writing, and Faculty Turnover, and (3) Team Building and 

Collaboration Garners Success.   

Theme 3: Characteristics of the Mentor/Protégé Relationship 

This theme introduces African-American doctoral students’ lived and perceived 

experiences on the characteristics of mentor/protégé relationship at HBCUs and HWCUs.  

As previous research has suggested, mentoring programs must foster positive and 

productive mentoring relationships to be effective.  The fact that mentors receive protégé 

assignments within the context of a formal mentoring program does not necessarily mean 

that the protégé and the mentor will have a successful mentoring relationship.  

Consequently, it is necessary to look at the characteristics of the participants (both 

mentors and mentees) to establish which factors lead to effective mentoring relationships 

(Baugh & Fagenson-Eland, 2007).   

Dennis explained that University B (HBCU) made the provision of mentorship a 

priority in an effort to encourage doctoral student success.  He perceived a positive 

change in the department’s culture where they are offering additional opportunities and 

services (to include ways of increasing mentors) that provides its doctoral students an 

avenue to be successful in their respective program.  He added that, generally, both 

HBCUs and HWCUs want their doctoral students to succeed for similar reasons, but that 

he was not aware of HWCU programs designed to explicitly mentor African Americans 

or minority doctoral students:  

I believe that there is a perception of encouragement for doctoral students at 
HBCUs.  I believe that the school, they want to see us succeed, and for University 
B, part of its mission…or part of its goal for the next couple of years is to become 
a research institution.  So, it’s very important on the strategic level from the 
university that they have their doctoral students to succeed if they ever want to get 
to that status of becoming a research institution that produces X number of 
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doctoral students.  So, I think the department is changing where they are offering 
more opportunities and more services that cater specifically to doctoral students, 
so that they can be successful in the program.  They are looking at ways of how 
we can increase our mentors and how we can support our students.  So, on the 
same spectrum, I believe that any college… historically Black or historically 
White…[wants] to see their students succeed.  My perception would be that they 
offer opportunities.  I don’t know if they specifically offer opportunities for 
African-American students, but as students as a whole, so that they can succeed.  
But I’m not really familiar with too many resources that they might have out there 
to mentor specifically for African-American students.    
 
Joan, who also attended University B, noted that the school’s mentoring program 

was designed to help doctoral students acquire the information and skills needed to 

successfully complete their programs and begin to break down barriers and stereotypes 

about African Americans in higher education:  

I really think that the mentor…and I think every program has an element of 
mentoring to it…but I think in this country, there [are] still many African 
Americans who don’t go to college, much less get to a position where they’re in 
doctoral programs… If you get to doctoral programs, they are probably the first in 
their family... I think that’s where that mentoring comes in, because these folks 
are trying to help you overcome that…not only the stigma of what people think 
about African Americans in general…and then, how that works with education.   
We are not fully represented, in the public eye, in a positive light; and so any type 
of mentoring that we can get will help promote more and more African 
Americans to not only start doctoral programs, but also to finish.  That is very 
helpful, and I think my program does a really good job of trying to get us to be 
stronger and more professional and very well-versed in the topics that we choose, 
so that we can go out there and make a difference…and not just in our 
communities but in education in general.  
 
Mimi attended University C, an HWCU, and had a very different experience with 

her mentoring relationships.  She explained that she believed that the professors were not 

equipped to mentor African-American students, and felt largely unsupported because the 

school did not see her as a worthy investment.  She wanted to be pushed by her institution 

to succeed:  

I’m not saying that because I go to a predominantly White institution that 
someone won’t push me; I just feel like the possibility of that happening is slim to 
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none because I am not a typical investment that someone would think would be a 
success.    
 
I’ve also had professors to see me in the hallway and look at me like they’re better 
than me.  So, the mentoring part of it, I don’t really think that much emphasis is 
placed on Blacks; and furthermore, I think that there is an imbalance between 
Black mentors or advisors and Blacks at the school.  I don’t really think you can 
really mentor me well if you can’t connect with me.  So this thing that Blacks 
aren’t smart, and that we aren’t civilized, I think that plays the role in a lot of 
things, especially in academics or academia.    
 
Mimi shared that she regretted not attending an HBCU.  She believed that 

African-American doctoral students at HBCUs were mentored and supported by their 

advisors and mentors.   

I sometimes regret not going to an HBCU because I feel like somebody there 
would have pushed me.  I feel like mentors at HBCUs for doctoral candidates 
give the best of assistance, because they know that there is something some 
people have to say about going to HBCUs.  I want you to produce the best 
dissertation possible, because not only do you want to prove to yourself that you 
can be a scholar; but know that this school pushed you, and you created that great 
product of research and information from an HBCU…  
 
Rex attended University A, an HWCU, and shared a similar opinion on mentoring 

experiences for African-American doctoral students at HBCUs.  He spoke about the 

cultural differences of Blacks and Whites: 

I think immediately to my cousin who is a doctoral student at University D 
[HBCU], and I remember when he first got started he talked about all of these 
professors and people I’d read about in his program, and how they took him under 
their wing.  And they are like, “You’re going to make it.  You’re going to be 
successful.  We are going to make you toe the line.” I remember thinking I would 
experience that here…not so much…And I realize why, but I think it’s much 
more intentional.  It’s culturally the norm for Black people to embrace each other 
and push each other, believe in each other.  We are relationship-oriented, and 
Whites are not.  For the most part, and culturally speaking, there are 
relationships…Where we are and at HBCU’s, you get relationships.  I think from 
the provost down to whomever, you could see there is a hierarchy; and with 
White people, it’s more individualistic.    
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Like Mimi, Rex did not feel supported by the formal mentoring relationship at 

University A-HWCU.  He revealed the importance of understanding cultural differences 

and the impact of having a division of student affairs for minority students at an HWCU.    

I think formal mentoring is something that you have to seek out.  My perception 
of formal mentoring is that there is none.  “I guess they were supposed to pair us 
up with someone who’s been in the program for two or three years,” that did not 
happen.  So, I would say there is no formal mentoring or it’s very little.  The 
informal mentoring, I still say it’s something you have to kind of connect to.  I 
mean it’s just you got to find it.  What helps me is I attended predominantly white 
institutions.  So I know the code.  However, it’s been tougher now because this 
[doctorate] requires so much more.  Even previously in those large institutions of 
35 to 40,000 people, in each college there was a division of multi-cultural student 
affairs or African-American student affairs.  So, there was a school within a 
school or family within the university that I connected to and had an experience of 
mentoring and connections almost like I was at an HBCU.  They knew how 
important it was to have at a PWI the relationship aspect for African-American 
students to be successful.    

 
Shirley commented specifically on the availability of formal mentoring 

relationships with African-American faculty at University C (HWCU):  

My perception is that, generally, when African-American students are looking for 
a mentor, they ideally want someone who is of the same race and/or gender.  That 
is harder to find, especially at [an HWCU].  [We] are underrepresented in the 
student population.  We are going to be underrepresented in the professoriate 
population or even the administrator staff because they could also serve as 
mentors.  So, when looking for those same race/same gender relationships…that’s 
harder to find, but I do think that they are able to sometimes find mentors which 
help them to be successful and persist; and I do think sometimes they might have 
not so healthy relationships or successful formal or informal mentoring 
relationships.   
 
Evan’s experiences mirrored those of his peers at HWCUs more than his 

colleagues at HBCUs.  Evan attended University B, an HBCU, and pointed out that one 

should not assume that mentoring relationships for African-American doctoral students at 

HBCUs are all positive.  He believed HBCUs should have more formal mentoring 

programs for doctoral students:  



                                                                                                                          

111 

 

 

[Just] looking at mentoring research sometimes, you need to have a trained 
understanding and actual program set in place to facilitate or talk with a mentor, 
and University B did not have that in this program.  I believe that it’s just 
assumed because we are an HBCU; the environment will take care of the 
mentoring itself.  There needs to be some kind of assessment or formal action to 
make mentoring happen.  We [cohort and students] have to advocate for ourselves 
to try to get different things done in different learning workshops.  So we kind of 
take at least full charge to do this thing that formally and informally the institution 
is not doing; most specifically the school and the program.   
 

 Participants at both HBCUs and HWCUs believed that having a positive and 

productive mentor/protégé mentoring relationship was helpful to their success and 

movement through the doctoral process.  Several participants perceived that African-

American doctoral students at HWCUs struggle to find a mentor that connects with and 

understands them.  One participant from a public HWCU stated that she often regretted 

not attending an HBCU.  She perceived that she would have been stretched harder to 

succeed at an HBCU as compared to an HWCU.  A student from a private HWCU voiced 

concerns about the cultural differences of Blacks and Whites and the importance for 

HWCUs to have a division of student affairs at institutions for minority students to use 

for mentoring connections.  One participant from a public HBCU pointed out that people 

should not assume that mentoring relationships are all glory.  He noted that at the 

doctoral level, the mentoring at his HBCU does not take care of itself.  He highlighted 

that doctoral students in his program had to advocate for themselves to get various things 

accomplished in department workshops.  The African-American doctoral students 

interviewed for the study articulated the importance of the mentor/protégé relationship at 

both HBCUs and HWCUs.  Mentoring provides an excellent opportunity for individual 

professional advancement.  Specifically, for academic advancement, mentoring programs 
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implemented in the context of higher education have been found to show positive effects 

for mentees, as well as for mentors and universities (Leidenfrost, et. al., 2011).   

Theme 4: Perceived Barriers and Challenges   

Participants at both HBCUs and HWCUs described barriers that had an impact on 

their ability to develop successful formal and informal mentoring relationships that led to 

their academic success.  These barriers to mentoring are displayed as four common 

factors that included (a) Access and availability, (b) Communication difficulties, (c) 

Dissertation writing, and (e) Faculty turnover.   

Access and Availability.  A number of students, even those with positive 

mentoring relationships, expressed having difficulty with the accessibility and availability 

of their formal and informal mentors.  In some cases, this lack of access led to feelings of 

isolation.  Gasman et al. (2008) examined African-American graduate students’ 

experiences on campus and reported that they often felt academically isolated in the 

classroom and socially isolated outside of the classroom in their departments.  The 

majority of the participants in the present study mentioned these feelings of isolation, 

particularly when their mentors were not easily accessible during their times of need.   

Tyler, a student at University C (HWCU), revealed that while she had a positive 

mentoring relationship with her advisor, she [advisor] had some difficulties with access 

and availability:  

Although I have a very good relationship with my mentor, she’s busy; and 
everybody is busy, but busy is a good thing.  But it is difficult sometimes to 
connect with her; although I feel like I can always reach her if I really need to.   
Sometimes it would just be good to have FaceTime with her, and I’m not always 
certain that I can have that one-on-one meeting time.  
 

Tyler also had many of the same issues with her informal mentoring relationships:  
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Availability, like scheduling, is pretty tough for all parties involved because 
doctoral students are busy, faculty is busy, so that’s the challenge.  
 
According to Niki, students at University D (HBCU) often struggled to get time 

and attention from their professors.  She explained that while she rarely experienced these 

issues in her program, she regularly observed the difficulties faced by her classmates in 

other departments:  

Outside of my program…because I’m at an HBCU, I feel like students struggle.   
Like a lot of the professors at other departments are really old and not around, and 
they don’t have assistants.  We have young professors in our department, which 
I’m thankful for; and then the ones who are young in other departments are in that 
rat race of tenure, and they are not taking time for students.  I just don’t think they 
are getting the assistance that they need, and that’s not only based on 
conversations but also observations.  So, that’s my perception in the HBCU 
setting.  If you are not their favorite person, it is a lot of politics; and 
unfortunately, as a student, we have to deal with it too.  
   
Ira, who attended University A (HWCU), shared his difficulties dealing with 

faculty who were unavailable, unresponsive, and unable to relate to his experience as an 

African-American student.  He perceived that there was not enough African-American 

faculty and that faculty members at the university (in his department) were very busy:  

Access to faculty is a challenge only because our faculty is stretched so thin.  At 
times, people are fading in and out, but there are also very few faculty members 
that look like me or could relate to the experience that I was going through in 
trying to make it work as a full-time employee and a student.  But you find people 
that can give you the support that you need when you need it.  So, Rob was great 
for me when my previous advisor who left University A was not responsive at all, 
because he was focused on master’s students; and I needed to know what classes I 
needed to take, but I never got any responses from him.  Rob was very responsive 
to me…[You] just latch onto whoever gives you an answer, and then you throw 
like five more questions at them until they stop responding, and then you go to the 
next person.  So, that…I think that has been kind of the approach to deal with that 
challenge as it’s been coming up.  You just kind of get the information from who 
you can and move on.    

 
Mimi shared that she had experienced feelings of social isolation that stemmed 

from the lower expectations and exclusion that originated with her White peer mentors at 
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University C (HWCU).  She shared an incident where she felt literally and figuratively 

left behind by her peer group.  Mimi spoke of how she and her peers communicated.  

They would “call, email, hang out, and talk with one another.” However, when the 

coursework was completed, the communication stopped.  The group stopped responding 

to her emails.  This is when Mimi perceived cultural difference and started feeling 

isolated from the group:  

We had just come back from lunch.  We got in the parking lot, and two of my 
friends had already walked on; and the other one, he was just getting out of his car 
when I was just getting out of my car.  And he’s like, “You coming Mimi?” But 
by the time I started walking, he had already caught up with the other two that had 
already been walking for a little short while.  It was impossible for him to have 
caught up with them unless they waited on him.  But they didn’t wait on me; and 
that’s when I realized that everything had changed; and that despite the fact that 
we had been cool all this time, it’s like as a Black person, I was isolated from the 
three White people.  And it was two males and a female, so even at that point it 
wasn’t about gender.  I just think that at a certain point, depending on who you are 
in the group with and who you are, people don’t take you as serious.  It really hurt 
me and I was like, “Dog, I got to do this by myself.”   
 
Dirk (University C-Public HWCU) also voiced his views on cultural differences 

and shared that it was easy to feel isolated when one relied solely on the support of the 

formal mentor without also having informal peer groups for support.  The expectation for 

Dirk was that he did not have a life outside of school because he focused all his energy 

and time on his academic work:  

So my perception…is that for African American folk it matters, it matters greatly 
and to some extent I think it matters more at the doctoral level, than it does at the 
undergrad level… I say this because the doctoral degree is about the academics, 
it’s about the study.  [As a graduate student, there] are no offices necessary that 
are dedicated to you; there are no experiences that are aiding in your 
development.  So it can be really isolating… you don’t have anywhere else to go 
besides your dissertation chair, your academic advisor and your cohort mates.  I 
think the assumption in the way we structure graduate education is predicated on 
the idea that you have life outside, which some do.  The irony is that the time it 
takes to do your degree; it takes a lot of your time from your life outside.    
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Communication Difficulties.  Ann, a student at University B-Public (HBCU), 

also felt that she was not [initially] on the same page with her newly assigned dissertation 

chair.  She revealed that there were some communication and availability issues because 

he is her new chair and is very new to her academic program.  She revealed that she met 

with the department chairperson to request a new dissertation chair because her previous 

chair was oftentimes disrespectful and said nasty things to her:   

At first there were some communication barriers because my new chair is very 
new to the program.  He is one of the newer faculty [members] in my academic 
program.  And at first, I felt there were some communication barriers and some 
lack of accessibility efforts; but now that we’ve come this far, I think now that we 
are kind of making progress where I can successfully complete the program.  
Things are a lot better, but one of the things that I basically did is always try to 
stay professional.  I have always tried to keep an open mind, and I’ve always tried 
not to come off like I am making it personal.  So, even when I met with my 
chairperson and my [previous] chair, when I was trying to switch, I never 
mentioned the nasty things that he [previous chair] said.  I tried to keep it very 
diplomatic and decent.  There are some challenges with communication or 
accessibility, and I have told them about us not being on the same page.    
 
Dissertation Writing.  For Mae, the writing process proved a significant barrier 

to her academic success.  She was agitated as she explained the philosophical challenges 

she experienced with her advisor and her issues with the structure of her program at 

University A, an [HWCU].  Her advisor did not seem to like the way she was writing.  

He wanted Mae to write in one voice, whereas she wanted to write her dissertation in an 

advocacy voice.  This caused friction between Mae and her advisor:  

The challenges that I faced were basically with writing.  I felt like going back to 
the philosophical differences between a community educator and a program 
geared towards…having educators in a classroom.  There’s going to be some deep 
philosophical differences, clearly, so it comes through [in] my writing…I’m 
writing as a practitioner, so my advisor says that I’m writing in three different 
voices.  I have a strong [scary] voice; that’s the voice he wants to see, but I have 
an advocacy voice, and then I also have a reflective voice; and those are the 
voices that are obscuring my [scary] voice.    
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Mae discussed the internal debate as she decided whether to compromise on her 

writing and the content of her dissertation or fight the difficult battle to stay true to her 

vision: 

Now I’d say that this is going to be difficult; that if this has been the challenge….  
because I’m basically being told to pull out that advocacy in the frontal voice, but 
that’s what brings out my research.  Secondly, this is what is going to be applied 
to the degree program.  Obviously, it’s like I’m so far along in the process, and 
I’m basically having this internal struggle with, “Okay, do I battle this out, or do I 
just comply by just graduating at University A?” It’s not like we have mentors for 
us.   
 
Mae lost confidence in her writing abilities because she and her advisor disagreed 

on how she should write the paper.  However, she felt the advisor did not read her papers 

or support her work.  This suggests that she felt isolated and resented when the faculty 

advisor failed to respond to her needs and expectations:   

I’ll send him [advisor] papers that I’m working, and he was like “oh, well just go 
to the writing center.” [Loud tone] You’re my advisor right.  He’s not going to 
read it anyway; that’s fine, I submitted it to him.  I got an honorable mention, the 
first time I submitted it.  I’m in the curriculum of Pedagogy, so there was this 
conference that was very specific for curriculum theorists.  So he’s [advisor] a 
curriculum theorist and that’s the kind of work that we read and that we do and so 
I went to this conference and so that first year, I submitted my work for the 
graduate student paper award, and he didn’t review it.  He said go to writing 
center, so I went.  I earned an honorable mention, so I was like okay, that’s pretty 
good for no feedback from my advisor.  So the next year, I went again.  
 
I submitted my paper again and he didn’t read it because he’s on sabbatical and so 
I submitted it and I earned paper of the year.  So that was really exciting and also 
very validating given that my struggles have been feeling like I can’t write to 
prove anything.  So, to get the paper of the year meaning that’s actually going to 
be published in the journal, I was really excited about that.  I feel like I had to do 
things on my own.  I had to look after myself.  I had to look out for opportunities, 
to publish, present, to do things.  I hear stories of other people’s advisors who 
look out for opportunities for them to get on research projects or present or do 
different things.  He doesn’t do that for me.  I have to do it alone.  
 
Mae could be experiencing a cultural difference with her advisor.  Professors 

typically will not review work if there is a major grammatical problem.  Nevertheless, 
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Mae’s advisor wanted her to write in one voice – this could be perceived as a grammar 

problem.   

Faculty Turnover.  Ira shared that faculty attrition at University A (HWCU) was 

a barrier to his academic success.  He consistently had to deal with different faculty 

members and formal mentors, which made the dissertation writing process particularly 

difficult as he dealt with the differing opinions of various advisors: 

Faculty turnover is here at this job; people like to refer [to] it as…pain points.  
But faculty turnover is a huge pain point in terms of my academic success; 
because that means there is very little consistency, and everybody feels a different 
way about one sentence that you write on a sheet of paper…So, that’s I think one 
thing.   

 
He also explained that not having a core group of people in his classes with whom 

he could build an informal peer mentoring or support group proved to be a challenge:  

I think that I benefited when we were going into research methods, and when we 
were doing the pre-dissertation workshop class, that was the first time where I felt 
like, “Oh, I am in a cohort with other people who are doing this.” And so, not 
having that was a hindrance for a while because I was pressured.  I was pushing 
through but the only person who I consistently saw in my classes was me; 
everybody else was cycling.  Especially when you’re taking some of those core 
classes, you are seeing some people from counseling and leadership and 
educational administration and HOL…So, it was hard [to] build that type of 
support network because people were cycling in and out, and I was never in many 
classes with people who are just studying what I was studying early on.  So, I kept 
going through as this army of one; trying to tell this story.  So, I think those were 
some hindrances that definitely were some bumps in the road for me leading up to 
this point.  
 
Based on interviews conducted during the research project, many of the African-

American doctoral participants perceived barriers and challenges hindered their academic 

success.  These barriers ranged from difficulties with access and availability of faculty 

members, communication difficulties and accessibility issues with advisors, 

dissertation/doctoral writing struggles with dissertation chairs, as well as faculty turnover.  
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Although numerous barriers and challenges were perceived, this research demonstrated 

how academic advisors and mentors of African-American doctoral students can help 

eliminate certain perceived barriers that hinder success.     

The African-American doctoral participants in the study had expectations for their 

advisor/mentor to be available and supportive.  In order for them to be successful in the 

doctoral program, they indicated that there are many demands placed on them as doctoral 

students at the beginning stages of the program and there is a need for guidance from the 

advisor/mentor.  The protégé is expected to academically perform in a successful manner 

and in some cases the guidance is not there (e.g. availability and access to faculty, 

turnover and attrition, assistance with dissertation writing, as well as effective 

communication).  Some students perceived a sense of cultural differences with classmates 

and faculty advisors/mentors.  

Theme 5: Team Building and Collaboration Garner Success    

For the participants, team building and collaboration with colleagues and cohort 

members served as an informal approach to mentoring that helped them to achieve 

academic success as they maneuvered through the doctoral process.  Participants shared 

their individual lived experiences at their respective universities, as well as their 

perceptions of the experiences of African-American doctoral students at other 

universities.  A number of the participants at both HBCUs and HWCUs reported 

engaging effectively in team building and collaboration with cohort members.  The 

academic environment of the school proved instrumental in the success of African-

American doctoral students attending HBCUs and HWCUs.  Students formed cohorts, 

talked with colleagues and peers to maneuver through the doctoral process, while others 
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felt withdrawn from these positive collaborations.  There were similar responses in the 

mentoring experiences of HBCU and HWCU students with respect to team building and 

collaboration.    

Matt stated that the students in his department at University B (HBCU) were very 

close.  He explained that the unofficial cohort [informal] that they formed provided 

valuable academic support as he progressed through his academic program: 

The academic environment at the school is an extremely engaging academic 
environment, and the department itself is very close.  Even though we’re not in a 
cohort, the traditional cohort, but because the department is small and it is 
relatively new, it's very nurturing.   
 
I think that was [one of] the benefits of informal mentoring, where you were able 
to work with say your cohort, your colleagues, and you’re able to come up with 
certain solutions to a case study, issues or problems.  I think you don’t always 
need to go to the professor.  Based on certain things, I think you can figure some 
things out either on your own or again pick up the telephone, and call a fellow 
colleague.  From an informal standpoint, again, that engagement, that mentoring 
with one another and come up with a solution to a particular problem.    

 
Ann also expressed appreciation for the academic environment at University B.  

She shared her positive experiences with her cohort and described how those 

relationships kept her going throughout the doctoral process:   

So the academic environment of my school has been great in terms of its energy.  
When I first started, I felt very positive about my program and with my 
classmates.  We [students] have a great relationship.  I am glad that I met the 
people that I have in my program, but the structure of the department has been a 
little discouraging.  Other students may say different meanings [things] from other 
departments, but within our particular department in higher Ed, there has been a 
lot of discourse within the program, and it has caused issues for a lot of students 
as a result.  

 
The social environment has a really good spirit.  A lot of us had gone to different 
events, have kept in touch…and that’s a very strong asset to the institution.  I 
think it has kept all of us going, because even though a few have dropped [from] 
the program overall, most of us have stayed and use each other for support to try 
to get through this process.    
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According to Gina, the academic environment at University D (HBCU) was very 

encouraging.  She described her cohort as a small, supportive group, and noted that the 

school itself was like a small family:   

It’s very encouraging to know that there’s this long history of academic success.  I 
feel like the school itself is very encouraging.  As far as providing opportunities 
for students to get their work done…to find resources to help them as they need it.    

  
The social program is pretty spread out.  There are four of us that started this year 
in my cohort, and we have a really strong sense of community and helping one 
another and working together to get through whatever obstacles we have.  So, it’s 
almost like huge/small family environment, where there’re so many people here 
to support you.  Numbers of people are willing to listen when you’re frustrated 
and offer you advice when you need help with something.    

 
Unlike Ann, Matt, and Gina, who attended an HBCU, Vince responded that the 

students at University A (HWCU) focused heavily on academics and typically did not 

prioritize building connections among classmates.  He did note, though, that he was able 

to form an unofficial cohort with his classmates to ensure that they did not fall behind in 

their studies.  He described how this informal mentoring group provided a valuable 

support system:  

I’d say that everybody is very much focused on the end goal and not necessarily 
on building connections within our own areas... The thing that helped me the most 
was a kind of unofficial cohort that we formed.  A bunch of us were in the same 
classes…and we were just like, “What are you taking?” And, that was extremely 
motivating, and not only because you are like, “Okay, I don’t want to fall behind; 
I don’t want to hold somebody else behind.” So, that motivated you to at least 
stay up with the pack and was extremely beneficial.    
 
Natalie stated that while her program at University C (HWCU) offered a good 

academic environment, she rarely engaged with students and faculty in the larger 

department:  

It is a good environment, supportive faculty; definitely diverse faculty, diverse 
students, and I don’t know too much about the department.  My program is one of 
the three programs in the larger department.  So, I don’t actually interact with the 
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larger department very much.  And then the university is similar.  I don’t really 
interact with the larger university all that much.   

 
Natalie explained that students within her program occasionally got together for social 

events, but the Black students met much more frequently to provide each other with 

valuable support: 

I think socially within the program that the doctoral students try to get together 
every so often.  They might meet like once or twice per semester where doctoral 
students get together in a social event.  Black doctoral students get together much 
more frequently.  We will do work together; we will have dinners together; we 
will be social together.  Socially, the program is pretty tight.  I am not social with 
people outside of my department. . .    

 
Natalie also discussed her perceptions of other African-American students’ experience 

with team building and collaboration at HWCUs:  

I will say that my experience is much better than the average mentorship 
experience [that] doctoral students have at PWIs.  Usually, students feel that they 
are not supported –they can’t find faculty members that can talk about their 
research interest or faculty members that look like them who are able to talk about 
other than academic stuff.  My perception is that it’s not that strong.    

  
Similar to Vince, Ira became part of an informal cohort at University A (HWCU).  

He stated that the university seemed to provide more support for full-time students than 

they did for part-time students.  He explained that student interactions decreased as they 

advanced in their programs, and he only kept in touch with one of the group members:  

I don’t know that the program does a really good job of building a cohort, 
particularly among doctoral students.  There were times when I felt like the cohort 
was fairly strong; but towards the end of my coursework experience, it seemed 
like that was fading.  And when I started the program that was nonexistent. . .    
 
I found that you were in one or two camps, you were either doing the program full 
time and a cohort program, where you invested a lot of your time to studying and 
those students spent a lot of time around each other.  Or you were making it work 
with everything else that was going on.  I felt a part of that making it work group.  
I think that Vince and I started to build a relationship with each other outside of 
this idea that nobody is actually looking… so we kind of had to do that for each 
other.     
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Similarly, while John had not really formed mentoring relationships with the 

students in his cohort, he did note that collaborating with the diverse group of students he 

encountered in his classes at University A (HWCU) was helpful for him:  

So it’s a very diverse environment in terms of ideas; and…I was also in lots of 
classes with people who [were] from other programs, and not necessarily with my 
cohorts.  So, that was good for me, because I was able to build relationships 
across the programs, and I have worked with a couple of people from different 
programs on different presentations and things like that.   
 
Dirk mentioned that students in the student affairs department at University C 

(HWCU) had assistantships on campus.  Dirk explained that he had been able to form 

informal mentoring groups across cohorts in his department where students helped each 

other study and write:   

Everyone is full-time.  Most folks have some sort of assistantship on campus that 
takes care of funding their program.  I would describe the [academic] 
environment as collegial, friendly, and we are a small group.  In student affairs, 
there are a total of…maybe 10 students across all cohorts…I have begun to like 
study and write with other PhD students in my program.  There is a community 
activities group, so there are master students and PhD students that plan 
community events for our program.  The school itself feels somewhat social and 
programming happens through the graduate student life office.    
 
Cheryl had a very positive experience at University C (HWCU).  She valued the 

opportunities to collaborate and develop relationships with both formal advisors and 

informal mentors.  She explained that these opportunities were presented as early as her 

initial orientation to the school:  

I would say that [the academic environment is] very collegial.  I feel that I could 
go to any professor or any classmate with any questions that I may have.  They 
welcome a lot of questions, but it is also challenging.  They expect a lot of us, as 
they should, and so I’m enjoying my time and trying to really learn the ropes of 
what it means to be a Ph.D. student, because I’m just starting the program…[We] 
have what’s called our orientation program [where]…all the incoming doctoral 
students pretty much get to meet current students…so kind of ask questions 
before classes get started…we also meet with the core faculty of our program to 
ask any questions, get oriented, and meet one another to exchange information.  
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Cheryl further explained that the university fostered a very collaborative 

environment for cohorts, but the extent of that collaboration rested primarily in the hands 

of the students themselves:  

I feel like the higher Ed program in University C was known for its collaborative, 
cohesive, cohort environment... If you have people that come in and want to carry 
on that tradition, then it will be so; but if you have people who come in, and they 
might be part-time, or they may not be as vested in getting to know the rest of 
their cohort, then it’s not as cohesive.  But the infrastructure is there for students 
to work collaboratively and be friendly towards each other.  So when I hear or 
read literature about Ph.D. students feeling like they are isolated or in the silo, I 
don’t necessarily feel that here because it is known for not being that.    
 
Mae was initially excited about the collaborations that she built at University A 

(HWCU); but as she progressed through her program, her relationships with her cohort 

members changed:  

I would say that when I came into University A, I was so excited very 
enthusiastic…had nothing but positive things to say about University A as a 
school, as an institution…about my department, about my program, about my 
Professors…When I was done with my coursework, and thus moved into 
preparing for my comprehensive exams, that’s when my experience and my 
opinion of the program changed.  
 

Mae explained how her once close-knit cohort group eventually disbanded as important 

life events impeded their social interactions: 

The social environment is basically student led.  When I think of social, I think as 
an opportunity to see students and faculty outside of a classroom, and engage with 
them about what are other things that are important to you; who you are outside 
the classroom…So, my cohort… of those eight, there is five of us now…  [We] 
would often have potlucks at each other’s houses.  We would do brunch, we 
would celebrate each other’s birthdays, we would read each other’s papers; and 
there was camaraderie.  Slowly but surely, people were dropping out, having 
babies; and it was like the whole “life happens,” and so there wasn’t as much as 
that.  The social development of who we are as far as students and the feeling 
connected to each other as University A students has since faded.  For the most 
part, I don’t socialize with other University A students outside my cohort.  
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 Based on interviews conducted during the research project, participants at HBCUs 

reported having a positive experience with the peers in their cohort and described the 

academic environment as very close knit, engaging and encouraging.  Conversely, 

participants at HWCUs had varying experiences.  While some participants at HWCUs 

stated that students did not focus on building connections or fostering a collaborative 

environment for cohorts, other students at HWCUs perceived the environment as close 

knit, collegial, and collaborative.  Despite this variance, the majority of the participants at 

both HBCUs and HWCUs appeared to have engaged effectively in team building and 

collaboration with cohort members, which provided a source of valuable support as they 

navigated their doctoral programs.   

In summary, African-American doctoral students interviewed for the study 

articulated the important characteristics of the mentor/protégé relationship at both 

HBCUs and HWCUs, as well as the effect of negative mentoring relationships.  Although 

numerous barriers and challenges were perceived, this research demonstrated how 

informal (cohort) mentors of African-American doctoral students can help eliminate 

certain perceived barriers that hinder academic success.  African-American doctoral 

students perceived team building and collaboration with colleagues and cohort members 

are informal approaches to mentoring that they used to achieve success as they 

maneuvered through the doctoral process.  Furthermore, the testimonies of participants 

confirmed the value that formal and informal mentoring can have on African-American 

doctoral students.  
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Research Question 3 

 How do the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students 

differ by gender?  

Several of the participants reported experiencing feelings of social isolation, 

personal dissatisfaction, and overt racism over the course of their doctoral program.  

Several participants tied race and gender together when talking about their mentoring 

experiences at HBCUs and HWCUs.  African-American doctoral students, when looking 

for mentors, ideally want someone who is of the same race and gender.  However, this is 

harder to find at HWCUs because African-American faculty are underrepresented in the 

professoriate population.  The discussion of the intersection of race and gender, where 

applicable, will occur throughout the themes aligned with RQ3.   

Existing research indicates that matching the gender and race in a mentorship 

(mentor/mentee) relationship contributes to the success of the mentoring process.  

Campbell and Campbell (2007) found that students in mentor relationships matched by 

gender and ethnicity showed greater gains in cumulative GPA and graduation rates than 

students from non-matched mentor pairs.  A review of the findings relevant to RQ3 

revealed that data fell into three themes: (1) Gender and Race Characteristics of Advisors, 

(2) Rapport with Mentor/Advisor, and (3) Alienation and Marginalization.  

Theme 6: Gender and Race Characteristics of Advisors    

This theme revealed that gender and race characteristics of advisors could play a 

critical role in the importance good mentoring for African-American doctoral students.  

HWCU students made specific note of the race of their mentors and the importance of 

having that camaraderie and relatability.  All African-American doctoral students 
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perceived that formal or informal mentoring was critical to their success.  Good 

mentoring is a positive developmental process that often moves beyond strictly academic 

concerns to provide emotional support, help with socialization to the standards and values 

of the educational institution, enhance self-confidence, and encourage the mentee to 

achieve desired goals (Jacobi, 1991; Merkel, Cole & Wesson, 2012).  

Three participants who attended HWCUs all shared their positive experiences 

with faculty mentors who reflected their own gender and ethnicity.  Shirley discussed the 

value of her mentoring relationships with other women of color at University C (HWCU).  

She noted that such relationships were particularly important in settings like HWCUs, 

where African-American students may be the only “Black or Brown face” in the setting:  

Mentoring has been very crucial in my higher education experience 
overall…Most of my mentors have generally been women of color.  That’s just 
kind of who I connected with…who’ve kind of taken me under their wing, and 
showed me the ropes.  Mentoring is definitely important, and especially when 
you’re sometimes the only Black and Brown face in whatever setting that you’re 
in.  It’s helpful to have a mentor in your corner.   
 
Tyler mentioned that she had a very positive mentoring relationship with a 

supervisor at a prior university - the only female faculty member in the Engineering 

department at an HWCU that she attended previously.  This faculty member was 

instrumental in encouraging Tyler to come to University C to get her doctorate.  The 

mentoring relationship with this White female faculty member helped Tyler to 

understand the importance of having a mentor with characteristics that matched her own.  

Once again a student at an HWCU (University C), Tyler expressed her desire to find a 

Black female mentor who could relate to those two key aspects of her own identity and 

experience:  



                                                                                                                          

127 

 

 

Mentoring has been a critical part of my school experience… A former 
mentor…she’s still a mentor, but I don’t talk to her as much…would be my old 
supervisor at Gold University, as an administrator in the civil engineering 
department… [She was the] only female faculty in the engineering department, a 
White woman, and she was really instrumental in encouraging me to come here to 
University C to get this degree…So she said like, “A Ph.D. gives you that seat at 
the table.” So, if you really want to affect change and do things at the collegiate 
level, you have to bring to the table the same credentials that the faculty brings.  
 
So it was really her encouragement, her motivation, her mentorship at that point 
in my life that kind of led me here [University C] and knowing how crucial her 
mentorship was to me in that stage.  It was really important to me that I had not 
only a women mentor, but a Black woman mentor who could show me how to 
navigate those bases (in acknowledging an intersection between my race and my 
gender), because it’s clear that when I come in the room, I’m a Black woman.  So, 
it was really important to me and mentoring has been also.  Throughout every step 
of my journey, from one drop to the next, I’ve been blessed to have people in my 
life who have really shown me, “Okay, this is what you have, and this is how you 
take what you have to get you to where you want to be.”   
 

 Kevin shared his positive mentoring experience with a Black male faculty 

member in his department at University A (HWCU).  He described his enjoyment of the 

camaraderie they shared and his ability to talk about things that he could not talk about 

with other faculty members:  

The African-American male [faculty member] who arrived in our program my 
third year, definitely, I will say, helped my experience look better; because when 
he came, we kind of had an instant connection, and I often found myself in his 
office, and us kind of informally joking about different cultural things…kind of 
just having some conversations and talking about certain things that I hadn’t 
really been able to talk about to other faculty members…So, I would definitely 
say that him being there has definitely furthered my experience.  He kind of took 
me under his wing, and I worked with him on a couple of different projects.  So, I 
would definitely say that mentoring overall has definitely enhanced my 
experience.  It pushed me to extend myself a little bit further.    
 
While they made no specific note of the race or gender of their mentors, other 

participants who attended HWCUs shared their positive experiences with mentoring 

during their doctoral programs.  Rex’s formal advisor and other (informal) mentor were 
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both females.  In particular, his other mentor was a Black female, and he explained that 

she provided a road map, of sorts, for him as he navigated the doctoral process: 

[For] me, it gives me somebody who has a point of reference.  Generally, a 
mentor is somebody who has done exactly what you have done or something very 
close to what you have done.  So, I think it has helped to show me the ropes.  It 
has offered an opportunity for people to say, “Don’t do this, do that.  If I can offer 
you anything, this is what I’ll offer you to help you not hit some of the same road 
blocks or stumbling blocks.” So, I would say more so it’s been almost like a road 
map of caution signs.   
 
Cathy’s experience with mentoring at University A was similar to that of Rex.  

She asserted she did not receive sufficient formal mentoring from her assigned advisor 

who was a White male.  She explained that she had to look outside of the HWCU for 

mentorship.  She sought mentoring from a Black female:  

You’re assuming that my advisor was a mentor…umm…. James is a nice person.  
I really liked him, but he was never really my mentor.  My mentoring came from 
outside of my academic environment, outside of the department, outside of the 
school.  
 
Mimi also experienced a lack of formal mentoring from her assigned advisor at 

University C (HWCU) who was a White female.  She expressed that her advisor did not 

lead her in any direction.  While Mimi was able to establish mentoring relationships with 

her peers at the school, the majority of her support came from people outside of the 

university setting: 

I don’t have that relationship with her [advisor] in regards to mentoring; she really 
knows nothing about me and my true pursuit even as a doctoral candidate.  So it’s 
very impersonal.  She doesn’t really have in my opinion the ability to mentor me 
because she hasn’t shown that thus far.  
 
Most of my [good] mentoring has come from peers in my class that I 
communicate with.  I do have a Black female research consultant that I speak with 
occasionally about my methodology chapter, and how it can improve.  Most of 
my mentoring comes from people external from the university.  They are not 
necessarily official consultants and things of that sort, but they do assist me with 



                                                                                                                          

129 

 

 

questions that I have about the dissertation, the proposal, a research method 
approach.    
 
Like the HWCU students, participants from HBCUs had varied experiences with 

mentoring.  Dennis did not have a positive mentoring experience with his assigned 

advisor who was a White male.  He shared that his other (informal) mentor, who was a 

Black male, helped to keep him focused and encouraged when the [doctoral] process 

became difficult.  Dennis reflected on informal mentoring, since his formal mentor did 

not adequately provide mentoring to him.  Thus, Dennis sought emotional support and 

mentoring from other faculty and peers: 

I think it’s everything.  It keeps me grounded and it keeps me focused and it keeps 
me – it keeps my eyes on the prize throughout this journey.  We are weary along 
the way and we get maybe frustrated and it just seem like time is not our friend, 
so you know just having somebody their rooting you along the way, giving you 
helpful hints and patting you on the back is germane to success.    
 
Unlike at some institutions, Nancy was afforded the opportunity to pick her 

assigned academic advisor prior to the start of her doctoral program at University D-

Private HBCU.  She chose a formal mentor who was a Black female at University D.  

Nancy stated that her mentor was like a colleague.  She reflected that this type of laid 

back, collegial type of mentorship and advisement was a good match for her personality:  

I met my advisor prior to my first year in the program.  Different faculty members 
come and they talk about what they do, and so that was our first year project, and 
so you kind of pick a faculty member versus actually trying to go to graduate 
school and apply to work with someone.  My advisor is actually like my friend.  I 
call her on the cell phone, we can talk about school, and we can talk about hair.  I 
have access to her, she is research oriented, and her personality is very good for a 
teaching university.   Because she is really good at mentoring, if she could just 
mentor and do research, she will be happy.  She is really good with her time, and I 
can always get in contact with her whenever.  
 
I think [my advisor] talks about this as not a process, but a journey.  So, she 
always puts it into perspective.  Each milestone is a big celebration for her, and 
she wants us to celebrate each milestone.  To work with my mentor, you have to 
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have a certain personality type.  She’s not very structured, which is good for me, 
but some people, I know they need structure.  So hey, we have a deadline; she’s 
like, “Okay, no problem.  This is the deadline.” You miss a deadline; she is not 
going to like cut your head off.  If you tell her your goals, she will do her best to 
try to keep you on task with your goals and work with you.  And if you fall off 
task, she is like, “It happens, this is life.” So…it’s more of a colleague type of a 
relationship that she treats it.  So, I am not scared of my advisor or nervous to 
meet with my advisor, being that her opinion matters.  Sometimes, I am nervous 
when I submit something to her, like, “What is she going to think about it?” But 
she gives great critiques, and so I appreciate that compared to other advisors or 
stories I have heard.    
 
Unlike the other HBCU students, Evan had experienced some challenges in his 

formal mentoring relationship with his assigned advisor at University B who was a White 

male.  He received good mentoring from a Black male peer who was a member of his 

fraternal organization:  

Mentoring is kind of few and far between.  You really have to go asking for it; 
then you are not going to get it.  Even with that, there is only so much that they 
want to tell you.  It seems like a dichotomy, were there’s duality.  Like, on one 
hand, my mentor wants to give us tools, but he also wants to prepare us in the 
most rigorous sense that he can and not baby us.  So, it’s kind of like I commend 
him for knowing when to turn it on and turn it off, but when he’s the only 
resource, and you don’t get it from anywhere else in the department, it can be 
challenging.    
 
You have to overcome different challenges, whether it’s a bad day or just having 
self confidence in certain areas, or just having the motivation to do it.  Sharing my 
mentoring experiences and joining a fraternal organization also has helped me 
achieve my success, and give me a foundation to just keep motivated and keep 
striving.    
 
A large majority of African-American doctoral student participants interviewed 

during the research project perceived [good] mentoring as being crucial to their success 

and movement through the doctoral process.  As previous research indicated, there are 

various forms of mentoring that was available for study participants to utilize.  Thus, all 

participants perceived formal or informal (peer) mentoring as beneficial throughout their 

doctoral programs.  Additionally, this research project confirmed the significance that 
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good mentoring from advisors, peers, and colleagues can have on African-American 

doctoral students.   

Theme 7: Rapport with Mentor/Advisor   

This theme suggests that the rapport with a mentor/advisor plays a role in the 

success of African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  Several 

participants noted that they either valued or were actively seeking mentoring 

relationships with individuals who shared their ethnicity and gender.  However, the 

majority of participants did not see gender as having an effect on their mentoring 

experiences.  I will first discuss the intersection of race (where applicable) and gender for 

males and then discuss the same intersection for females.   

Vince stated that he was seeking mentors that understood his experience as an 

African-American man in academia at University A (HWCU):  

I would say for the informal mentors, I was looking for people that look like me, 
because I know my experience being a minority male is just different.  I know that 
the exceptions that some people get, I’m not going to get…I was looking for 
minority males, African-American men to at least use as informal mentors.    
 
Kevin, a counseling education student, already had an African-American male 

mentor, and explained that they bonded over being two of the few males in the female-

dominated program at University A:  

I guess, in terms of the mentoring aspect of it, I think the fact that my mentor is a 
male and he obviously recognized that I’m the only minority male in our 
program…I think that is something that helped us to connect…just share 
experiences…what it is like to be the only African-American male.  So, some 
things are different for us as a male therapist compared to a female therapist, 
especially in terms of a mentor being able to have conversations about what it is 
like to be a male and how experience differs from female therapists.  That is 
something that I think is the point where gender has really influenced kind of my 
relationship with my mentor.  
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Unlike Kevin and Vince, others such as Ira shared that most of his mentors at 

University A were women, and he gave little thought to gender when he selected and 

interacted with his mentors:  

Well, being a man, I don’t think that I am forced to think about gender a lot.  I 
personally don’t know that it’s had a huge effect because of my immigrant 
parents.  My parents were divorced early, so I was kind of an only child.  I spent a 
lot of time in a single-parent household with a household that was run by a 
woman.  Every supervisor that I have ever had has been a woman.  So, I have 
been nurtured in higher education, taught in higher education by a lot of women… 
In terms of gender, it has never been a real challenge for me.  I had the option of 
having two people, who were interested in being in my chair, and one was a man; 
one was a woman.  Dr.  Kane [the woman] seemed right, so I haven’t really 
thought about my gender, but I realize I have a privilege that really men don’t 
have.    

 
Dirk (University C-HWCU) shared similar insights and noted that he was also 

mentored by several women mentors:  

Many of the people who have mentored me have been women.  I have a short list 
of male mentors, but in academic context particularly, it has been women.  It’s 
beyond the scope of the interview to go down this path of, [changes voice] “I was 
raised by a single Black women,” and like, I’m not about to unfold mommy 
issues, which I don’t really think that I have, but that’s neither here or there.  
However, that nugget probably shapes some of how I experience mentoring 
and/or support from women.    
 
Like Ira and Dirk, Rex shared that most of his mentors at University A (HWCU) 

were Black females.  He discussed the role that gender played in the African-American 

community, and offered the opinion that male mentors were more comfortable mentoring 

women than men:  

The mentors that I have are mostly Black females.  I think gender plays a role in 
that because in the African-American community, women are oftentimes at the 
forefront and are very nurturing and have a very natural way of you just feel like 
you can go to them.  It’s almost like a mothering kind of role, even though that’s 
not the case.  It’s like you feel you can just talk to them.  I think men find it harder 
or more difficult to mentor other men, just from levels of comfort and other 
things.  So, women naturally fall into the mentoring relationship a little more 
naturally than men do.    
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Matt also commented that gender did not play a role in his mentoring experiences 

at University B (HBCU):  

I have not seen where gender had been a distinction in my doctoral program.  I 
think that the professors do a good job in giving everyone fair and equal treatment 
and mentorship.  I've seen that when I'm going to talk to my academic advisor, 
from a mentoring standpoint, he’ll say “Hey, you got to help out.” You just speak 
to this student—it might be a woman, or it might be a male.  I haven’t really seen 
many distinctions in the doctoral programs when it comes to gender.  I think [the 
faculty has] been very fair…in equal distribution.   

 
Dennis (University B-HBCU), Evan (University B-HBCU), Ben (University D-

HBCU), and John (University A-HWCU) shared similar sentiments, stating that gender 

matching did not play a significant role in their experience as doctoral students.  

Marlon, a gay student at University D (HBCU) stated that gender and race did not 

play a role in his personal mentoring experiences, but he did notice issues of sexism and 

heterosexism in his department:  

It doesn’t play a role for me.  But I do realize that sexism is very real, which is 
particularly interesting.  For me, as a women studies instructor, the heterosexism 
is very real.  So I see situations and circumstances where people will reject the 
mentor or won’t mentor a person based on issues and that’s so much of gender, 
and not so explicit with it, but certainly sexuality, you see that a lot.   

 
Unlike the male participants, most of the female participants felt very strongly 

about the important role that gender played in their mentoring relationships.  Cathy 

declared that race and gender should not be separated when talking about mentoring 

relationships.  She discussed the challenges that women often faced in the academy 

where the environment was very male-oriented, such as at University A (HWCU).  Cathy 

said gender is an issue and shared that gender is an even bigger deal outside the Ed.D. 

program.  She perceived that students in STEM programs experienced greater levels of 

gender and race biases as compared to other fields of study: 
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I have come to figure this out.  I don’t think in our society we can separate gender 
from race, because everything is just held together.  The issue of gender in a 
Doctor of Education program is not that big a deal.  The degree is in higher 
education administration, so you are looking to be somewhere in administration.  
So, when you look across the field, how many African-American female 
presidents have you seen here?  How many African-American female deans have 
you seen?  So you’re thinking, “Who is there to mentor you?  
 
Cathy asserted that women in higher education fields struggle to compete in a 

male dominated society:    

One of my informal mentors was VP, she was a dean, moved up the rank, walked 
away from it, and cannot get a job again.  Sometimes, I am thinking, “What do I 
do with this degree at the end of it, and how do you help someone navigate this 
field as an African-American woman?” So, mentoring is huge for me, it’s huge 
for other women.  And women in my cohort are meeting right now...trying higher 
education work, and I am not quite sure if it's because they're woman or because 
it's still very much a masculine environment, and men are not very open to 
mentoring women in the field.     
 
Gina also asserted that gender was an important factor for women in advanced 

programs, and she typically gravitated towards Black female mentors at University D 

(HBCU): 

For me, my mentors have always been females, and they’ve always been Black 
females…Not that I would be opposed to having a male mentor.  I mean, if you 
have certain qualities that I feel like work well and that I admire and I seek out, 
I’m not opposed to it.  I think that gender is important, especially for a woman, 
because although there are more women students in general in these advanced 
programs, I want to go out into academia, and there are not that many women in 
those roles.    
 
Shirley believed that gender played a large role in her academic experience at 

University C (HWCU).  She shared that most of her mentors were women of color, and 

she aspired to learn about their experiences and paths to success: 

I’d say gender is very crucial in my experiences.  So, as I mentioned before, most 
of my mentors were women of color.  And for me, it was a matter of these women 
being in positions and in places that I hope to aspire to or similarly aspire to and 
how can I learn from them.  And how can I learn about their path and their 
experiences.  I think that in a lot of ways, they also wanted to help me, so kind of 
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that mutual connection of paving that pathway and providing that support.  I think 
that’s the reason that worked well.  The hard part is teasing out the gender and 
race, because when you’re a woman of color, you can’t really tease that out.  But 
acknowledging the fact that there aren’t as many women in higher positions, and 
so being able to encourage that and to role model that to aspire to higher positions 
whether or not women are well represented.  
 
Cheryl, a student at University C (HWCU) stated that she sought a Black mentor, 

ideally a Black female mentor, when she was applying to doctoral programs.  She 

expressed her appreciation for mentors who understood the intersection of her race and 

gender identities, but admitted that she also valued the mentorship that one of her White 

mentors provided:  

When I think about the schools that I was considering for my Ph.D. program, first 
and foremost, I desired a Black mentor…a Black advisor; that was goal number 
one.  Every program I applied to, that was the thing; and if I could find a Black 
woman, that would have been perfect.  So, I sought that out.  Not that I didn’t 
think other people could mentor me, but I just knew that’s what I wanted at that 
moment, and I still feel that way.  But again, I can also acknowledge that I get a 
lot of support from my graduate assistant supervisor, who’s White.  So again, 
there’s a value in mentoring, if it comes from a male or someone from the 
different race, but it’s just something about somebody who understands that 
intersection of both of your identities that to me…I don’t feel like I have to define 
terms.  If I’m having a bad day, I can just say look, “This is what happened,” and 
they get it.   
 
Ann, a student at University B (HBCU), expressed feeling some discomfort in her 

interactions with her male mentor.  She speculated that such discomfort might be 

common in male-female mentoring relationships:  

Sometimes, maybe there are some cases of discomfort, or you always want to be 
conscious that you’re not violating or putting yourself at risk.  So, that may, in 
some ways, impact mentoring relationships.  I think that’s very possible because 
you don’t want to get things misinterpreted.  Like for instance, I remember one of 
my advisors used to invite students to his house; and one time, we were working 
on something, and he invited me to his house.  I played it off well, but I was like 
“Oh no, that’s okay.” I tried to play it off, but I felt like that’s really odd to me... 
So that’s just an example of like a gender role kind of thing.    
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While Mimi appreciated the teaching and mentoring approaches of the male 

faculty members at University C (HWCU), she speculated that male faculty likely had a 

better experience mentoring other males: 

Honestly, I feel that men would have a better mentoring experience, especially 
with a male mentor.  Like there’s this way that male professors grade that I like, 
because they don’t beat around the bush…but female professors are harsh, very 
meticulous with their grading, and sometimes they just want too much.  Whereas, 
the man’s like, “Well, you got this, you got that, whoa we’re done.  Okay, have a 
nice day. ”   
 
I just think it’s easier for a male to be mentored and pushed than it is for a female, 
because we’re going to bring in the emotion.  We’re going to bring in the extra 
stuff, and we’re going to worry about stuff that doesn’t even matter.  So, I just 
think males are easier to mentor than females.  
 

 Niki offered a similar response about the differences between male and female 

mentors at University D (HBCU).  She commented that female mentors were more 

attentive to the unique emotional needs of female students:  

I think that women are biologically just more accepting in terms of emotional 
unsteadiness, and it is okay.  I have a male member on my committee and it could 
be cultural as well but he is just like, “Okay, well just get it done.” Regardless of 
what’s going on, you are going to get it done anyway, right.  Whereas, I can like 
bitch and moan to my female advisors, and they are like, “It will be okay because 
you’re going to get it done, right.” So sometimes, it’s not always what you say; 
it’s how you say it.  And so, that has definitely…gender has been important 
sometimes with them.   
 
Natalie, a student at University C (HWCU), also expressed that she felt more 

comfortable being mentored by a female.  She said, “I feel much more comfortable if I 

am mentored by a female mentor, because I think of my work base and having a 

female…I feel much more able to talk about certain things”.   

 Mae’s response differed from those of the other female participants.  While she 

did admit that the environment at University A (HWCU) was gendered and racialized, 
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she believed that issues of gender and race did not present any challenge for her and did 

not affect her mentoring relationships:  

I can’t think of how gender affected my mentoring relationship.  I feel like what 
affects it [mentoring relationship] is you.  I know gender is part of you, but I felt 
like it’s your disposition, it’s your personality.  It’s not the gender and it’s not 
race.  Even though yes, both of my mentors happen to be Black, but I just feel like 
obviously being Black, they understand things that they see.  Let me just say this, 
yes my experience at University A is racialized.  It will be misleading if I say that 
it wasn’t because I’m a Black female.  So of course it’s gendered and it’s 
racialized.  That’s very clear, but what I will say is that I haven’t felt like it’s been 
a challenge.  

 
 Ava also expressed sentiments similar to those of her male counterparts.  She did 

not believe that gender played a role in her mentoring experiences at University D 

(HBCU), although she admitted that people [outside of the academy] were often 

surprised that she, a Black woman, was pursuing a doctoral degree:  

I don’t really think gender played a role.  However, I don’t know the behind the 
scenes actions amongst advisors.  But yeah, I don’t see that gender played a 
role…When people will find out I’m a Black woman working on Ph.D… So, it’s 
just like, “Wow! You are Black, and you’re a girl.”     

 
Like Mae and Ava, Nancy did not believe that gender was an issue in her 

mentoring relationships at University D (HBCU).  She shared a list of other factors that 

she considered to be more important factors than gender when selecting a mentor:  

Well, it’s not like I had that much of a choice.  It’s only two developmental 
psychologists here: the one male and one female.  So, it wasn’t necessarily 
[about] gender in terms of making a decision.  It was more about what they 
researched and their specialty.  So, that’s how I ended up with Dr. Ripley, who is 
a female…If I was to recommend an advisor to anybody, it will be [about] 
personality.  It’s nothing about gender, it’s nothing about skin color; it’s really 
about personality.  Who have they graduated? Do they like to graduate students?  
How do they feel about students working? …Like, what’s their time? How many 
committees do they sit on?  What’s their availability?  Do they expect monthly 
meetings, weekly meetings?   
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So, I think those matter more than gender, because you can be a great advisor; but 
if you are about to go on sabbatical, or you're about to publish a book, you don’t 
have time.  And so [gender] is not going to make a difference for me.    
 
Kim also did not believe that gender was an important factor in her mentoring 

relationships at University D (HBCU).  She shared a story of a moment when she 

experienced surprise when an African-American male undergraduate student asked to be 

her mentee:  

It’s funny that the question was asked.  I remember I was on campus, and I guess 
the student had heard about me as a professor and he came by my office.  He 
asked me to be his mentor, and I talked to myself; how could I be his mentor?  
[Laughing] she thought, “Go and get a good African-American man here on 
campus”, but I couldn’t dare tell him no.  He said that I inspired him.  When I 
look at mentor, I see an end.  You see yourself in this person, and they help to 
guide you.  You can’t see yourself in me, but I guess you did, in terms of me 
being young and vibrant and making some kind of impact on the students.  So 
I’ve never looked at it in terms of gender, but now moving forward, if someone 
can help me get to where I need to be or advise me in getting where I need to be, I 
don’t think gender is necessarily an issue.  

 
Based on interviews conducted during the research project, male participants were 

less concerned about rapport with mentor/advisor gender and race when compared to 

female participants.  For example, two HWCU male participants reported seeking 

mentors that looked like them.  One of these HWCU male students bonded with the only 

other African-American male in a female dominated counseling program.  Another 

HWCU male participant perceived that gender played a role in the African-American 

community.  However, the remaining male participants stated that gender had never been 

a challenge for them when selecting an advisor/mentor and these students did not 

mention race as being an issue for them.  

Conversely, female participants reported various concerns about their rapport with 

a mentor/advisor of opposite gender and race.  Several female participants noted they 
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either valued or were actively seeking mentoring relationships with individuals who 

shared their ethnicity and gender.  Only four female participants [3 from HBCU and 1 

from HWCU] reported that gender did not play a role in the process of their rapport with 

a mentor/advisor.  Despite this variance, the majority of male and female participants at 

both HBCUs and HWCUs appeared to have engaged effectively in establishing a positive 

rapport with their chosen mentor, which provided a source of emotional support as they 

navigated through their doctoral programs.   

Theme 8: Alienation and Marginalization   

Despite the fact that a number of participants expressed having positive formal 

and informal mentoring experiences on their respective campuses, a number of them 

reported experiencing feelings of alienation and marginalization at some point during 

their interactions with mentors, in part due to an inability to connect with their cohort 

classmates or an advisor.  Some participants did not feel that they belonged in the 

doctoral program and experienced some form of discrimination or racism within their 

department.  One participant even noted direct cultural attacks, such as stereotyping and 

discrimination.  

Matt had a unique experience, in that he began his doctoral work at an HWCU, 

and then transferred to an HBCU (University B), which he attended at the time of the 

study.  His background gave him the ability to compare his experiences within the two 

variant environments.  He shared that while he experienced alienation and 

marginalization at his previous institution, at University B, he felt accepted:  

In my previous doctoral program [at an HWCU], I definitely felt alienated and 
marginalized.  Again, I think that’s where the racism came in.  I did not feel it was 
a money issue.  It was an issue to say, “Okay, there are so many African-
American students who are filling spaces,” but you don’t get that sense [of] 
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engagement as compared to my White colleagues.  I can definitely say…and it's 
looking at a predominately White institution…the White professors [start] with 
your writing.  They critique you.  “You can't write.” Well, I wouldn’t have a 
master’s if I couldn’t write, so let's stop with that.  Then they sometimes further 
alienate you, “But, oh, you need to go to the writing center.” And again, it knocks 
down your confidence.  You do feel alienated and marginalized from that aspect.  
Now, at [University B], I never felt it—not alienation, marginalization…none 
whatsoever.    
 
I would say at the previous institution, during the informal process when they had 
mixers outside of the institution, you did not see some of the professors and/or 
deans.  Again that’s at [a] PWI.  And the professors or deans, you did not see the 
same types of conversation of mentorship.  They would sort of give you the basic 
meal.  Let's just say you go to McDonalds; I was using metaphors.  You go to 
McDonalds and they’ll give you the basic meal; a cheeseburger, fries, and a coke.   
But I have seen with the White students, [they’re] going to get bonus meals every 
time; [they’re] going to get the supersize fries; [they’re] going to get the extra 
meal and the extra-large soda.  It was so clear that we [blacks] could see this, 
during the informal processes, during these mixers.  At a point, I stopped going.  I 
wouldn’t go because it's just a dog and pony show.  At my current institution, we 
had some mixers outside, and it was total engagement.    
 
Rex stated that he felt most alienated when he realized that his formal mentor 

[White female] at University A (HWCU) did not know how to connect with him: 

I would say during the formal mentoring experience... I think sometimes in a 
doctoral program; the assumption is that your formal…or your assigned advisor 
will become your mentor.  I don’t think that is necessarily the case.  So, I think 
when I felt alienated was going to my formal mentor/advisor, and her really not 
knowing what to talk about.  You can tell [that they are thinking], “I am not sure I 
know how to connect.” I think that’s been the time I had felt most alienated.    
 
Cathy expressed frustration and disappointment as she spoke about her feelings of 

isolation at University A (HWCU).  She shared that she had not experienced a formal 

mentoring or advising relationship with her White male academic advisor, and had not 

yet been able to connect with any student groups:  

I am yet to have a true academic advising experience.  I feel like I am not 
supposed to be here, and I guess you can call that alienation.  Outside of someone 
saying, “Here are the courses that we are offering next semester, and here is the 
sequence that we would like you to take it…That is something you are forced to 
take.” That’s not academic advising; it's building on something.  I don’t even have 
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a foundation yet.  So, I wouldn’t even call it alienating, it’s just nonexistent and I 
think they reach out to you with all these ridiculous emails about this, and people 
get in touch with groups; and I don’t have time for a group.  I need a one-on-one 
sit down with someone; help me to form a connection with my school, my 
department, my institution.  Help me to gain confidence in my topic.  I am getting 
more frustrated thinking about it.     
 
Mae described feeling alienated and marginalized in her advising relationship at 

University A (HWCU).  She explained that she felt particularly frustrated when her 

formal advisor [White male] assumed that he was her dissertation chair.  Mae was torn 

between expressing her true feelings to her advisor and not saying anything:  

I’ve felt alienated and marginalized in my advising experience, because my 
advisor is not my mentor.  So, in his advisor role, he definitely alienates and 
marginalizes me; because I feel like sometimes I don’t have a voice.  I didn’t want 
him to be in my committee, and he just assumed he was going to be because he 
was my advisor.  So, once I passed my comprehensive exams, he asked me, “So, 
who else do you want to be on the committee?  But “I don’t want you to be on the 
committee [laughs], [she thought].  So, you just assumed that you’re the chair, 
and now you’re asking me to fill in the other two.” He’s now my chair and I don’t 
want him to be.  I saw how it was when he was advising me, so now this is what 
I’m getting because I didn’t say anything.  
 

 Mimi shared that she felt alienated among her classmates at University C 

(HWCU), even those that she had once considered to be friends, supporters, and peer 

mentors.  Like other doctoral students in this study, Mimi felt that she would have been 

better prepared had she known what sequence of courses (i.e. not taking a writing class 

before a qualitative research class) to take in order to be successful.  She described one 

instance in class when she perceived that her White classmates had an expectation that 

she [Mimi] would fail was palpable:   

I felt very, very alienated.  I remember when I did my presentation; it was like a 
practice proposal defense.  Everybody was waiting for me to just fail it…My 
professor had said something to everybody; saying, “Well you need to change 
that.” I was one of the last few Black speakers to go, but I was the first person that 
he didn’t have to critique, because I had everything I was supposed to have; and I 
didn’t change anything in my plan… 
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So, when I got up there, people were so astonished and amazed…even the people 
that I thought were friends and colleagues and mentors and supporters doubted 
me.  And when I opened my mouth and began to speak and defend what I was 
doing, it was like this surprise; and I’m like, “You shouldn’t be surprised.  I got 
this far by God, one; but two, because I earned the right to be here.” So, that 
really did hurt me, but I’ve gotten over it a little bit.   
 
Marlon shared that he felt silenced in his relationship with his mentor at 

University D (HBCU):  

It was just one of those things where you sort of feel like you can’t say 
everything.  So it’s almost like a silencing in a sense.  You’re holding back and 
you can’t really be 100% who you are.  No one wants to be like that with 
someone essentially there to help them along the way.  You have to feel 
comfortable of being who you are with me, or we’re not going to really benefit 
from this.  I see this [mentoring] as very lateral…So, it’s a common exchange.  
 
Shirley stated that she did not feel alienated or marginalized during her formal or 

informal mentoring relationships, although she did recognize that she had those 

experiences in other settings at University C (HWCU):  

I think the way that I see it is if that person is a mentor, then they wouldn’t do 
anything to marginalize or alienate me.  So I’ve had those experiences but not in 
mentoring relationships, and I’d say that that defeats the purpose of being a 
mentor.  Do I think a mentor can make mistakes? Absolutely, but I’d think a 
mentor is a bit more conscious and aware that they are not having their mentee 
experience alienation or marginalization.  
 
While Ann stated that she did not believe that she had experienced alienation or 

marginalization, she did recognize that faculty at University B (HBCU) often put students 

“in a box,” instead of getting to know them for whom they were: 

I don’t think I have ever felt alienated.  I don’t know if I fully feel marginalized, 
but sometimes I do think that not even just mentors, but faculty in general put you 
in a box.  They meet you, they watch you, and they have an impression of you; 
and that impression may or may not be in line with who you are, or may not be a 
full depiction of who you are.  I think that sometimes faculty can have a habit of 
doing that just based on assumptions of what you present.   
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 Dennis stated that he had not experienced any instances of alienation or 

marginalization in his interactions with the White faculty at University B (HBCU).  He 

explained that he truly believed that they were looking out for the best interests of the 

minority students on campus: 

Again, I don’t think I’ve been alienated or marginalized during my formal 
mentoring experience.  As far as the communication I have had with mentors in 
the programs, they’ve been positive.  Like I said, two of our full-time professors 
are Caucasian, and I think they want to see us succeed.  They want to see me 
succeed.  I can tell that they are genuinely invested into the minority population.  
So I have had [a] positive experience as far as my relationships to not feel 
alienated and at a HBCU with faculty that are Caucasian.    

 
Like Dennis (University B-HBCU), Kevin (University A-HWCU), Joan 

(University B-HBCU), Gina (University D-HBCU), and John (University A-HWCU) 

reported that they had never felt alienated or marginalized at their schools.  Kevin shared 

his thoughts on his experience as the only African-American male student in his program, 

and explained that his relationships with his classmates and his mentor helped him to feel 

included:   

I am not sure that I really felt alienated or marginalized.  I think that in a 
counseling program, I know that is something that as therapists, we’re all very 
aware of and very positive about helping people in terms of how we feel.   
 
Nancy admitted that she alienated herself at University D (HBCU), because she 

did not believe that she belonged in the program; but she did not report feeling alienated 

or isolated by any external forces on campus.   

I didn’t feel that [laughs], and I hate not to brag, but I really think I have a 
different experience compared to most, and I wish there were more people like 
Dr. Raymond and like Dr. Hill.  I think I personally alienated myself my first few 
years, because I just thought I didn’t belong.  And so, I didn’t talk to her, so I met 
her that first year and I joined the lab, but I didn’t really do much, because I 
stayed in the shadows.  And then over time, I finally came out, and then we 
became friends; and still under this umbrella of mentorship.  So, in terms of the 
overall process, “No, I wasn’t marginalized.”   
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Perceptions of alienation and marginalization can distract from the overall success 

of African-American doctoral students during formal and informal mentoring.  Six out of 

the 26 participants interviewed perceived feelings of alienation and/or marginalization 

during their doctoral process.  In particular, one male student [University B-HBCU] 

described feeling alienated and marginalized in his previous doctoral program at an 

HWCU.  He shared that his previous HWCU advisor was very critical of his doctoral 

writing, and knocked his confidence during formal mentoring sessions.  He also 

mentioned that White professors did not engage informally with African-American 

doctoral students.  Instead, they [White professors] would put on a ‘dog and pony’ show 

during informal mixers that would be held outdoors at the HWCU.   

Two University A-HWCU female (Cathy and Mae) students expressed feeling 

alienated and marginalized.  Cathy was frustrated and disappointed that she received no 

adequate academic advising from her formal mentor/advisor.  Mae was alienated in her 

academic advising as well.  She asserted that she did not have a voice and could not 

communicate effectively with her formal advisor/mentor.  Mimi (University C-HWCU) 

perceived that she was alienated and isolated from the [informal] White peer group that 

consisted of two males and one female.  Mimi assumed that these classmates wanted her 

to fail academically.  She also expressed frustration with the lack of academic advising 

she endured from her formal mentor/advisor.  Rex (University A-HWCU) sensed a loss 

of connection with his formal mentor/advisor.  He perceived that his formal 

advisor/mentor felt uncomfortable attempting to communicate with an African-American 

student.   
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Summary 

Based on interviews conducted during this research project, some participants 

received formal mentoring that enhanced their professional and academic growth.  They 

raved about how their mentors/advisors provided positive guidance and helped them 

navigate through the doctoral process.  This guidance served as a confidence booster for 

these participants.  However, other students had a different formal mentoring experience.  

They were negatively affected when they did not receive the same level of support as 

other African-American doctoral students.  For analysis of this study, the researcher 

confirms that frequency does not necessarily signal importance.  Thus, 38% (10 of 26) of 

the participants perceived that they did not receive adequate formal mentoring from their 

assigned mentor/advisor during their doctoral process.  These participants sought formal 

mentoring from other faculty or unofficial advisors and relied on informal mentors.  

These themes provide important implications for mentors and advisors to better assist and 

support African-American doctoral students.     

It was discovered that negative actions and behaviors that African-American 

doctoral students received from formal mentoring, as well as areas of frustration hindered 

their progress.  For example, many of the African-American doctoral students reveled in 

the informal mentoring they received in the form of support and encouragement from 

home, school and work.  Additionally, African-American doctoral students spoke about 

the importance of team building and collaboration they received from peer mentors, 

cohort mates, and colleagues.  However, despite many positive experiences from 

informal mentoring, several participants spoke about negative formal mentoring 

experiences they encountered with formal advisors/mentors.  For example, a number of 
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students, even those with positive mentoring relationships, expressed having difficulty 

with the accessibility and availability of their formal mentors.  In some cases, this lack of 

access led to feelings of isolation.   

Participant responses provided valuable insight into the different experiences that 

male and female African-American doctoral students had with mentoring.  All African-

American doctoral student participants interviewed during the research project perceived 

[good] mentoring as being crucial to their success and movement through the doctoral 

process.   

Ten of 26 doctoral students perceived that either gender or gender and race played 

a role in their mentor/advisor relationships.  Two male doctoral students [HWCU] sought 

mentors that looked like them and expressed the ability to better connect with their 

mentors.  Three female students [1 from HBCU and 2 from HWCU] sought out black 

female mentors and highlighted certain factors such as gravitating to women of color and 

feeling more comfortable with a female mentor.  Five female students [2 from HBCU and 

3 HWCU] preferred to be mentored by females and one student stated that she 

experienced feelings of discomfort with a male mentor.  Six males from an HBCU and 

four males from an HWCU shared that gender did not play a role in their mentoring 

experience.  One HBCU male student did say, however, that sexism and heterosexism 

played a role in mentoring for him.  He revealed that one of his faculty mentors had 

issues mentoring gay people or members of the LGBT community.  Two males (HWCU) 

and one male (HBCU) shared that they have only had female mentors and perceived 

women as the strongest mentors.   
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However, a female student [HWCU] offered that men are better mentors for men 

because women mentors are too hands on and emotional.  Mae [HWCU student] did not 

think gender affected her program.  However, she felt that the environment at University 

A [HWCU] was gendered and racialized.  This research demonstrated how mentors of the 

same race and gender of the African-American doctoral students can help achieve 

success, while also revealing the negative aspects of the mentor/protégé relationships for 

African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  For this study, none of the 

participants at University B-public HBCU and University A-private HWCU had African-

American faculty advisors.  Given the salience of doctoral students’ relational identities, 

the degree to which their mentors can identify with or support students’ affiliated 

responsibilities may be invaluable in establishing and maintaining successful mentoring 

relationships (Baker et al., 2014).     

Establishing the mentor/advisor relationship based on gender and race can have a 

positive impact on African-American doctoral student success.  There are some 

indications that matching gender and race of mentors to that of African-American 

doctoral students can lead to positive experiences and support needed to complete 

coursework and the dissertation phases.  Several male participants revealed that they 

mostly had female mentors and limited male mentors.  For example, Ira and Dirk shared 

their experiences of being raised by a single mom, and how that helped shaped their 

views on mentoring.  One female (Cheryl) participant only applied to certain doctoral 

programs to ensure that she would have an African-American female mentor.  For that 

reason, Cheryl shared that her mentoring experiences were different than that of 

mentoring experiences of her doctoral peers that attend other HWCUs.   
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Several of the participants noted their experiences of alienation and 

marginalization that distracted from their overall success during formal and informal 

mentoring.  A number of the students interviewed expressed a sense of frustration, 

disappointment, exclusion, and isolation.   

Through semi-structured interviews, the researcher explored the perceived 

mentoring experiences of 26 African-American doctoral students attending HBCUs and 

HWCUs.  Eight major themes emerged from the analysis of the data provided by 

participants.  These particular themes were consistently presented throughout the analysis 

and helped to provide a better understanding of the participants’ lived experiences with 

mentoring at HBCUs and HWCUs.  A definitive conclusion can be made that social 

isolation and stereotypes had a great influence on the participants’ doctoral experience 

and influenced their paths to success.   

Chapter 5 will provide a more in-depth discussion of the findings, as well as 

recommendations, implications for future study, and final conclusions.   
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Chapter V: Discussion, Recommendations, and Conclusions 

In the previous chapter, the results of the 26 semi-structured interviews were 

presented in the form of eight themes that answered the three research questions for the 

study.  The findings of the study are discussed in relation to previous research and the 

context of the conceptual framework. The key findings will be discussed, along with 

recommendations on how to support African-American doctoral students.  The current 

study attempted to close a gap in the literature on the importance of mentoring of 

African-American doctoral students in HBCUs and HWCUs and their experiences with 

this occurrence.   

The purpose of this qualitative research project was to understand and compare 

the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and 

HWCUs.  This qualitative design allowed for rich descriptive data on the participants’ 

experiences and perceptions about mentoring and revealed the relevant themes common 

to the occurrence.  I will discuss the study’s findings by research questions and themes 

first; then I will present the limitations of this study, recommendations for consideration, 

and implications for future study, and conclusions.  

Revisiting the Conceptual Framework 

Constructivism was used as the lens or epistemology of this study.  

Constructivism provides an understanding of this researcher’s worldview and the 

phenomena of how African-American doctoral students understand mentoring (Creswell, 

2009).  For this study, while using the lens of a constructivist, African-American doctoral 

students created meaning of the world through a series of individual constructs.  This 

paradigm deals with the notion that “learning is an active, constructive process.  The 
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learner is an information constructor.  People actively construct or create their own 

subjective representations of objective reality.  New information is linked to prior 

knowledge, thus mental representations are subjective” (Learning Theories, 2005-2016, 

p.1).  

Moreover, constructivists seek a greater “understanding [of] the complex world of 

lived experience from the point of view of those who live it” (Schwandt, 1994, p. 118).  

Research has demonstrated that mentoring can play an important role in the academic and 

professional progression of African-American doctoral students.  Mentoring relationships 

can take a variety of forms including formal or informal, within or outside of the student's 

graduate program or department.  Therefore, mentoring relationships can be informal 

(developed based on mutual interest, outside of the context of an assigned or formalized 

relationship) or formal (developed based on assignment with specific guidelines and 

objectives).  The way that students in this study framed their understanding of mentoring, 

and how they constructed their own meaning of how learning were enhanced through 

mentoring, supports the concept that this worldview was most appropriate.  While they 

may coincide with other relationships, mentoring relationships are distinguished by an 

emotional commitment connected to the mentor’s care for a student’s growth, both 

professionally and personally (Baker and Griffin, 2010).   

Hunt and Michael’s (1983) framework for the study of mentorship provided a 

model for the study of mentoring for African-American students seeking doctoral degrees 

and facilitates the exploration of “the context within which mentor-protégé relationships 

emerge; the characteristics of the mentor and of the protégé; the stages of the mentorship 

process; and the outcomes of the mentor-protégé relationship” (Hunt & Michael, 1983, p. 
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478).  With the exception of the fourth dimension, four of the remaining five dimensions 

of the conceptual framework were used to incorporate the eight themes and common 

factors that were identified during the research.  The researcher will discuss the 

applicable dimension with the associated themes within the discussion of findings.  

Discussion of the Findings 

The following provides a discussion of the findings on the experiences of African-

American doctoral students, and their experiences with mentoring at Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities and Historically White Colleges and Universities.  After 

interviewing 26 African-American doctoral students from two HBCUs and two HWCUs 

from the mid-Atlantic region, eight themes emerged. A review of the findings and each 

research question presented the themes with a discussion of assumptions and the 

alignment with the literature.  These eight themes were key contributing factors to the 

participants’ success, and they led to a number of recommendations for practice.   

The discussion is provided on the issues surrounding the phenomena, the themes 

that emerged, and how the participants’ were allowed to have a voice in telling their 

stories.  Hunt and Michael’s (1983) conceptual framework for the study of mentorship 

helped shape the study through the context, characteristics of mentor/protégé 

relationships, and formal/informal stages of the mentorship process.  Within the 

constructivist paradigm, the tone of voice was on the learner or mentee (African-

American doctoral students) rather than the teacher (mentor/advisor).  It was the mentee 

(African-American doctoral student) who interacted with their environment and gained 

an understanding of its features and characteristics.  Participants shared various outcomes 

of their mentor-protégé relationships.  The participants described the environment in 
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which their mentor-protégé relationships emerged.  These relationships were built on 

trust, belief, and a positive connection with one’s mentor/advisor.  The study’s 

conceptual framework addressed characteristics of the mentor/protégé, as well as the 

stages (e.g. formal/informal) of the mentorship process.  This study employed a 

constructivist perceptive in examining the mentoring experiences of African-American 

doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  Thus, the following discussion will reveal the 

resulting data on the mentoring of African-American doctoral students, with mentors 

serving as the focal point of this model.   

A total of eight common themes emerged from the analyzed data: (1) Professional 

and Academic Growth); (2) Professional and Academic Experiences; (3) Characteristics 

of the Mentor/Protégé Relationship; (4) Perceived Barriers and Challenges; (5) Team 

Building and Collaboration Garner Success; (6) Gender and Race Characteristics of 

Advisors; (7) Rapport with Mentor/Advisor; and (8) Alienation and Marginalization.  The 

themes describe how the participants understood their experiences with the mentoring 

occurrence and the purpose of the study.  The themes were cross-referenced with the 

research questions to explore the alignment between the mentoring phenomenon and the 

purpose of the study.  The sections that follow present a review of the research findings, 

which are organized by research questions and the aforementioned themes and include a 

discussion of assumptions and the alignment of the findings with the existing literature.  

Research Question 1: How do African-American doctoral students describe 

their formal and informal mentoring experiences (in their schools and academic 

programs)?  
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Two main themes are related to the first research question: (1) Professional and 

Academic Growth; and (2) Professional and Academic Experiences.  Three common 

factors emerged from the second theme: (a) professional and academic guidance, (b) 

information sharing/networking (e-Mentoring), and (c) support (emotional/psychological) 

and encouragement.  Participants from HBCUs revealed that within the first dimension 

(Context), forming unofficial/informal cohorts is beneficial and the academic 

environment was extremely engaging.  Participants perceived the social environment as 

good spirited, which was a strong asset to the institutions.   

Professional and Academic Growth   

African-American doctoral students attributed professional and academic growth 

to their success.  When a mentoring relationship did not work, participants reported 

finding someone else to provide mentorship instead and stated that the failed relationship 

“was a good life lesson”.  However, the experience led them to be more cautious in 

approaching potential mentors in the future.  For example, several participants spoke to 

the other mentees of their potential mentors for an independent assessment of the mentor 

before formalizing the relationship.  Some participants also suggested that the mentorship 

facilitator or the department chair act as a “broker” when a mentoring relationship is 

failing, help defuse a potentially tense situation with the previous mentor, and find a new 

mentor if necessary (Straus, Johnson, Marquez, & Feldman, 2013).  The study’s findings 

suggest that professional and academic growth is essential to the success of African-

American doctoral students.  

Participants received assistantships and opportunities to present at various 

conferences.  Formal mentoring helped students to become critical thinkers and expand 
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their research horizons.  Some participants also reported taking alternative approaches to 

their formal mentoring relationships, so that they could reap the rewards of their 

interactions.  If participants did not receive adequate mentoring from advisors, they 

sought formal mentoring from other professors at their universities.  Several students 

revealed that formal mentoring helped them navigate through their doctoral programs and 

encouraged them to grow as individuals and become better professionals and researchers.  

Sixteen of the 26 doctoral students reported having positive experiences with formal 

mentoring that contributed to their success within the academic environment.  Eight of 

the students attended HBCUs and eight of the students attended HWCUs.  

Formal mentoring is initiated through organizational programs that assign 

mentors to protégés and facilitate in developmental relationships within the assigned 

dyads for a specific period of time (Ragins & Kram, 2007).  When mentors enter formal 

mentoring relationships, they bring with them their own preconceived notions, which are 

consistent with Ragins and Kram (2007).  In positive mentoring relationships in the 

academic setting, advisors might help students select the right courses, assist students 

with monitoring their social commitments and student organizations, discuss options for 

graduate studies, provide insight into finding employment and help with resume building 

and interviewing for employment.  In negative mentoring relationships, however, 

students might experience “awkwardness, anxiety, skepticism, and tentativeness” (Ragins 

& Kram, p. 620).  Professional development mentoring can serve as a means for doctoral 

graduates to obtain the skills, knowledge, and confidence they need for success as 

members of the professoriate.  Faculty mentors can assist mentees by performing a 
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variety of functions depending on the goals identified for the relationship (Bryant et al., 

2015).  

Despite several African-American doctoral students benefitting from positive 

formal mentoring experiences, over 30% (10 of the 26) of doctoral students reported 

negative experiences with formal mentoring, which indicated that formal mentors and 

educators needed to be more open to the needs of African-American doctoral students.  

Five of the students attended HBCUs and five of the students attended HWCUs.  

Participants expressed displeasure when formal mentoring or guidance was lacking.  

They were concerned about not receiving enough professional and academic growth 

within the institution.   

These findings concur in previous research that suggests formal mentor-mentee 

relationships between faculty and students is paramount to student success and 

contributes to the students’ development and growth within programs and majors (Coll & 

Draves, 2009).  Coles (2011) recognized that formal mentoring occurred intentionally 

and with a particular purpose.  There is a widespread view held by large numbers of 

American academics that African Americans lack the ability and qualifications to hold 

important positions in academia (Bryant et al., 2015).  Therefore, it is imperative that 

African-American doctoral students entering the academy are provided with professional 

development opportunities that will allow them to maintain a high level of research 

productivity, acquire independent teaching training, and gain experience in providing 

service to their institution and their discipline (Bryant et al., 2015).  Although mentoring 

can be considered an effective component of professional development for future faculty, 

limited research exists that investigates and clearly identifies specific professional 
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development mentoring opportunities that have been beneficial to African-American 

doctoral students in their preparation for the professoriate (Bryant et al., 2015).  

However, the findings revealed that participants from both HBCUs and HWCUs had 

similar experiences with both positive and negative formal mentoring with respect to 

professional and academic growth.  This study’s findings suggest that professional and 

academic growth had an impact on the educational experiences of African-American 

doctoral students at both HBCUs and HWCUs.  

Professional and Academic Experiences   

All 26 participants received some type of positive informal mentoring during their 

doctoral experiences.  Their responses revealed three common factors that fell under the 

larger topic of informal mentoring: (a) professional and academic guidance, (b) 

information sharing/networking (e-Mentoring), and (c) support (emotional/psychological) 

and encouragement.  

Informal mentoring usually occurs naturally and typically evolves during the 

course of communicative interactions both inside and outside of the classroom (Coles, 

2011).  It is the natural coming together of a mentor and protégé.  This is done in 

friendship, through personal and professional respect and admiration from each to the 

other.  It is usually a long-term relationship.  Informal mentoring is a natural component 

of relationships that occurs throughout society, in the workplace, as well as in social, 

professional, and family activities.  Informal mentoring occurs in a relationship between 

two people where one gains insight, knowledge, wisdom, friendship, and support from 

the other.  Either person may initiate the mentoring relationship, the mentor to help the 

other and the protégé to gain wisdom from a trusted person.  Informal mentors provided 
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several types of career development functions, including coaching, providing challenging 

assignments, or increasing protégés exposure and visibility.  Informal mentors were more 

likely to engage in positive psychosocial activities such as counseling, facilitating social 

interactions, role modeling, and providing friendship.  Regarding informal mentoring, 

protégés were much more satisfied with their mentors than protégés with formal mentors.  

These differences may be attributed to the underlying differences in the structure of the 

relationships.  Informal mentoring relationships develop because protégés and mentors 

readily identify with each other.   

Professional and Academic Guidance.  Several participants shared that they 

could be themselves with informal mentors and did not need to keep on their professional 

“hat” when communicating about a particular topic.  Participants perceived that informal 

mentoring eliminated the formality and fostered a comfortable environment of 

camaraderie.  A large majority of participants felt less burden during informal mentoring 

discussions.  All African-American doctoral participants maintained that when working 

with informal mentors they were able be themselves, they could be candid, and they 

could dress casually and not have fear of stepping outside their comfort zones.  Several 

participants acknowledged having better personal relationships with informal mentors 

and enjoying the support networks these relationships provided them when things (i.e. 

family, academics, and life) got tough.  According to Ragins and Kram (2007), fostering 

mentoring relationships is a key strategy for the retention of students through graduation, 

particularly for ethnic minority students.   

Information Sharing/Networking (e-Mentoring).  Various forms of e-

Mentoring evolved during the study.  Emerging electronic communication media and 
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social networking are vehicles that also facilitate both local and long distance mentoring 

relationships.  The data revealed that social media and networking provided useful 

opportunities for information sharing with colleagues and peers.  For this study, HBCU 

students seemed to have more on-campus examples of information sharing.  One 

participant shared that these experiences really aided in improving her level of academic 

achievement.  Information received from graduating doctoral students at University D 

(HBCU) aided students’ academic experiences and allowed them to gain valuable 

insights from these informal mentors who were near completion of their dissertation 

process.  One student was enlightened by their stories and enjoyed hearing about how 

they coped with difficult professors and challenging academic situations.   

A participant from University C (HWCU) was involved with 10 Facebook groups 

that targeted Ph.D. and Ed.D. students from various schools.  Through words, pictures, 

and videos on various social media outlets, the student was also able to get answers to a 

number of academic questions.  Another participant highlighted the importance of having 

a compassionate social environment in which he and his peers at University B (HBCU) 

helped each other by sharing information.  He detailed how these relationships truly 

enhanced his academic experience.  The participant also shared information with peers 

across diverse institutions around the country.  Students credited colleagues who worked 

at different institutions around the country for guiding and assisting them in their doctoral 

journey.  

Social media provides opportunities for individuals to socialize and network 

online using words, pictures, and videos (Neil, 2012).  These outlets have begun to 

redefine how people relate to each other as humans and how they relate to the 
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organizations that serve them (Neil, 2012).  Social media creates an opportunity for 

dialog – two-way discussions that bring people together to discover and share 

information (Solis, 2008).      

Support and Encouragement.  The participants noted that the support 

(emotional/psychological) and encouragement they received from informal mentoring 

relationships gave them confidence that allowed them to achieve academic and 

professional success.  According to Baker et al. (2014), participants indicated that their 

families, friendships and relationships with people in their churches and communities 

provided critical support and a sense of purpose.  Mentoring as a part of social support is 

the degree to which a person’s basic social needs are fulfilled by interacting with others 

(Lakey & Orehek, 2011).  Social support typically stems from people to whom one is 

socially tied (e.g., family members and friends) and is defined as what they “say and do 

regarding stressful events” (Lakey & Orehek, 2011, p. 482).  A social support network is 

comprised of several individuals within one’s environment who influence one’s 

perceptions of his or her environment and might include family members, friends, and 

co-workers (Jairam & Kahl, 2012).  Informal mentoring supports conclusions drawn in 

previous studies that support from colleagues, classmates, and family (spouses/parents) is 

particularly important to one’s success.  Several participants appreciated the support and 

encouragement they received from classmates, professional colleagues (vice presidents, 

etc.), and family members.   

According to participants, informal mentors would step in when they felt 

overwhelmed, doubted themselves, or needed encouragement.  Participants were 

encouraged by informal mentors to keep striving for success.  Similarly, another 
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participant explained that he was able to be himself when connecting with an informal 

male mentor.  Chickering and Reisser (1993) argued that in an educational setting, 

mentors could help students navigate the emotional difficulties of modern life and 

provide encouragement and resources to help students remain positive and stay on 

course, even when everything seemed to be going wrong.  The participants 

overwhelmingly concurred, noting that the support systems in their lives were essential to 

their ability to complete their academic programs.  

Participants indicated that their social support networks were comprised of three 

groups, in which mentors played a key role: academic friends, family, and doctoral 

advisers.  The sources of social support corroborated previous research conducted by the 

Council of Graduate Schools (2005).  First, social support from academic friends came 

primarily from fellow graduate students who are often completing doctoral degrees in the 

same discipline as the participants.  Second, social support from family came from 

spouses, children, siblings, and parents, with spouses playing a particularly important 

role.  Third, social support from faculty came from the participants’ advisers, doctoral 

committee members, and professors.  These social support systems are emotional 

(family), academic (colleague), and nonacademic (friend).  

Participants noted that having an emotional support (e.g. one’s spouse/parent) 

system in place was critical to their success.  Other participants found that the 

emotional/psychological support and encouragement from informal mentors motivated 

them to keep pushing through their academic programs.  Several participants talked about 

the academic support and encouragement of informal peer mentors when times were 

stressful and they contemplated dropping out of the doctoral program.  Two of the female 
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participants reveled about being members of a Sister Mentor peer group that provided 

them emotional, psychological, as well as academic support and encouragement and a 

sense of confidence about their ability to complete their academic programs.    

While a number of participants expressed feeling supported by informal 

mentoring support systems both within and outside of their academic environments, other 

participants bemoaned the absence of encouragement that they experienced.  These 

African-American doctoral students expressed their frustration about the lack of 

emotional/psychological support they received during their academic process and 

discussed the negative impact it had on their academic experience.   

One participant expressed her disillusionment with the academic process after 

dealing with the politics often involved in her academic work at University A (HWCU).  

She found that without key support systems, she had lost her enthusiasm for the program, 

particularly after she started preparing for her comprehensive exams.  Another participant 

expressed similar frustration when discussing the lack of encouragement he received at 

University D (HBCU).  He believed that this lack of support was due to the fact that he 

was an African-American male; whereas, there was a shortage of Black males in his field.  

This student believed he would have received more emotional and psychological support 

if there were more Black male professors available to mentor him.   

Participants identified several key actions of effective mentors, including 

providing career guidance, offering emotional/psychological support, and focusing on 

work/life balance.  Participants wanted effective mentors to provide guidance as 

warranted and to be sensitive to their academic needs.  The benefit of having an informal 

mentor is predicated on not having the pressure of someone dictating or giving orders, 
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but working in unison to reach a desired outcome (doctoral success).  Participants 

expressed acceptance for the mentors to offer advice.  However, mentors should be aware 

that not all advice will be used by the protégé.  Participants expressed that the most 

important thing is not trying to solve their problems but to help them find solutions 

(Straus et al., 2013).   

Additionally, participants noted that effective mentors should provide emotional 

support to their protégés, including sharing their own feelings honestly and encouraging 

their protégés to do the same.  This is essential in establishing trust between the mentor 

and protégé.  Participants described mentors as having a nurturing role.  Mentors are 

available to discuss doctoral student issues outside of the academic setting, such as 

nonacademic support from a friend that may impact them personally.  Aligned within 

previous literature, the African-American doctoral participants for this study 

acknowledged that effective mentors should provide encouragement and occasionally 

check in with them (doctoral students) to see how they’re progressing through their 

studies (Straus et al., 2013).  Thus, the findings in this study reveal the importance of 

having a strong support system.  

Research Question 2: How are the mentoring experiences of African-

American doctoral students at HBCUs different from the experiences of African-

American doctoral students at HWCUs?  

Participants at both HBCUs and HWCUs believed that having a positive 

mentor/protégé mentoring relationship was crucial to their success and progressive 

movement through the doctoral process.  Interestingly, there are similarities in the formal 

and informal mentoring experiences of HBCU doctoral students and HWCU doctoral 
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students.  The findings also suggest that some African-American doctoral students at 

HWCUs struggled with identifying a suitable mentor that possessed the characteristics 

they needed to have a meaningful mentoring relationship.  These students wanted to be 

pushed to succeed in their programs.  Others focused on the cultural differences of Blacks 

and Whites.  In certain situations, participants did not feel academically and emotionally 

connected to their formal mentor/advisor.  This put a strain on the mentor/protégé 

relationship and led to barriers and challenges as a result of perceived cultural 

differences.  Three main themes and emerged from the data that addressed the second 

research question: (1) characteristics of the mentor/protégé relationship, (2) perceived 

barriers and challenges, to include four common factors: (a) access and availability, (b) 

communication difficulties, (c) dissertation writing, and (d) faculty turnover, and (3) team 

building and collaboration garner success.   

Characteristics of the Mentor/Protégé Relationship 

This theme highlighted how the characteristics of the mentor/protégé relationship 

played a role in African-American doctoral students’ success.  This study brought to the 

forefront the importance, as well as the impact of mentors/advisors and their roles in 

facilitating academic success for African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and 

HWCUs.  Some participants wanted to be stretched or pushed to succeed in their 

programs.  They felt that professors at HWCUs did not apply the same level of mentoring 

to Black doctoral students as they provided to White doctoral students.  

Within the second dimension of the Hunt and Michael conceptual framework, 

mentor characteristics played a key role for various participants.  In particular, three 

HWCU students wanted mentors that were of the same race and gender as they were.  
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These participants wanted a mentor who could relate to their own identity and 

experiences.  The third dimension (Protégé characteristics) highlighted that students at 

HWCUs usually felt unsupported, and they could not find faculty members they could 

talk to about their research interests and personal needs.  HWCU participants shared that 

students focused on academics and typically did not prioritize building relations among 

classmates.   

The characteristics of the mentor-protégé relationship are critical to the success of 

doctoral students.  African-American doctoral students acknowledged the importance of 

their mentor’s personality traits (ability to connect and understand them), professional 

mentoring influence and experience, effective communication, and availability.  Johnson 

and Huwe (2003) noted that characteristics of a good mentor/advisor includes personality 

traits, work habits, attitude/values, productivity, professional influence, effective 

communication, availability, and mentoring track record.  The general consensus from 

participants at both HBCUs and HWCUs was that institutions of higher learning want to 

see their students succeed.  Overwhelmingly, study participants articulated the 

importance of the mentor/protégé relationship at both HBCUs and HWCUs.  African-

American doctoral students revealed some of the difficulties they endured at their 

respective institution.  For example, one HWCU participant perceived the faculty 

advisors at her university did not offer enough time and effort to assure her success in the 

doctoral program.   

There were varying perceptions from HBCU and HWCU participants about the 

characteristics they believed existed between mentors and protégés at the two different 

types of institutions.  Participants believed that cultural differences played an important 
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role in the lack of relationship building.  A lack of understanding or appreciation of 

cultural diversity can result in mentors becoming judgmental, thus undermining the 

possibility of developing a trusting relationship (Irvin, 2007).   

Unfortunately, certain African-American doctoral students at HWCUs sought out 

informal mentoring relationships at various universities.  Other HWCU participants 

wanted to be mentored by advisors/mentors that looked like them and shared similar 

interests and characteristics.  However, research suggests that African-American faculty 

members are underrepresented in the professoriate.  There is an undeniable relationship 

between academic mentoring by faculty or advising staff and academic success for 

students (Jacobi, 1991).  Mentoring might also include more sensitive content as well.  

Mentoring includes referring students to support services and knowing your mentee well 

enough to identify or recognize when something is wrong and may warrant referral for 

specialized care (Holba, 2012).  There have been studies of successful faculty-student 

mentoring relationships; however, scholars have not fully considered how multiple 

dimensions of identity may influence developmental relationships (O’Meara, Knudsen, & 

Jones, 2013).   

Additionally, research about the student’s process of mentor identification has 

been narrowly focused on perceived similarities according to areas of study or personal 

traits (Griffin, 2013).  While important, these considerations are not the only factor(s), as 

suggested in predicting the effectiveness of relationships in preparing students for their 

professional roles and supporting them throughout doctoral training (Baker et al., 2014).   

 

 



                                                                                                                          

166 

 

 

Perceived Barriers and Challenges 

Several participants identified barriers and challenges that affected their ability to 

develop successful formal and informal mentoring relationships that supported their 

academic success.  These barriers included (a) Access and availability, (b) 

Communication difficulties, (c) Dissertation writing, and (d) Faculty turnover.  There 

were some differences in the experiences of participants at HBCUs and HWCUs in 

regards to barriers and challenges at their respective institutions.  Participants stated that 

cultural differences might have very well played a role in their mentoring relationships 

with mentors/advisors.  Six of the 13 participants at HWCUs spoke of issues that affected 

their academic success.  Three HWCU participants experienced barriers and challenges 

related to a lack of access and availability of faculty advisors/mentors, non-

responsiveness of faculty advisors/mentors, and issues with faculty advisors/mentors not 

taking time to review their dissertation writing assignments.  Two HWCU students 

expressed feelings of social isolation from informal peer mentor groups.  One HWCU 

student felt that he was impacted by an increase in faculty turnover.  Two of the 13 

HBCU students revealed the following: One HBCU student perceived having a good 

relationship with her formal advisor/mentor.  However, she wanted to spend more time 

with her advisor/mentor.  Other participants from HWCUs shared her concern, whereby, 

faculty time was limited based on workloads (e.g. faculty advising numerous student 

dissertations, faculty teaching numerous courses, etc.).  The second HBCU student was 

assigned a new dissertation chair and was concerned about the communication barrier 

that existed because her dissertation chair was new to the program.  The problem here 

was that the African-American doctoral student allowed the professor to be rude and 
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disrespectful to her without reporting the professor to the department chairperson, so that 

appropriate action could have been taken.  Instead, she put the blame on herself.  This 

highlights an issue that could have several repercussions to future doctoral students that 

are advised by this faculty member.     

Effective mentors exhibit important relational characteristics, including being 

accessible and able to identify and support the development of potential strengths and 

skills in their protégés (Straus et al., 2013).  One of the key challenges for mentors and 

protégés is a lack of time, and participants stated that effective mentors ensured that they 

remained accessible to their protégés, even if they were located at a distance.  Although 

they may not be able to meet in person regularly, effective mentors used e-mail and 

phone contact to ensure accessibility, which is consistent with Straus et al. (2013).   

The participants in this study stated that due to the myriad demands placed on 

them as doctoral students, there was a need for effective communication with their 

mentors/advisors.  Consequently, the dissertation writing process proved to be more 

challenging for some participants, largely because they were not receiving appropriate 

guidance from their advisor/mentor.  In most cases, the demands were associated with 

performance and writing issues.  The lack of guidance participants received from an 

advisor/mentor had a direct impact on their progress as doctoral students.  Given the 

urgent need to increase diversity among HBCUs and HWCUs, faculty and institutions 

must take proactive measures to deconstruct these barriers and to support the success of 

all African-American doctoral students.  

The participants’ relationships with their advisors/mentors are important to their 

success and movement through the various stages of doctoral study.  Therefore, “it is 
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evident that more attention needs to be given to the development and experiences of 

African-American students’ matriculation in doctoral programs” (Farmer, 2003, p. 68).  

The advisor/mentor of African-American doctoral students is the link for students to gain 

opportunities for presenting research, writing and publishing articles, along with working 

collaboratively with other scholars.   

Participants perceived that faculty turnover and attrition was a barrier to their 

ability to establish a successful mentoring relationship.  The participants had to seek help 

and support from different faculty and informal mentors.  In light of faculty turnover, and 

an understanding of faculty workload and commitments to numerous students, 

participants sought support (academic, emotional/psychological) from whoever could 

provide it.  In cases like this, institutions of higher learning should ensure that issues tied 

to faculty turnover and attrition do not have an adverse impact on the academic success 

of doctoral students.      

Team Building and Collaboration Garner Success   

This theme highlights the critical nature of team building and collaboration on 

participant’s success.  African-American doctoral participants demonstrated that students 

who were assigned to cohorts experienced a sense of belonging and felt less isolated than 

students that were not with a cohort team.  All participants from both HBCUs and 

HWCUs indicated that team building and collaboration garner success, which helped 

them develop informal mentoring relationships that led to academic success as they 

maneuvered through the doctoral process.  A number of the participants at both HBCUs 

and HWCUs reported engaging effectively in team building and collaboration with 

cohort members.  Where there were no assigned cohort groups by the universities, some 
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of the participants from both HBCUs and HWCUs formed informal cohort support 

groups and talked with other students in order to successfully navigate their programs.  

Others felt withdrawn from these positive collaborations, which was more of an 

individual preference or because they commuted from out of State to attend classes.  

Despite this disparity, the findings suggest that there were similarities in the informal 

mentoring experiences of HBCU and HWCU African-American doctoral students.  

Participating in a cohort group can support individuals professionally, personally, and 

academically (Johnson & Huwe, 2003).  Close collaboration with colleagues helps impart 

a sense of scholarly and professional identity (Mullen & Tuten, 2010).  

Mullen and Tuten’s (2010) study on Doctoral Cohort Mentoring offer new insight 

into cohort mentoring in the form of hybrid structures.  Additionally, the voices of the 

group members have been recognized herein, privileging the students’ perceptions and 

thereby increasing the reliability of the results shared (Campbell & Campbell, 1997).  

Generally, cohorts provide a solution to the deficits of traditional mentoring by 

proactively fostering collaboration between students and their faculty mentors, as well as 

self-governance and ownership of the work (Bruffee, 1999).  Ideally, doctoral mentoring 

cohorts increase student contentment and quality of work in such areas as research, 

writing, and problem solving (Mullen & Tuten, 2010).  The findings in this study suggest 

the importance of having informal mentoring from classmates, cohort members, and 

other faculty members is essential to success and is in concert with existing literature.    

Research Question 3: How do the mentoring experiences of African-

American doctoral students differ by gender?  
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Three themes that emerged from the third research question were (1) Gender and 

Race Characteristics of Advisors, (2) Rapport with Mentor/Advisor, and (3) Alienation & 

Marginalization.  These themes are tied to the fifth theory dimension (outcomes of the 

mentoring relationship), and allowed for a thorough response to and exploration of the 

participants’ experiences with mentoring.  This fifth dimension of the conceptual 

framework proved to be positive and negative for the mentor, the protégé, and the 

institution with which the participants were affiliated (Hunt & Michael, 1983).  All 

African-American doctoral student participants interviewed during the research project 

perceived [good] mentoring as being crucial to their success and movement through the 

doctoral process.  Mentors often get satisfaction through helping the protégé achieve their 

goal.   

This research demonstrated how mentors of the same race and gender of the 

African-American doctoral students can help achieve success, while also revealing the 

negative aspects of the mentor/protégé relationships for African-American doctoral 

students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  Negative outcomes of the mentoring process usually 

reflect upon the protégé.  Mentoring relationships that are not complementary or that end 

abruptly may result in “a loss of self-esteem, frustration, blocked opportunity, and a sense 

of being betrayed” (Hunt & Michael, 1983, p. 479).  Five of the participants noted their 

experiences of alienation and marginalization that distracted from their overall success 

during formal and informal mentoring.  A number of the students interviewed expressed a 

sense of frustration, disappointment, exclusion, and isolation.   

 All 26 African-American doctoral students were interviewed to determine if 

gender played a role in their mentoring experiences at their respective HBCU and 



                                                                                                                          

171 

 

 

HWCU.  Gender of the student participant, gender of the student's faculty advisor and 

gender make-up of the faculty within the participant's department or academic program, 

was observed to determine gender differences across the HBCU/HWCU divide.  All 

participants reported the importance of supportive faculty advisors/mentors.  However, a 

number of female participants valued and sought African-American women faculty as 

their advisors/mentors.  For some participants, gender and race of faculty 

advisors/mentors played a role in their pursuit of the doctoral degree.   

There were occasions when doctoral students mentioned race specifically in 

talking about their mentoring experiences.  In those instances, an examination of race, 

along with gender and how these two components may be applied to the three themes 

were studied.  Both male and female participants at HBCUs and HWCUs stressed the 

importance of good mentoring and building a solid rapport with their formal 

mentors/advisors.  A few women participants also described feelings of alienation and 

marginalization that were a result of gender differences with cohort mates or faculty 

advisors.  

Gender and Race Characteristics of Advisors  

This theme refers to the importance of good mentoring on participant’s success.  

African-American doctoral students from HWCUs emphasized race as an important 

factor in the role that good mentoring played in their doctoral progression.  Two HWCU 

female participants and one HWCU male participant shared their positive experiences 

with faculty mentors who reflected characteristics of their own gender and ethnicity.  

Other participants discussed a desire to have mentors that could relate to their cultural 

identities and experiences, in which they believed non-African-American faculty mentors 
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could relate to.  African-American doctoral participants viewed good mentoring as a 

positive developmental process that often moved beyond academic concerns to provide 

emotional and psychological support, enhance their self-confidence, and encouraged 

them to achieve desired goals (Jacobi, 1991; Merkel, Cole & Wesson, 2012).   

The findings related to this theme revealed that gender and race played a critical 

role in good mentoring for some of the participants in this study.  These findings are 

consistent with the literature where good mentoring evolved beyond guidance and 

support to include commitment and trust established over time (Stevens, 1995).  Other 

participants that made no mention of race or gender discussed the benefits of good 

mentoring they received during the doctoral process.  They spoke about how mentors 

helped them navigate through the dissertation phases of the doctoral process, and how 

mentors kept them focused and encouraged when things got tough.  On numerous 

occasions, African-American doctoral students received good mentoring from informal 

mentors (other faculty and classmates).  Participants in Blake-Beard et al. (2011) study, 

which surveyed approximately 1,013 STEM field undergraduate and graduate students, 

and postdoctoral scholars, demonstrates that matching mentor and mentee on the basis of 

similarities in race and gender does not appear to affect academic outcomes or 

satisfaction compared to those who had divergent identities from their mentors.   

Consequently, the findings of this study suggest that the academic outcomes of 

African-American doctoral students’ mentoring experiences at HBCUs compared to 

HWCUs are analogous.  However, and in agreement with the Blake-Beard et al. (2011) 

study, this research revealed that many of the African-American female students viewed 

having a mentor of one’s own gender or race as being important.  In some cases, 
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participants who had a mentor of their own gender or race reported receiving more 

assistance during their doctoral research.  

Rapport with Mentor/Advisor   

A relatively small number of participants noted that they either valued or were 

actively seeking mentoring relationships with individuals who shared their ethnicity and 

gender.  Of the 26 interviewed participants, less than 17% (2/12) of African-American 

male doctoral students (both from HWCUs) sought mentors that looked like them and 

expressed their ability to better connect with mentors who shared their gender and ethnic 

characteristics.  Whereas, less than 22% of female (3/14) African-American doctoral 

students (2 from HWCUs and 1 from HBCU) perceived that gender and race played a 

role in their mentor/advisor relationships.  Only a small percentage of HWCU female 

doctoral students mentioned specifically seeking out Black female mentors when 

applying for their programs.  However, other participants mentioned that most of their 

mentors were women of color.  One HBCU female doctoral student gravitated towards 

African-American females and revealed that her mentors have always been African-

American women.  She used a self-selection criterion that was available at her institution. 

However, she was not opposed to having a male mentor, as long as they [male mentor] 

had certain qualities that worked well with her, and that she admired.  Building rapport 

with mentors/advisors was helpful to the academic success for student participants.  

Overall, there were 14 female African-American doctoral students interviewed for the 

study, and approximately 36% (5/14) of female African-American doctoral students 

(three from HWCUs and two from HBCUs) revealed that they felt more comfortable 

building a rapport with female mentors/advisors on their campuses.   
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The findings in this theme, “rapport with mentor/advisor”, suggests that the 

relationship with the mentor/advisor plays role in the academic success for the African-

American doctoral student on HBCU and HWCU institutions.  These findings for this 

theme are consistent with mentoring literature.  Gender and race can influence African-

American doctoral student academic success.   

Alienation and Marginalization   

A number of participants (5 of 26) reported experiencing feelings of alienation 

and marginalization at some point during their interactions with formal and informal 

mentors, in part due to an inability to connect with their cohort classmates or an academic 

advisor.  This negative experience accounts for 19.2% of all African-American doctoral 

participants interviewed for the study.  Some participants did not feel that they belonged 

within their doctoral programs and perceived some form of gender alienation, 

mistreatment, or racism within their department.  One participant noted experiencing 

direct cultural attacks, such as stereotyping and discrimination at a prior HWCU 

institution.  Other students expressed feeling alienated and marginalized, and they 

expressed disappointment in the lack of academic advising they received at their HWCU 

institutions.  One participant felt alienated from classmates when there was a perception 

that they [White peer group] wanted her to fail.  The researcher explored cultural 

differences based on skin color as a possible cause for this disconnect.  For example, one 

of the female participants did note that some White faculty members at her institution 

would see her in the hallways of school and would look at her as though she was beneath 

them.  The participant perceived this as having racial undertones because the same 

treatment did not apply to her White classmates.     
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A mentoring pair from very different cultural backgrounds may have difficulties 

communicating effectively.  Cultural competence is the ability to recognize the value of a 

culture different from one’s own when required.  Cultural competence acknowledges that 

cultures are neither inferior nor superior to one another, implying appreciation for 

differences.  A healthy mentor/mentee relationship includes respect, empathy, 

genuineness, and warmth.  Since individuals bring their cultural values into personal 

relationships, the culturally aware mentor will understand that cultural dimensions may 

significantly influence his or her intercultural interactions with mentees (Irvin, 2007).  

While one participant perceived that her classmates wanted her to fail academically, other 

participants expressed frustration with the lack of academic advising they received formal 

mentors/advisors, and an inability of mentors to connect with them on a personal level.  

Advising includes the roles of academic guide, major professor and in some 

instances dissertation chair.  Advisors are expected to provide clear and consistent 

information to help students complete academic tasks in a timely manner and facilitate 

their progress through the academic program (Baker & Griffin, 2010; Johnson, 2007).  

Advising relationships may be determined by a mutual interest in research areas, or may 

be assigned more broadly upon a student’s admission into a doctoral program (Baker et 

al., 2014).    

The findings revealed that perceptions of alienation and marginalization could 

have an impact on African-American doctoral students attending HBCUs and HWCUs.  

The findings suggest that the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral 

students attending HBCUs when compared to HWCUs based on gender are dissimilar.  

For this study, 19.2% of African-American doctoral students experienced alienation and 
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marginalization during their informal and formal mentoring experience.  This supports 

previous literature where studies have found that African-American students attending 

HWCUs are more likely than those who attend HBCUs to experience greater levels of 

social isolation, alienation, personal dissatisfaction, and overt racism (Pascarella & 

Terenzini, 1991, 2005).  All five (5) African-American doctoral students revealed 

receiving these negative experiences at HWCUs.   

The majority of participants did not experience alienation or marginalization 

during their informal or formal mentoring experience.  These participants reported that 

they were able to connect with mentors/advisors, in part due to ability to bond with their 

cohort classmates or formal advisors.  The five participants who reported negative 

experiences revealed that there was either (1) no sense of engagement from White 

professors as compared to their White colleagues, (2) that their academic advisors were 

unable to connect with them on an academic level, (3) that they were alienated by White 

classmates that wanted them to fail academically, and (4) that they received inadequate 

formal mentoring from a White male academic advisor.  

Limitations 

Two limitations emerged over the course of this study.  (1) The narratives of 

participants for this study were small and did not allow for generalizability beyond the 

findings of the study.  This study did not intend to generalize findings to a wider group of 

student populations or to other college campuses outside the mid-Atlantic region.  (2) 

While the findings were not widely generalizable, this study attempted to identify 

potential factors that made mentoring relationships work for or hinder the African-

American doctoral students and how African-American doctoral students perceive their 
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mentoring experiences at HBCUs and HWCUs.  The majority of African-American 

doctoral participants (24 of 26) for this study were from the fields of education and social 

science.  The intention was to recruit African-American doctoral participants from the 

STEM fields (natural science, technology, engineering, and mathematics).  However, it 

proved to be very difficult to find and recruit these students for the study.  Only two 

participants from the natural science fields participated in the study.  These two students 

attended the private HBCU.  The researcher attempted to diversify the participants, as a 

more diverse representation of STEM fields may have yielded different findings.  

Underrepresentation of African-Americans holding advanced degrees, especially in the 

STEM fields, remains a significant challenge (Maton & Hrabowski, 2004; Alexander, 

Foertsch, & Daffinrud, 1998).   

Recommendations 

Based on the research findings, the following recommendations are provided in 

order to help HBCU and HWCU administrators and educators better serve their African-

American students in doctoral programs.  These recommendations for mentoring 

programs can aid administrators in increasing the recruitment, retention, and rate of 

degree attainment of African-American doctoral students.  Additional recommendations 

serve to advance this research area further.   

The first recommendation involves the establishment of mentoring/advising 

programs geared towards matching mentors with protégés that have similar research 

interests in doctoral programs for African-American students.  Mentoring/advising 

programs can help African-American doctoral students develop positive relationships 

with a mentor/advisor that has experience working with protégés.  These supportive 
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relationships would afford the student a greater opportunity to persist to graduation.  

Educators (program administrators, faculty and staff) should be informed about the 

benefits of mentoring programs, which target underrepresented minority student 

populations that are most likely to benefit from these programs.  It is important for 

African-American students to learn the significance of mentoring.  This study has shown 

how mentoring contributes to professional and academic growth within departments and 

programs.  This kind of professional and academic growth is especially important at the 

doctoral level.  The findings in this study also reveal the importance of having strong 

support systems.  If such programs already exist, institutions of higher education should 

review their policies and adjust accordingly.  It is a strong recommendation for 

administrators in these doctoral programs to develop and implement programs in 

institutions of higher education, and it is important that commitment is received from 

schools and other stakeholders.   

The second recommendation for institutions of higher education is to promote 

professional development in institutions where they have African-American doctoral 

students in historically white institutions.  Offering diversity coupled with training on 

how to establish mentoring training for administrators, faculty and staff, so that they can 

learn about the importance of providing good mentoring/advising for diverse students.  

This diversity/mentoring training should include lessons on implementing mentoring 

programs, understanding of the importance of race and gender relations, and connecting 

with students from different cultures and backgrounds.   Institutions that offer centers for 

teaching and learning or other formal training for faculty and staff would appear to be an 

ideal place for this professional development. 
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In this study, there were formal mentors/advisors that were unable to form a 

connection with African-American doctoral students from HWCUs.  These students 

sought support from informal mentors or peers, and they resulted to establishing informal 

cohorts for team building and collaboration.  For example, mentoring cohorts and Sister 

Mentor type programs increase student contentment and quality of work in such areas as 

research, writing, and problem solving.  An institution’s or department’s practices of and 

commitment to diversity can have a positive impact on the experiences of African-

American doctoral students (Gasman et al., 2008; Davidson & Foster-Johnson, 2001).  

The third recommendation is the formalization of mentoring relationships in the 

targeted institutions.  The findings in this study revealed that race and gender played a 

role in the process of formal mentor/advisor relationships with a number of doctoral 

students that attended HWCUs.  For this study, 19.2% of African-American doctoral 

students experienced alienation and marginalization during their informal or formal 

mentoring experience.  This finding supports previous literature where studies have found 

that African-American students attending HWCUs are more likely than those who attend 

HBCUs to experience greater levels of social isolation, alienation, personal 

dissatisfaction, and overt racism (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005).  

Educators (Department Chairs, Deans, Vice Presidents, etc.) may benefit if they 

believe in the value of formal mentoring programs, so that they can afford students the 

opportunity to benefit from them.  Although this study found that informal mentoring 

could be more effective than formal mentoring, developing a structured mentoring 

program can yield enhanced benefits for the mentor and protégé.  Formalizing mentoring 

programs would ensure that students could find a mentor that they can trust and establish 
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a relationship by developing guidelines to help the mentor/protégé relationship to 

flourish.  These guidelines would define the type of mentoring program, activities, 

responsibilities, time commitment, and other aspects of the mentoring relationship.  All 

students should have an avenue to formalized mentoring, and no student should feel 

isolated because his or her institution did not see the advantages of having an established 

mentoring program in place for them.   

The fourth recommendation is the attraction and retention of more African-

American faculty in doctoral programs in historically white colleges and universities.  Of 

the 26 African-American doctoral students interviewed for this study, only 38% (10 of 

26) of participants had an African-American formal advisor.  A number of studies have 

explored the underrepresentation of African-American students among doctoral degree 

recipients.  However, not only are African-American doctoral students underrepresented 

in the student population, but African-American faculty members are underrepresented in 

the professoriate population or even administrative staff.  Both of these components 

could serve as mentors for African-American doctoral students.   

Implications for Future Studies 

One key consideration for further research is to examine, using a quantitative 

methodology, faculty/advisors’ approach to academic advising and mentoring to ensure 

that advising is supported by the organizational culture.  African-American doctoral 

students’ paths to degree completion are centered on successful academic advising and 

mentoring relationships.  Throughout their doctoral experience, the participants felt they 

were not receiving adequate social support (e.g. academic, emotional/psychological) from 
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their faculty advisor and their environment (i.e., departmental and institutional culture 

and climate).    

A second area of future research may also include conducting studies in other 

disciplines, particularly those in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics 

(STEM), where underrepresented and minority groups continue to struggle with degree 

completion.  One of the limitations of this study is that only two African-American 

doctoral students from STEM participated in the study.  Thus, a replication of this study 

focusing on STEM field comparisons between HBCUs and HWCUs could determine if 

there are any differences in the findings.  

Conclusions 

The African-American doctoral students in this study were faced with many 

encounters and hindrances, but they had the ability and strength to overcome many 

barriers and challenges to succeed academically in their respective departments and 

programs.  The participants faced marginalization, neglect, racism, sexism, and other 

forms of oppression within their institution’s social and academic environments, as well 

as their overall graduate programs.  However, these African-American doctoral students 

gained strength from family, peers and faculty advisors/mentors at their individual 

college universities and beyond.   

The purpose of this study was to understand the mentoring experiences of 

African-American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs.  Mentoring is paramount to 

the academic success of students from all aspects of life.  Based on the findings from this 

study, an important step in a successful mentoring relationship is for both mentor and 

protégé to identify, define, and articulate their common interests.  Even though the 
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conceptual framework served as the foundation of the research project, the findings 

derived from the voices and lived experiences of the students.  Therefore, this study 

afforded participants the ability to testify and reflect on their own perceived mentoring 

experiences, thus giving existing literature more recent data.  All doctoral students 

regardless of their institutional types felt very strongly about the need for support from 

their mentors/advisors.  In addition to gaining an understanding into how African-

American doctoral students comprehend their mentoring experiences at four college 

institutions, the study sought specific understanding about these students’ academic and 

social experiences.   

African-American doctoral students acknowledged that professional and 

academic growth was essential to their success, and that professional and academic 

experiences had an impact on their educational success.  The support and encouragement 

from family, friends, and relationships within churches and communities provided 

participants with a sense of purpose.   

I compared the mentoring experiences of African-American doctoral students at 

both HBCUs and HWCUs to contribute to the existing research on mentoring by 

providing more in depth understanding of what these students actually experienced at 

their respective institutions.  These participants at both HBCUs and HWCUs revealed the 

importance of having a strong support system.  Some HWCU students struggled with 

identifying suitable mentors that possessed the characteristics they needed to have a 

meaningful mentoring relationship.  These students expressed frustration about the lack 

of emotional and psychological support and encouragement they received during 

academic settings and the negative impact it had on them.  However, they realized the 
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importance of receiving and seeking informal mentoring from classmates, cohort 

members, and other colleagues.  African-American doctoral students understood that 

good mentoring evolved beyond guidance and support to include commitment and trust 

established over time.  Several HWCU students wanted a sense of connection with their 

mentors/advisors, and it was important for them to have a mentor/advisor that was of 

their same gender and race.  Participants identified key actions of effective mentors.  For 

example, they believed that effective mentors (formal and informal) should provide 

career guidance, encouragement and support, and should focus on students’ well-being 

both inside and outside of the classroom environment.  The African-American students in 

this study created meaning of their mentoring experiences while pursuing their doctoral 

degrees.  They were not seeking mentors to solve their problems, but they were seeking 

mentors to help them find solutions.   

The findings also revealed that gender and race can play a role in the process of 

mentoring that leads to success for African-American doctoral students.  Students should 

not have to deal with alienation, mistreatment, or racism within their institutions.  Within 

academia, there should be no place for direct cultural attacks, such as stereotyping and 

discrimination (based on gender and race) that was experienced by several African-

American doctoral students at HWCUs.  In order to gain a better understanding of these 

experiences, and how to address the numerous obstacles and problems they face, 

educators (graduate programs, higher education administrators, policy makers) should 

invest in identifying the issues and bringing knowledge and support to underrepresented 

student populations.   
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Appendices 

Appendix A. Student Information Sheet 

 
Interview Date:  Interview ID:  

    
Code number:  

  Race:  

  Gender:  

  Age:  

  
School Name:    

 # of Years in doctoral program:  

  Degree Seeking:  

  Major Discipline:  

  Minor Discipline:  

    
 Academic 

Advisor Name: 
   

 # of Months with this Academic 
Advisor: 

 

 Race of Academic Advisor:  

 Gender of Academic Advisor:  
 

Other Mentor 
Name: 

   

 # of Months with this Mentor:  

 Race of Mentor:  

 Gender of Mentor:  
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Appendix B. Pre-Interview Scripts 

I really appreciate you taking your time to participate in this study. Today’s 

interview will last approximately 45 to 60 minutes. As previously discussed, you 

have been chosen to participate in this study because of your ethnic background 

and pursuit of a doctoral degree at this particular institution. This study is 

designed to describe formal and informal mentoring experiences of doctoral 

students.  Mentorship for this study is defined as development of a relationship 

between you and a more experienced, productive individual (the mentor) where 

the mentor helps you with your development.  I want to assure you that all the 

individual data will be compiled and reported as a group. Your individual 

information will remain confidential. During the interview, if you feel 

uncomfortable or want to stop the interview for any reason, please let me know, 

and we will immediately stop the interview. Before we proceed with the interview, 

do you have any questions? 

If you do not have any questions, will you please review the following Consent 

form before we start? 

Consent to Participate In Research 

Study Title:  Mentoring Experiences of African-American Doctoral Students at 
HBCUs and HWCUs 

 

Code number:   ________________________________ 

 

Purpose of the study:  To gather information regarding your mentoring 
experience. 
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Proceeding with the interview, I confirm the following: 
 
- I agree to let the researcher use and share the mentoring information and other 
information gathered for this study. 
- The Researcher explained to me the purpose of the study.  All of my questions 
have been answered to my satisfaction.  
- I voluntarily agree to participate in this research study. I agree to follow the 
study procedures as directed. I have been told that I can stop at any time. 
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Appendix C. Data Collection Instrument: Semi-structured Interview Protocol  

(IRB # 101315) 

Demographic data will be collected prior to the interview with the participant. 

The demographic data will allow the researcher to comprehend the complexity and scope 

of the research questions. This data will help in the interpretation of the results. The 

researcher obtained the following demographic data from each participant: (a) school 

name, (b) years in program, (c) college degree sought, (d) major discipline, (e) 

race/gender/age (see Table 3), as well the names of the students’ academic advisor and 

other mentors. 

 

No. Question 

1 Tell me about the academic environment of your school? Department? and 
program?  

2 Tell me about the social environment of your school? Department? and 
program? 

3 How do you describe your school and department’s race make-up? 

4 How does your experience fit with this school?  

5 How does your experience fit with this Department?  

6 What has it been like to be an African American doctoral student in your 
department? program? 

7 How has mentoring help facilitate your school experience?  

8 What challenges did/do you face? How have you overcome those challenges?  

9 What experiences do you see as helping you achieve your academic success? 

10 What experiences do you see as hindering your academic success? 

11 How would you describe your personal mentoring experience with your 
academic advisor (e.g., only academic advising or more than just academic 
advising, the frequency of your meeting with your advisor, the place where 
you met your advisor, etc.)?  

12 Tell me about how your advisor was a mentor?  

13 What does academic advising mean to your academic achievement?  How has 
academic advising assisted you in your specialized area as a doctoral 
candidate? 

14 Besides your academic advisor, tell me about any other formal or informal 
mentors at your school? If so, please describe your mentoring experience (e.g., 
how they became your mentor, how often do you meet, what type of 
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mentoring advice they provide to you, etc.).  

15 Tell me about your perceptions of formal and informal mentoring of African-
American doctoral students at HBCUs?  

16 Tell me about your perceptions of formal and informal mentoring of African-
American doctoral students at HWCUs? 

17 What have been the benefits of formal mentoring for you?  

 18 What have been the challenges of formal mentoring for you? 

19 What have been the benefits of informal mentoring for you? 

20 What have been the challenges of informal mentoring for you? 

21 What areas (e.g., dissertation completion, publication, and presentation) have 
your academic advisor helped you? 

22 Tell me about how gender played a role in the process of mentoring for you 
and other students?  In what areas?  

23 If you have other mentors (other than your academic advisor), what areas (e.g., 
dissertation completion, publication, and presentation) have your mentors 
helped you?  

24 Tell me about how you felt alienated or marginalized during your formal 
mentoring experience? 

25 Tell me about how you felt alienated or marginalized during your informal 
mentoring experience? 
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Appendix D. Letter to Participants 

(IRB # 101315) 

Date:  

Dear Doctoral Student:  

I am an African-American doctoral candidate of the Higher Education Administration 
(HEA) Program at the George Washington University. I am conducting a research study 
about Mentoring Experiences of African-American Doctoral Students at Historically 
Black and Historically White Colleges and Universities. The goal of this inquiry is to 
understand the formal and informal mentoring experiences of African-American female 
and male doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs that contribute to the success of 
mentoring relationships.  
 
You are a potential candidate for the study because of your ethnic background and pursuit 
of a doctoral degree at your institution. Your participation will add to the limited 
professional body of knowledge regarding this subject and pave the way for others. This 
project is part of the research phase of my study using a Qualitative research method. The 
study constitutes partial fulfillment of the requirements for the Doctor of Education 
degree at the George Washington University within the Higher Education Administration 
Program. 
 
The requirements of the study include a one-time interview of 45 to 60 minutes, and a 
follow-up interview of approximately 30 minutes. Your response to the interview 
questions will be audio-recorded and later transcribed for analysis and comparison. The 
transcript will be sent to you for your revision or additional comments. I will be taking 
handwritten notes during the interview in order to enhance the accuracy of the data 
collected. I am offering a $10 gift card for your participation. 
 
The study complies with the protection requirements for ethical research. Your 
participation in the study is voluntary. If you choose to participate, you can withdraw 
from the study at any time without any penalty. All records (e.g. all student and school 
information) will remain confidential. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns related to the study, I can be reached at (202) 
XXX-XXXX or via e-mail, sandersd@gwmail.gwu.edu. You may also contact my 
dissertation chair, Dr. Mikyong Minsun Kim, Associate Professor, at (202) XXX-XXXX 
or via e-mail, kimmi@gwu.edu.  
 
I value your input, participation, and support with this study.  

Sincerely,  

Donald R. Sanders 
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The George Washington University 
Doctoral Candidate 
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Appendix E. Informed Consent Document 

 

Mentoring Experiences of African-American Doctoral Students  
at Historically Black and Historically White Colleges and Universities 

 

(IRB # 101315) 
 
You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. Mikyong 
Minsun Kim of the Department of Higher Education Administration, George Washington 
University (GWU).  Taking part in this research is entirely voluntary. Your academic 
standing or the status of your employment will not, in any way, be affected should you 
choose not to participate or if you decide to withdraw from the study at any time.   
 
The purpose of this study is to understand the mentoring experiences of African-
American doctoral students, which could lead to higher completion rates. The central 
research goal of this inquiry is to understand the mentoring experiences of African-
American doctoral students at HBCUs and HWCUs that contribute to the success of 
mentoring relationships.   
 
If you choose to take part in this study, you will be required to answer 25 research 
interview questions. The interview questions will utilize neutral and inoffensive language 
and refrain from controversial issues. The total amount of time you will spend in 
connection with this study is approximately 45 to 60 minutes.  You may refuse to answer 
any of the questions and you may stop your participation in this study at any time.    
 
Possible risks or discomforts you could experience during this study include: emotional 
discomfort and anxiety.   
 

You will not benefit directly from your participation in the study. The benefits to science 
and humankind that might result from this study are: Most studies have focused on 
undergraduate, not doctoral, students. Therefore, there is a dearth of literature on 
mentoring for African-American doctoral students.  
 
Every effort will be made to keep your information confidential, however, this cannot be 
guaranteed. The researcher will only use the subjects’ real names in the participant list 
kept in a separate, locked location. The researcher will change the name of the 
institutions to further guarantee confidentiality. If 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.  
 
The Office of Human Research of George Washington University, at telephone number 
(202) 994-2715, can provide further information about your rights as a research 
participant. Further information regarding this study may be obtained by contacting 
Donald Sanders, GW Student/researcher at telephone number (202) XXX-XXXX. 
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Your signature is required on the informed consent form, and your willingness to 
participate in this research study is implied if you proceed.  
 
*Please keep a copy of this document in case you want to read it again. 


