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Introduction 

 
African American male college students are experiencing difficulties with seeking a sense 

of belonging in social and academic settings on United States college campuses (Sinanan, 2016, 

p.158). This has induced an increase in attrition setting African American males at the highest 

level amongst their colleagues. Student attrition is defined as, “the number of individuals who 

leave a programme of study before it has finished” (“Student Attrition”,n.d.). According to Von 

Robertson and Ray (2017), “Black women not only outnumber black males in college by a ratio 

of two to one, but black women graduate from college (47 percent) at a higher rate than black 

men (36 percent)” (p. 260). In addition, the recent U.S. Department of Education reported that 

“more than two-thirds of all African American men who enter college leave before earning their 

college degree, resulting in the highest rate of attrition among all races and both sexes” (2006).  

Moreover, the national center for education statistics states, “Black students earned 45 percent of 

the 5,500 associate’s degrees, 81 percent of 33,500 the bachelor’s degrees, 70 percent of the 

8,000 master’s degrees, and 62 percent of the 2,500 doctor’s degrees in 2016–17. At all levels, 

the majority of degrees awarded to Black students were awarded to Black female students” 

(NCES, 2019).  

 With the present regression and low statistics of African American males presently 

enrolled, universities and post-secondary researchers have applied many theories and collected 

research studies findings to determine why this issue is still prevalent within the racial 

demographics on their prospective college campuses. There are many unanswered questions on 

the issue of retention and increased attrition. Researchers Ray Von Robertson and Cassandra 

Chaney (2017) assert that these negative on-campus experiences, prejudiced behaviors, and 

stereotypical ideas against African American males put them through an unjust and biased process 

defined as, “niggerization” (p. 261).Niggerization is defined by Von Robertson and Chaney 

(2017)  as the "reinforcement of racist stereotypes that stigmatize them as dumb jocks, black male 
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criminals from the local community who do not belong on campus, affirmative action 

beneficiaries who were undeserving of admission, and at-risk students who all emerge from low-

income families and urban ghettos" ( p. 261). The term Niggerization results from Von Robertson 

and Chaney's (2015) previous research findings on the negative experiences and impact of cultural 

perceptions of African American males on predominantly white institutions in the South (P. 21). 

Their findings  of 15 African American male students currently attending a predominantly white 

institution determined that African American males were experiencing  a difficult time finding 

their sense of belonging on their universities campus due to oppression, privilege, discrimination, 

and stereotype threat (P. 33). 

The purpose of this research is to investigate the relevant issues of increased attrition, 

discuss the current exclusionary practices of stereotype threat and racial battle fatigue, and 

explore what interventions current universities and higher education faculty are using to correct 

the present campus diversity and inclusion issues that occur in various campus communities, 

academic support and access for African American males enrolled, and social development and 

community efforts for African American males attending or planning on attending a 

postsecondary institution. 

Theoretical Perspectives 

 
The transition from secondary to post-secondary is a special experience for all students. 

Students are becoming acquainted with new peers, maintaining and establishing positive study 

habits, and developing their sense of individual identity within the campus community. 

Establishing an identity is one of the most difficult transitions in the collegiate experience, 

particularly for young African American male college students (Bridges, 2010). While attending 

white institutions, African American males develop multiple cultural identities in order to find a 
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sense of belonging on their campuses (Bridges, 2010). Researchers Von Roberston and Chaney 

(2015) have acknowledged that this transition presents many social and academic challenges for 

African American male college students and have brought the awareness to the lack of identity 

development a person of color faces due to the influence of white colleagues and low numbers of 

black faculty. 

In support of their claim, Thomas and colleagues (2012) stated that the lack of 

representation of positive black faculty members and role models on college campuses has also 

presented reasons why African American males feel prejudiced and racially isolated when they 

have arrived on their campuses (P. 2). In a study of 411 African American males from 26 

Predominantly White Institutions and 24 Historically Black Colleges and Universities by 

Thomas and colleagues (2012), they found through their study findings that African American 

males’ institutional identity is positively related to boosting African American male student’s 

self-esteem and helps them develop a sense of belonging to an institution (P. 7). Although both 

sets of students come from different collegiate types, Thomas and colleagues (2012) were able 

to find a strong correlation that African American male students currently attending 

predominantly white institutions have strong concerns about their social belonging in campus 

spaces and have developed an interest in finding tools to positively increase their self-esteem 

during their journey. Additional studies on the retention of males who attend HBCU’s indicate that 

their problems include, “poor help seeking behavior, insufficient financial aid, and problems occurring 

in their homes or communities as factors that impede the success of Black men at Black colleges 

(Palmer, Davis, and Hilton, 2009). Based on the collected data, Thomas and colleagues (2012) 

suggest these strategies to the current administration of United States colleges and universities: 

1) positive attitudes and pleasant demeanor among faculty and staff when interacting with 

Black male students, 2) having events and speakers that reflect the culture and interests of 

Black males, 3) encouraging Black males to join campus organizations or supporting the 



BLACK MALE ATTRITION 5  

 
development of activities or organizations that are created and maintained by Black 

males, and 4) placing qualified Black male students and staff in highly visible and 

influential positions. (Thomas et al, 2012, P. 8) 

Without these support systems being in place for African American male students and the 

continued racially triggering stereotypes, lack of culture-based programming, and low 

representation of color in staff and faculty it has hindered the academic and social growth of 

African American male college students. African American males continue to feel ostracized and 

have developed low self-esteem and negative psychosocial development within their college 

experience (Thomas, Marks, Smith, & Crosby, 2012). With the lack of representation and 

continued unfair treatment of African American 

males, the levels of attrition have increased and they were able to define this of stereotype threat 

and hostility on predominantly white campuses causing high levels of attrition (Von Robertson, 

& Chaney, 2015). 

 
Jean Phinney’s Model of Ethnic Identity Development 

 
Psychologist Jean Phinney (1993) created the theory of ethnic development to discuss the 

progression and ethnic separation that students of color face while discovering their ethnic 

identity. Phinney researched and developed a three-stage model that examines the students' 

interactions with assimilating to one’s ethnic culture within their community. This theoretical 

framework has served higher education professionals with understanding the issues of ethnicity 

and race on predominantly white institutions that students of color face on a daily basis. Phinney 

researched and theorized that college students encounter unexamined ethnic identities through 

various stages. Within these stages students view their peers as counterparts, this is followed by 
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an identity search where students encounter a situation related to discrimination, harassment, or 

indirect actions that are done to the ethnic group the individual identifies with (Phinney, 1993). 

Phinney (1993) concludes the theory with an achievement stage when students have found their 

place within their ethnic group and are open-minded to the experiences that fellow minorities 

experience. The racially unjust encounters and microaggressive behaviors have not only made 

African American males transition challenging but in addition, have made them feel as though 

they are a threat to society. 

Racial Prejudice and Stereotype Threat 

 
Stereotype threat is defined as: 

 
“...African American students, when cognizant of the fact that a standardized test, task, or 

their mere presence, can in some way be perceived to measure their intelligence/value, will 

experience anxiety regarding their ability to perform in academic settings.” (Steele & 

Aronson, 1995, p.797) 

In their quest to matriculate and grow their academic capabilities in new educational 

settings, racism and prejudice behavior continues to torment African American males making it 

difficult to receive admissions and feel as an equal with their peers (Thomas, Smith, Marks, 

Crosby, 2012). Scholar Dominique Thomas and colleagues (2012) investigated the culture of 

stereotype threat and discovered that African American's disengage from the university with 

discrimination is present. This discrimination leads to less positive experiences and reflective 

thinking that leads to feelings of isolation and feeling unwelcomed within the, unlike their white 

counterparts. African American male students struggle to find their sense of belonging and self-

confidence because of the institutionalized racism and being constantly 
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compared to their white counterparts. To support these findings, Researchers Massey and Owens 

(2014) used the theory and developed multiple pathways that African American males struggle 

with psychologically after experiencing stereotype threat. These possible pathways include, 

internalizing the stereotype threat which causes substantial threats to self-esteem, and reductions in 

academic performances resulting in regret and anxiety. Tinto (1993) suggests that this 

dissimulation ultimately strips Black males from their true identities and makes them less invested 

in being involved with their ethnic communities on campus and ultimately dropping out. Racial 

prejudice, stereotype threat, and lack of support within predominantly white college campuses 

present psychological barriers making it problematic for African American males to remain 

enrolled. 

Racial Battle Fatigue 

 
With the many racial challenges, African American males face during their college 

experiences in addition to lacked community support by their colleagues, the collegiate 

community, and university faculty (Brooks, Jones, & Burt, 2012). Brooks, Jones, & Burt 

described the lack of preparation, absence of local support, and assimilation to isolation and 

loneliness causes significant disadvantages for African American male students’ college 

transition resulting in high attrition levels and low retention efforts (2013). When students 

begin their college experience they are all held to a standard of being new to campus and 

establishing their own interests and routines (Mitchell Jr. & Means, 2014). Researchers 

Unfortunately, African American males are stereotyped and viewed as being disengaged from 

academics and are on constant vigilance compared to their white counterparts (Mitchell Jr. and 

Means, 2014). These stereotypes that are placed on African 

Formatting?
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American males have effects on one's self-esteem and sense of individuality in order to be 

socially acceptable in predominantly white communities. However Postsecondary professors 

Smith, Allen, and Danely have investigated and suggest that campus racial issues stem from 

systemic assumption based thinking rather than in factual data (Smith, Allen, & Danley, 2007). 

These authors collectively diagnosed the mental health exhaustion from campus 

microaggressions as, “Racial Battle Fatigue” (P. 553). 

Racial Battle Fatigue is defined as”...the amount of energy lost dedicated to coping with 

racial microaggressions and racism” (Smith, Allen, and Danely, 2007, p. xx). This form of 

psychological exhaustion weighs heavily resulting in emotional and social withdrawal, anger, 

difficulty with focusing on task due to anxiety, extreme fatigue, and loss of self-confidence 

(Smith, Allen, and Danely, 2007). These microaggressive stressors have been linked to causing 

concerns on the current state of African American male college students mental health overall, 

supporting the fact African American students are at a greater risk of maladaptive behaviors due 

to environmental factors and stigmas about mental health services (Ford, Meshack, Peters Jr., 

Lin, & Yu, 2017). With these mental health stigmas in place, African American males are most 

likely not relying on on-campus resources, counseling services, and cultural community support 

(Ford, Meshack, Peters Jr., Lin, & Yu, 2017). This makes it more difficult with supplying the 

right care and support for the students. When students are placed in a mindset of 

disconnectedness and frustration, how can the university be a support to the student? Are there 

any mental health initiatives to assist in this issue of attrition and providing a community for 

students? 
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Scholars Dancy II & Hotchkins (2015) suggest that community support and 

extracurricular membership will positively impact African American males. African American 

males find peace with themselves and their place on campus when they are given the appropriate 

outlets.  Quigley and Mitchell (2018) found through their research that storytelling is a form of 

healing and healthy expression of the trauma that they experience in life. According to Quigley 

(2013), “Often a disrespected, devalued, and angry African American male, simply seeks to be 

heard and validated for his humanity” (P. 84). When African American males see this acceptance 

within their community through culturally based organizations and black Greek-letter 

organizations they become more involved and take on positive leadership 

roles and become role models to students within their cultural collegiate community (Dancy II & 

Hotchkins, 2015). 

Interventions 

 
Black Male Support Programming 

 
Many researchers recommend that relatable campus programming, consistent mentorship, 

and representation in university faculty, and community support can create a positive 

environment in African American males academically and socially on predominantly white 

campuses (Thomas et al, 2012). Most predominantly White institutions have been well-informed 

that by offering a variety of ethnic-based support organizations for African American men 

enrolled contributes to the sense of building community and belonging on campus (Simmons, 

2013). The presence of Black-centered programming has since started through small 

organizations that later open into beneficial nationwide programming called the, "Black Male 

Initiative" (Druery & Brooms, 2018). The Black Male Initiative has many goals to promote the 
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retention of African American male college students and provide them the necessary support in 

order to receive a degree. The activities and community within the Black Male Initiative have 

helped establish community support and racial cohesion-building within the students and current 

staff members (Druery & Brooms, 2018). 

Scholar Allison Sinanan (2016) continues to support this point that mentorship from 

faculty been associated with positive retention of African American males (P. 161). Sinanan 

(2016) adds the historical context that mentorship has been a prominent positive factor to African 

American males since ancestral roots to Africa where kinship helped guided young men with 

understanding their culture (P. 159). Based on the cultural context and evidence of successful 

Black male-centered initiatives, mentorship is beneficial to preparing African American males 

for the college experience and providing them representation and support from individuals whom 

they identify with (Sinanan, 2016). Researcher Kelsey Landis (2019) further supports this point 

by including that University of North Texas, Central Washington University, and Old Dominion 

University have current initiatives to cultivate support programming to retain African American 

males (P.14). These current campus initiatives provide academic and social support, create 

network opportunities with upperclassmen, and connect students to development opportunities 

that include internships and national student conference (P.17). 

Mentoring has its community building benefits and provides peer support for African 

American males from other African American males in order to help retain and grow their 

retention statistics. In addition to beneficial mentoring programs, another solution to help grow 

African American male students retention at predominantly white universities is creating a 



BLACK MALE ATTRITION 11  

 
beneficial, culturally aware, foundational summer experiences to aid the transition from high 

school to college. 

Summer Programming 

 
Another positive intervention that promotes positive transition into college is pre-college 

transition programming or also referred to as summer bridge programs. The purpose of summer 

programs is to provide potential or newly enrolled students a real-life experience of what a day in 

the life of a student would be like at the institution. Some summer bridge programs also grant 

students a head start by providing the necessary academic and cultural tools for long-term 

collegiate success (Bir & Myrick, 2015). Professors Beth Bir and Mondrail Myrick (2015) used 

their discoveries to determine that summer bridge programs can be used as early forms of 

interventions for at-risk students due to the intensity of the programs and its goals for students is 

to have them prepared for the academic year with a strong academic foundation. Bir and Myrick 

further this perspective by including data from their summer bridge program, CHEER (Creating 

Higher Expectations for Educational Readiness), and determined that, "Summer bridge 

participants are 10 percentage points more likely to graduate within 6 years” (Bir & Myrick, 

2015, P.24). 

 
An example of a successful summer program is The Summer Start at Purdue University. 

Higher education professionals Askeroth, Harbor, and Nemelka (2017) started The Summer Start 

program with the hopes of developing a summer bridge program geared to educate students with 

success coaches, small class sizes, staff, mentors, living-learning communities, and auxiliary 

services. The program's purpose is to assist students who were required to participate in a 

summer bridge program in order for admission at Purdue University. Purdue faculty discovered 
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that after students completed the summer program students earned a GPA over 2.5 grade point 

average in the fall semester (Askeroth, Harbor, & Nemelka, 2017). Another example is the 

Catamount GAP summer transition program hosted by student success at Western Carolina 

University. Summer programming faculty members Glenda Hensley and Lowell Davis (2016) 

collected data qualitative data from student participants and found that: 

Students earned high GPA numbers thereby establishing a strong early start on their 

college career. Students in both groups earned a higher summer GPA than their entry 

GPA from high school, many earning a 3.5 or above. Retention for the 2014 cohort was 

also higher (87%) for Catamount GAP students than for all full-time first-time freshmen 

(80%) (P. 9). 

Based on the data findings from student’s performance during their first semester of college, 

summer programming overall sets students up for academic success with foundational tools, a 

guaranteed network of supportive staff, peers, and possible peer mentors, and finally addresses 

any possible racial discrepancies that could inhibit students’ academic ability during the transition 

from high school to college. With summer programming and mentorship initiatives to support 

students entering their universities, it is very important that campuses have identifiable safe spaces 

and organizations that provide African American male students the opportunity to learn, grow, 

and lead when the opportunity is given to them. 

Campus Involvement and Empowerment 

 
Establishing membership in student organizations is an important component to a college 

student development. According to Kuh, Cruce, Shoup, Kinzie & Gonyea (2008), student 

engagement is “both the time and energy students invest in educationally purposeful activities 
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and the effort institutions devote to using effective educational practices” (P. 542). In a similar 

research study Researchers Braxton, Jones, Hirschy, and Hartley (2008) also state that "the 

greater a student's degree of social integration, the greater is his or her level of subsequent 

commitment to the college or university" (P. 81). Aside from gaining social skills, being a part of 

student organizations hold deeper meanings for African American males’ ethnic identities. 

According to Bowman, Park, & Denson (2014) research findings on collegiate co-curricular 

activities, “(student organizations) provide support for students of color to facilitate integration, 

sense of belonging, and persistence, many of these organizations are also tailored to promote 

civic growth” (Bowman, Park, & Denson, P. 128). 

Racial/ethnic student organizations on college campuses are more than just groups to join 

on campus but they promote safety, awareness, and community to students. Students are able to 

identify with like-minded peers, discuss relevant topics, and participate in activities that are 

related to the vision and the mission of the organization (Brooms & Clark, 2018). Historically, the 

participation of Black males in campus and organizations assisted in the desegregation of their 

predominantly white institutions during the 1960s (Druery & Brooms, 2018).  Researchers Jelisa 

Clark and Derrick Brooms recommend that participation in racial/ethnic organizations provide 

positive outcomes for African American males and overall have positively increased college 

campuses cultural awareness and understanding across campus communities. This increased 

cultural awareness allows for opportunities for students to grow as campus community leaders, an 

increased interest to learn more about the other cultures that 

make up the diverse culture on campus, and now intrinsic motivation and confidence to advocate 
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for the issues that other oppressed students that live on and off campus through their social 

platforms on and off campus (Bowman, Denson, & Park,  2015). 

Conclusion 

 
In conclusion, African American males need the academic, social, and emotional support 

of their institutions. With the many societal issues revolving around the image of the Black man, 

it makes the collegiate journey challenging for African American males to retain their academic 

status at predominantly white institutions. It is not helpful in their journey to experience 

niggerization, stereotype threat, racial surveillance, racial prejudice, and racial battle fatigue on 

top of the academic responsibilities when declaring a major. How will higher education 

professionals work to provide African American men an equitable collegiate experience like 

their white counterparts? 

 
There must be an administrative effort to make a difference in changing the current 

statistics of African American males collegiate experience. These changes can be implemented in 

academic and social programming, representation in staff and faculty members, and with summer 

programming to assist in the transition from high school to college (Druey & Brooms, 2018). 

Until the course of action to meet the needs of Black males on and off campus, Black males will 

continue to contribute to less than 5% of the 15 million undergraduate college student population 

in higher education (United States Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2016). 
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Research Questions 

 
Based off of the statistical data, suggested interventions, and theories related to the 

growing rate of attrition, these research questions were created to ask current African American 

male college students who attend predominantly white institutions and some Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities about their collegiate experiences with race, stereotype threat, 

mentoring, and summer transition programming. 

RQ1: How have predominantly white institutions/ Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities work to increase African American male retention at their universities? 

RQ2: What are the community issues that are causing an increase in attrition for African 

 
American male college students? 

 
RQ3: Are there any relatable mental health support initiatives available for African American 

males attending predominantly white institutions/ Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities? 

RQ4: Is Summer Bridge programming a benefit in reducing first-year attrition levels for African 

 
American males at predominantly white institutions/ Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities? 

 
RQ5: Will universities create budgets to fund Black-male centered programming for currently 

enrolled African American college students? 

Intervention 

 
To further support the suggested research and findings of interventions for this issue, 

African American males on predominantly white campuses are benefiting academically and 

socially from the supports and curriculum structure of cultural based campus life-based 

activities. Students are also strengthening their academic and community networks through 

summer transitional bridge programming post-high school graduation. Summer programming 

benefits African American males because it provides beneficial academic and social resources, a 
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sense of belonging to colleagues and faculty, and can prepare Black males for the collegiate 

experience. It has been proven by Purdue and Western Carolina University faculty and 

researchers that summer programming and student mentorship have helped students in at-risk 

populations succeed their first semester of college (Askeroth, Harbor, & Nemelka, 2017;(Glenda 

Hensley and Lowell Davis, 2016)). With consistency throughout the school year with supportive 

efforts like check-ins, community affirmations, and accountability within the current campus 

racial climate African American students can excel and ultimately develop leadership and a 

sense of belonging. These efforts set a positive image of inclusion and representation to the 

incoming generations of African American students once they have graduated from the 

institution (Landis, 2019) 

Data Collection Procedure and Analysis 

 
The research method that is beneficial to the collection of the data for this study will be 

individual interviews and web-based questionnaires with prospective second year African 

American males at predominantly white institutions and Historically Black Colleges and 

Universities with low faculty and staff representation at these universities. Interviews of the 

students will be recorded with prior consent and transcribed. With the support of the statistical 

data that has been presented in this proposal, participants and researchers will discuss topics on 

the racial injustices and racial surveillance on predominantly white institutions and the 

psychological struggles that an African American male face at a predominantly white institution. 

We will identify current support systems and campus organizations and collect their perspectives 

on the benefits or disadvantages that these communities present to them. After the discussion, the 

interviewer will provide participants current mental health resources for African American young 

men at institutions and different tips 
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to networking for mentorship with professionals of color. At the conclusion of the study, 

participants will submit a post to an open-ended web-based questionnaire about their overall 

first-year experience. 
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