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ABSTRACT 
 
 

BARBARA HOWARD-WEST 
SISTER CIRCLES: AFRICAN AMERICAN WOMEN’S SENSE OF COMMUNITY IN  
ONLINE LEARNING 
Under the direction of CAROL A. ISAAC, Ph.D.  

 
 

Despite the higher enrollment rate of African American women in higher 

education, they have lower graduation and higher attrition rates than any other ethnic 

group in online higher education doctoral programs. Limited research exists on African 

American women’s experiences in online learning. The purpose of this 

phenomenological study was to document any cohesion that supports a sense of 

community and retention and explore the personal and academic experiences of African 

American women enrolled in a hybrid doctoral program at a private White institution as 

they engaged in a sister circle. A social constructivism epistemology informed the 

frameworks of critical race feminism and McMillan and Chavis’s sense of community, 

thus forming the foundation for this study. Interpretive phenology analysis (IPA) guided 

the data analysis process.  

Nine African American women who self-identified as “Black” participated in a 

sister circle while matriculating in a hybrid doctoral program. Focus group discussions 

occurred in an online forum learning management system called Canvas. Interviews were 

completed via video conferencing using Zoom. The themes of focus on self, focus on 

feelings, focus on experiences, and focus on connections emerged from the data analysis. 



 

xiii 

The first superordinate theme, focus on self, provided an emotional scrutinizing 

diagnosis of African American women as they discussed their experiences identifying 

strategies to persevere in the program. The second superordinate theme, focus on 

feelings, provided a synopsis of African American women’s feelings related to African 

American women as a whole, and identify areas that they thought were important. The 

third superordinate theme, focus on experiences, appeared as the participants discussed 

their experiences as African American women in the sister circle. The last superordinate 

theme, focus on connections, arose as the members provided detailed accounts of their 

connections with one another. Implications for educational policy were to include more 

counter-spaces for African American women to make meaning of their oppressed and 

underprivileged experiences. More research is necessary on the effect of sister circles on 

the experiences of African American women attending private White institutions.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The route to degree attainment has changed drastically over the years. The focus 

has shifted from classes that require students to be present physically to those that allow 

them to attend virtually by accessing the Internet. In 2014, Allen and Seaman reported 

that the United States has experienced significant growth and popularity of online degree 

programs. In 2014, 5.8 million Americans enrolled in an online course, and due to the 

flexibility provided and the personal customization now offered, that number will surely 

increase (Allen et al., 2016). This increase now challenges administrators to continue the 

success of higher education institutions by creating quality instruction for all students. 

The increase in the number of online courses taken has piqued the interest of 

researchers, multiplying the number of studies on the topic, although with conflicting 

results. For example, two studies that compared the learning outcomes of online students 

to those of students in face-to-face environments found no significant differences 

(Atchley et al., 2013; Cavanaugh & Jacquemin, 2015). However, Xu and Jaggars (2013) 

found that students who met face-to-face had better performance and higher-level scores 

than their online counterparts. Xu and Jaggars (2013) further stated that students enrolled 

in traditional face-to-face courses were more likely to graduate when compared to their 

counterparts in online courses. Xu and Jaggars (2013) found that online courses 

negatively impact student performance at the community college level, albeit results
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maybe different for four-year university students. Even though research on the success of 

online learning versus face-to-face as a whole is mixed, studies were consistent in 

showing that ethnic groups are not completing programs at the same rate as other groups 

in online programs (Cavanaugh & Jacquemin, 2015).  

Statement of the Problem 

In online higher-education doctoral programs, African American women 

experience lower graduation and higher attrition rates than any other ethnic group (Du et 

al., 2015; Sobers, 2014; Sowell et al., 2008). African American women earned 8,811 of 

the 178,547 PhDs in the 2014-2015 school years (NCES, 2018). In 2012, African 

American women were underrepresented in attaining doctorate degrees with a 2.6% 

graduation rate (National Science Foundation, 2015). Race and gender remain factors in 

shaping the instruction of African Americans women in the United States (Bell, 1995). 

Subsequently, it is important to include data about the marginalization of African 

American women in online doctorate higher-education programs. 

Limited research exists on African American women’s experiences in online 

learning because studies of African American women and men are usually grouped as 

one, resulting in a lack of data on the experiences of African American women (Du et al., 

2015; Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Du et al. (2015) emphasized the negative experiences of 

African American women in online learning. Three reasons offered as to why African 

American women participating in online learning are not completing programs at the 

same rate as other ethnic groups are because they lack self-confidence, feel inferior to 

other ethnic groups, and face challenges not experienced by any other ethnic group (Du et 
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al., 2015). African American women enrolled in doctoral programs face isolation, 

exclusion, and marginality (Dortch, 2015; Jones et al., 2015; Shavers & Moore, 2014). 

Due to an increase of online programs coupled with the growth of African American 

women enrolling in online programs (Winkle-Wagner, 2015), administrators are tasked 

with developing and delivering effective online content, improving quality instruction 

(He et al., 2014; Southard & Mooney, 2015) and improving attrition and graduation rates 

for African American women (Ashong & Commander, 2012; Hunn, 2014; Sobers, 2014).   

Research Questions 

This qualitative study explored the personal and academic experiences of African 

American women in sister circles matriculating in a hybrid doctorate program in higher 

education and documented any level of cohesion found in their experiences that 

supported a sense of community to improve their attrition and graduation rates. Sister 

circles, according to Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Murray et al. (2011), are African American 

women who support one another through friendship and community. Prior research on 

sister circles focuses on the intervention of sister circles to treat anxiety, stress, panic 

attacks, and other health-related issues (Gaston et al., 2007; Jones, 2016; Neal-Barnett, 

Stadulis, Murray et al., 2011; Winkle-Wagner, 2009). Little research exists to gauge the 

effect that sister circles have on building a sense of community among African American 

women in an online higher education doctorate program.  

To explore this problem, I utilized the central research question: What are African 

American women’s experiences in an online sister circle who are matriculating in a 

hybrid doctoral program in higher education?  
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The aspects of critical race feminism and McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) sense of 

community (SoC) theory drove the sub-questions: 

a. How do African American women in sister circles describe counter-

storytelling, Whiteness as superior, and intersectionality and anti-essentialism 

in their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher education doctorate 

program at degree-granting institutions? 

b. How do African American women in sister circles describe their membership, 

influence, integration and fulfillment, and shared emotional connection in 

their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher-education doctorate program 

at degree-granting institutions? 

Theoretical Framework 

Using the epistemology of social constructivism, this study employed critical race 

feminism (CRF) and McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) sense of community (SoC) as its 

theoretical framework. The lenses provided evidence of the primary factors that cause a 

decline in African American women’s success in online doctorate programs. The 

experiences of African American women in sister circles detailed how these two theories 

independently suggest reasons for a negative impact on African American women while 

enrolled in these programs. Both frameworks allowed women to share their emotional 

stories and experiences, connect with others, and fulfill their needs in a sister circle.  

As noted by Delgado and Stefancic (2012), CRF emerged due to the 

intersectionality of feminism, sexual orientation, and the critical race theory. CRF theory 

concentrates on the experiences, roles, and narratives of African American women 
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contextually analyzing structures, systems, and institutions (Pratt-Clarke, 2015). The 

theory employs counter-storytelling, Whiteness as superior, and intersectionality and 

anti-essentialism as basic tenets. SoC theory (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) employs 

membership; influence; integration and the fulfillment of needs; and shared emotional 

connections as the foundation for the students to work together in a group.  Both sets of 

tenets served as the lenses and framed this study. 

CRF derives from critical race theory (CRT) as a result of ethnic women 

practicing law declaring exclusion from their White male peers (Few-Demo, 2014). 

Derrick Bell (1995), one of the CRT founders, described CRT as a body of scholarship in 

which “the members, both people of color and people committed to the struggle against 

racism” (p. 899). CRT examines, analyzes, and explains the roles, rules, and recognition 

of race and racism in society (Bell, 1995), and “CRF places women of color at the center, 

rather than at the margins of the discussion in a male-dominant world” (Wing, 

1997/2003, p. 948).  The tenets of both CRT and CRF are similar except CRF places 

African American women at the center of discussions rather than on the outskirts. CRF 

offers a critique of traditional feminist ideas and extends CRT’s concept that racism is 

seen as a regular aspect of life. 

Bell (1995) maintained that CRF will continue to educate scholars and researchers 

because race and gender remain factors in shaping education for women of color in the 

United States. One of its basic tenets is counter-storytelling, which legitimizes the voices 

and experiences of women of color and draws on their knowledge to eliminate all 

practices of social oppression (Berry & Candis, 2013; Pratt-Clarke, 2015). Counter-
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storytelling is a method in which the stories of those who have been marginalized are 

told, as well as a “tool for analyzing and challenging the narrative of dominant groups” 

(Delgado, 1989, p. 2436). By examining the study in the context of counter-storytelling, 

CRF provided a voice for marginalized women of color (Mondie-Milner, 2015).  

Pratt-Clark (2015) noted that Whiteness as superior is another major tenet of CRF 

and often referred to as the permanence of racism. Racism is viewed as ordinary and 

usual in American society, and Whites continue their dominance by creating policies and 

practices to remain in control by excluding a large percentage of people of color from the 

benefits of education (Zamudio et al., 2011). This tenet declares the prevalent “existence 

of oppressions embedded within college and university structures and practices” (Wing, 

1997/2003, p. 287). The third tenet, comprised of intersectionality and anti-essentialism, 

allows African American women to create their own narratives about double 

marginalization and tell their stories (Crenshaw, 1989; Dill & Zambrana, 2009; Wing, 

1997/2003).  

McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) sense of community (SoC) theory provides 

feelings of belonging, validation, and trust that members experience through the 

opportunity to work together within the group. The tenets are principles of membership, 

influence, integration, and the fulfillment of needs and shared emotional connections 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Membership provides a sense of belonging or feelings of 

interrelatedness. McMillan and Chavis (1986) explained that the “influence of a member 

in a community and of the community itself on a member causes both segments of the 

group to function as a close-knit family” (p. 2). Members feel a sense of importance and 
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significance to the group. The third tenet, integration and fulfillment of needs, allow the 

group to form a positive sense of togetherness. The community empowers everyone to 

work together to meet everyone’s needs. Fulfillment of needs leads to the satisfaction and 

well-being of everyone in the community. Members share an emotional connection 

because they discuss their histories, related experiences, and travel destinations 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986). They feel a sense of connectedness because they have spent 

time together. All tenets are crucial attributes in a sense of community because they allow 

the members to form meaningful relationships. Building a sense of community in online 

courses is a method used to mitigate attrition (McMillan & Chavis, 1986), therefore 

improving graduation rates for African American women in online doctorate higher-

education programs. 

Significance of the Study 

The results of this study provided information to improve the quality of online 

programs and improve attrition rates for African American women. Through this study, 

African American women shared their experiences, encouraged other African American 

women, and promoted diversity. The findings of this study can inform African American 

women enrolled in online doctorate programs of biases they need to overcome to 

successfully complete online programs (Du et al., 2015). The results of this study could 

be used to “give voice” to the growing population of African American women who are 

not completing online programs at the same rate as their peers in online doctorate 

programs.  
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Procedures 

 This phenomenological study investigated African American students 

participating in a sister circle project while matriculating in a hybrid doctoral program. I 

selected the research participants using a criterion-based approach with purposeful 

sampling, followed by snowball sampling. The two criteria were (a) African American 

women enrolled in a hybrid doctoral program in higher education, and (b) African 

American women willing to participate in a sister circle.  

After obtaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval, the doctoral 

coordinator assisted me in identifying participants who met the criteria for the study. To 

gauge interest, I spoke to doctoral students in higher education during a luncheon in the 

fall of 2020. Seven students expressed interest and provided their email addresses. Later, 

the doctoral coordinator forwarded my email about my study to all doctoral students. One 

student emailed me expressing interest at that time. I emailed participants an introductory 

letter along with an informed consent form asking for voluntary participation in the study. 

After contacting all eight participants, I then emailed the students and asked if they could 

connect with other potential participants. One student emailed me and stated she would 

like to participate as well. Using this snowball sampling technique, I reached saturation 

(Patton, 2002). I discontinued the recruitment process after nine women agreed to 

participate in the study,  

Upon completion of the recruitment process, I contacted the Information 

Technology Department to create the sister circle project group in Canvas, Mercer 

University’s learning management system. The focus group of nine participants 
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responded to the IRB-approved weekly discussion posts for six weeks. I conducted a final 

interview via Zoom, an online video conferencing platform. After each weekly 

discussion, I began the data analysis process. I made additional contact with members to 

keep them on track with postings and to member check. After completing the final 

interview, data saturation was achieved; therefore, no other discussion posts or interviews 

were necessary. 

I utilized Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) four methods of data trustworthiness: 

credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. To establish credibility, I 

had prolonged engagement with the participants, as well as triangulation and member-

checking. The provision of rich, thick descriptions through online discussion boards and 

interview transcripts mentioned in Chapter 4 promoted transferability. To ensure 

dependability and confirmability, I used peer examination and an audit trail 

simultaneously.  

I utilized Smith et al.’s (2009) six-step interpretive phenomenological analysis 

(IPA) method to analyze the data. This involved noting themes in a line-by-line analysis 

of the discussion posts and the interview transcripts, then grouping them to form 

subordinate themes. Lastly, the subordinate themes were grouped to form the 

superordinate themes, delineated with excerpts in Chapter 4.  

Limitations 

  According to Moustakas (1994), limitations are possible weaknesses associated 

with the qualitative research study. When phenomenology is chosen as the method, 

limitations exist of which the researcher has little control (Simon & Goes, 2013). A 
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limitation is that participants may not truthfully respond to questions. These untrue 

responses could affect the results of the study. To mitigate limitations, I provided a safe 

atmosphere for participants to share responses to the interview questions.  

Delimitations 

This research study employed purposeful sampling to explore the experiences of 

African American women participating in a sister circle while enrolled in an online 

doctorate program in higher education. The participants in the study were African 

American women doctoral students who agreed to participate in a sister circle. The 

primary objective of this study was to explore the experiences of the women in the sister 

circle; therefore, the study does not include those who did not wish to participate in the 

sister circle. The peculiarity provided for the context is that African American women 

found themselves underrepresented in terms of completing programs in online doctorate 

programs. Another delimitation of this study is that the results are experiences of only 

African American women in a hybrid doctorate higher education program. 

Definition of Key Terms 

The terms and definitions related to this study are as follows: 

Anti-essentialism refers to the belief that all women are different, and they do not 

share the same properties (Stone, 2004). 

Comps are the comprehensive exams taken by graduate students toward the end 

of degree completion known to create anxiety (Bartle & Brodwin, 2006). 
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Coronavirus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) is a respiratory disease with higher 

mortality rates among the elderly and those with coexisting conditions (Fauci et al., 

2020). 

 Counter-storytelling refers to stories told that contradict or cast doubt on ideas or 

stories of the majority group (Howard-Hamilton, 2003). 

 Imposter syndrome is a psychology term that refers to anyone who doubts their 

abilities and feels like they will be exposed as a fraud (Mullangi & Jagsi, 2019). 

 Influence, according to McMillan and Chavis (1986) is the “sense of making a 

difference to a group and the group’s importance to its members” (p. 11).  

 Integration and fulfillment of needs is the “feeling that members’ needs will be 

met by utilizing resources within the group” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 12). 

Intersectionality refers to how two or more of the characteristics of race, sex, 

class, sexual orientation, and national origin can affect a person (Delgado & Stefancic, 

2012). 

Membership is “a feeling of belonging or shared personal affiliation” (McMillan 

& Chavis, 1986, p. 9). 

Predominantly White institution (PWI), according to Brown and Dancy (2010), 

“is the term used to describe institutions of higher learning in which Whites account for 

50% or greater of the student enrollment” (p. 524). 

Sense of community refers to a group of people who engage and interact with one 

another for a common goal (Rovai, 2002). 
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Shared emotional connection refers to the “commitment and beliefs that members 

share history, common places, time together and similar experiences” (McMillan & 

Chavis, 1986, p. 9). 

Sister circle is the name for a support group of African American women who 

form a close bond by building on an existing or non-related friendship and a sense of 

community (Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Murray et al., 2011). 

Summary 

As more students opt for hybrid or online programs as opposed to traditional in-

house programs, the need for comparable graduation rates for doctoral African American 

women in higher education remains at the forefront. If instructors are not aware of the 

barriers that affect African American women students, high attrition and low graduation 

rates will continue to increase. The purpose of this study was to explore the experiences 

of African American women in a sister circle while enrolled in a hybrid doctorate higher 

education program at a degree-granting university. 

The research questions addressed the problem statement and gave information 

regarding the use of sister circles providing a sense of community in hybrid learning. 

Procedures included conducting focus groups and interviews with participants who 

experienced the phenomenon. Online interviews allowed me to gain a better 

understanding of the participant’s learning experience (Salmon, 2015). Lastly, a 

definition of the terms provided the readers with a road map of the standard terminology. 

This chapter presented the foundation for this qualitative study by detailing the 

statement of the problem, purpose, importance of the study, theoretical framework, 
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research questions, limitations, and delimitations. Chapter 2 reviews the historical 

backgrounds of online learning and African American women in higher education, as 

well as relevant literature related to online learning and interaction, sense of community, 

and sister circles. Chapter 3 explains the methodology of qualitative phenomenology used 

to explore the experiences of female African American students in a sister circle at a 

degree-granting university in an online doctorate higher education program. Chapter 4 

emphasizes the outcomes, themes, and ideas related to the research study. Finally, 

Chapter 5 offers a summary, conclusions, implications, and recommendations.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The following review of literature is a synthesis of collected information 

regarding African American women’s perspectives in online learning courses. The topics 

are (a) definition of a sister circle; (b) definition of a sense of community; (c) online 

learning research; (d) isolation and attrition in online learning; (e) African Americans and 

online collaborative learning and interaction; (f) African Americans and sense of 

community; (g) historical overview of African American women in higher education; (h) 

African American women and online collaborative learning and interaction; (i) African 

American women and sense of community; and (j) sister circles. These areas might be 

useful for developing the synthesis of the information to help fill the void in the literature 

on the perspectives and lived experiences of African American women and their sense of 

community in an online higher education doctorate course. The chapter ends with a 

discussion of critical race feminism (CRF) theory and McMillan and Chavis’s sense of 

community (SoC) theory, which served as the theoretical framework for this study. 

Definition of a Sister Circle 

Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Murray et al. (2011) described a “sister circle as a group of 

women who are not blood-related, who support one another and form a sense of 

community among each other” (p. 267). Individuals use sister circle and sister friend 

interchangeably to signify a relationship among women who share a close bond (Bryant- 
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Davis, 2013; Mitchell, 2000). Elizabeth Clark-Lewis characterized this group of women 

as dedicated women who support one another and the African American race (Johnson, 

1999). Boyd (1998) termed sister circles as group therapy for African American women 

dealing with depression, anxiety, fear, self-esteem concerns, and health issues.  

Definition of Sense of Community 

McMillan and Chavis (1986) defined a “sense of community as a feeling [that] 

members have of belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another, and a shared 

faith that members’ needs will be met” (p. 9). McMillan and Chavis (1986) stated that the 

“four primary principles of sense of community are membership, influence, integration 

and fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional connection” (p. 9). A sense of community 

is one of the components that provide one’s sense of belonging, identity, emotional 

connection, and well-being in online learning (Rovai & Wighting, 2005). Due to an 

increased level of community and satisfaction within online courses, learning occurs and 

enhances the learning experiences for non-completers (Tinto, 1993).  

Online Learning Research 

Online learning has evolved since the offering of the first correspondence course 

as a distance education course in the 1800s (Holmberg, 1977). The Chautauqua 

Correspondence College (Moore & Kearsley, 2005) and The University of Chicago 

(Simonson et al., 2009) were the first two colleges to offer correspondence courses, in 

1881 and 1890, respectively. Correspondence courses included guided readings and 

homework assignments designed to provide a college education to students who did not 

have access to college campuses (Niklason, 2012).  
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Because of the increased access to technology, “The College of 2020,” an article 

printed in the 2009 Chronicle of Higher Education, forecasted that an increasing number 

of students would begin requesting online courses (Van Der Werf & Sabatier, 2009). 

Online learning, sometimes referred to as hybrid, distance, mediated, and blended 

learning, as well as purely online (Nguyen, 2015), provides advantages and disadvantages 

for learners. Students benefit from the flexibility, convenience, and affordability that 

online courses provide (Layne et al., 2015). However, online learning is not feasible for 

all learners, especially those who lack technology skills, seek frequent face-to-face 

interactions, and have little or no self-regulatory skills (Barnard-Brak & Shiu, 2010). The 

majority of earlier studies of online learning indicated that it is equally as engaging as 

traditional classroom instruction; however, the approach for communication is quite 

different (Kuo et al., 2014). Overall, findings indicated that online learning was no more 

effective at teaching clinical skills than face-to-face instruction. 

Based on the results from two meta-analyses conducted by Russell (2001) and 

McCutcheon et al. (2015), no significant difference exists in the learning outcomes 

between online learning and face-to-face learning. Russell’s (2001) meta-analysis of 355 

articles using surveys found no significant difference between student learning for face-

to-face and mediated learning. The effect size was null. Russell recommended further 

research using a sample with more data on Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) to 

analyze student learning. 

McCutcheon et al. (2015) conducted a systematic review of five databases that 

resulted in 19 published papers from 1995 to August 2013. Interpretive and critical 
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analysis occurred, along with a narrative synthesis to record the findings of online and 

blending learning versus face-to-face learning. The study measured the variables of 

achievement knowledge, performance skill, confidence and self-efficacy, and user 

satisfaction in online learning. Seven studies reported increased levels of knowledge in 

online learning, two studies indicated higher levels in face-to-face teaching, and five 

noted no significant difference. McCutcheon et al. (2015) contended further research is 

necessary to assess the strength of the teaching methodology.  

Three meta-analyses (Bernard et al., 2009; Lack, 2013; Means et al., 2009) 

showed positive results for student performance for online learners compared to their 

face-to-face counterparts. Bernard et al.’s (2009) meta-analysis synthesized the research 

on distance education from 1985 to 2002 across age groups, instructional design methods, 

and learning outcome measures. Bernard et al. (2004) examined 699 independent effect 

sizes from 232 studies of three methods of interaction in distance education using 

multiple regression. The first interaction method involved just students, the second 

students and teachers, and the third students and the content. This study found that 

synchronous distance education had a noticeable significant advantage over the 

traditional classroom in student performance. The mean achievement effect size for 

synchronous distance education work was significant and better than the achievement 

scores for traditional face-to-face environments. Bernard et al. (2009) recommended 

further research to apply methodological quality standards within an internet-based 

environment.  
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Lack (2013) engaged in a meta-analysis of 45 out of 1,132 studies using both 

random assignments and quasi-experimental research design. Students enrolled in 

blended and purely online courses performed significantly better than their face-to-face 

counterparts.  The study did not present enough evidence to determine if there was a 

significant difference between face-to-face instruction and purely online instruction, 

leading Lack (2013) to recommend further research to access the extent to which 

“blended instruction, collaborative learning communities, and work influence student 

learning outcomes” (p. 51). 

In a meta-analysis that screened more than 1,000 empirical studies of online 

learning from 1996-2008, Means et al. (2009) found that the student learning outcomes, 

in the form of standardized tests, teacher-created assessments, research-created 

assessments, and mid-term and final grades or grade point averages, were better for 

online students than their face-to-face counterparts. Means et al. (2009) further stated that 

studies with online students spent more time on completing assignments than their face-

to-face counterparts. Further research is necessary to examine the effect of online 

learning on various learners and course content, as well as the effects of various online 

learning methods (Means et al., 2009).  

In another meta-analysis of 51 studies using an experimental research design, 

Zhao et al. (2005) determined the results were mixed. The year the studies reached the 

public was a determining variable in studying the effects of distance learning. Articles 

published before 1998 indicated no significant difference in distance learning versus 

traditional face-to-face instruction. Articles published after 1998 indicated a significant 
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difference in favor of distance education. Overall, the weighted mean effect size of +0.10 

suggested no significant difference between distance and face-to-face learning. Zhao et 

al. (2005) recommended that further studies include a more complete examination of all 

studies since the meta-analysis excluded dissertation and conference proceedings. 

Isolation and Attrition in Online Learning 

Isolation and attrition are attributed to a lack of sense of community for online 

learners (Randolph & Crawford, 2013; Rovai, 2002). Tayebinik and Puteh (2012) 

asserted that students who feel as if they belong to a worthwhile activity while 

participating in an online activity have reduced feelings of alienation, therefore increasing 

their sense of community. Students who experience a strong sense of community adjust 

more successfully, feel more connected to others, and feel open to expressing themselves 

(Fisher et al., 2002).  

Three meta-analyses (Drouin & Vartanian, 2010; Shea, 2006; Talò et al., 2014) 

provided evidence to support the correlation between a sense of community and attrition. 

Drouin and Vartanian (2010) compared students’ feelings and desire for a sense of 

community between participants enrolled in online courses and those enrolled in face-to-

face classes. Seven online courses included 119 participating students; two face-to-face 

courses included 79 participating students. The researchers used end-of-course and sense-

of-community surveys to collect the data. One-fourth of online as well as face-to-face 

students reported a desire for a new sense of community in their present course, with no 

significant difference between the two. Cronbach’s alpha revealed both learning and 

connectedness subscales have a consistency of .83 and .85 respectively. Women 
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reportedly felt a stronger sense of community than did men in terms of interaction and 

connectedness with classmates, and students in face-to-face settings reported significantly 

more connectedness compared to their counterparts in online learning courses (Drouin & 

Vartanian, 2010). Drouin and Vartanian (2010) suggested further research was necessary 

to determine if characteristics such as age, gender, connectedness, learning, grades, hours 

worked, and credit hours are related to a student’s desire for more sense of community, as 

well as further research to determine if educators should adjust teaching methods to teach 

different groups of students more effectively.   

Shea’s (2006) meta-analysis of 2,314 online students in 32 college campuses 

revealed that perceived teaching presence is related to a student's sense of community.  

Participants chronicled a stronger sense of community when the instructor reported a 

more robust teacher presence. Instructor teaching behaviors included directed facilitation; 

instructional design; organization; sense community; and demographic data, such as 

gender, age, employment status, and duration of the course; distance from campus; 

reasons the student took courses online; and registration status. The mean overall scores 

were as follows: (a) learning community scale of 53.53 out of 80 (b) connectedness score 

of 24.14 out of 40 (c) and learning, and subscale of 29.22 out of 40. The mean for 

teaching presence in this study was 52.62 of a possible 68 and instructional design and 

organization of 16.62 of a possible 20. Directed facilitation was 35.99 of a possible 48 

maximum. Shea (2006) recommended further research to determine how a community 

develops throughout an entire program.  
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Talò et al. (2014) conducted a meta-analysis to assess the strength and stability of 

sense-of-community participation. Results showed a significantly positive and moderate 

relationship between a sense of community and forms of participation in an adult 

population with specific cultural contexts. Talò et al. (2014) recommended further 

research to determine if there is a relationship between sense of community and 

participants in the community.  

African Americans and Online Collaborative Learning and Interaction 

Merrills (2010) reported that African Americans prefer to learn course content 

and work in groups on activities that are more demanding in an online learning 

environment. Research indicates that online course participation alone is not the only 

component needed to achieve deep and meaningful learning (Calafiore & Damianov, 

2011; He et al., 2014). When Okwumabua et al. (2011) compared the students’ attitudes 

toward online learning for African American and other ethnic backgrounds, they found 

that African American students provided positive feedback about computers, experienced 

greater anxiety, and lacked self-confidence when utilizing technology. Ashong and 

Commander (2012) found similar results when minority students used asynchronous 

features in online collaborative learning. Furthermore, Ashong and Commander (2012) 

found that African American students displayed fewer positive perceptions when 

compared to Whites in asynchronous online learning. African Americans preferred more 

synchronous collaboration and group work than did their White counterparts, and African 

American women reported a more positive attitude toward student interaction and 

collaboration (Ashong & Commander, 2012).  
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A limitation exists in the literature that addresses African American students’ 

perceptions of an online collaborative-learning environment (Ashong & Commander, 

2012); Du et al., 2016; Khalifa et al., 2016). The majority of studies on online 

collaborative learners have not centered on race or gender (Ashong & Commander, 2012; 

Bellal & Nader, 2014; Du et al., 2015). Ashong and Commander (2012) compared the 

perceptions of Africa American and Caucasian students toward online learning. African 

Americans reported negative attitudes toward online learning, lower levels of confidence 

while enrolled in online courses, and a preference to work in groups. No significant 

difference existed between African American women and men in their overall perception 

of online learning. According to Ashong and Commander (2012), women reported more 

“positive views toward teacher support, student interaction, and collaboration” (p. 105). 

However, Ashong and Commander (2012) acknowledged that their findings may have 

been due to the lack of males in the study. Their recommendations included conducting 

research that utilized some form of collaboration to help increase students’ academic 

performance (Ashong & Commander, 2012).  

Collaborative learning receives wide acceptance and utilization in many online 

curricula (Du et al., 2016). Shek and Shek (2013) stated, “Collaborative learning is also 

known as cooperative learning, peer learning, and group learning” (p. 449). Dillenbourg 

(1999) explained that collaborative learning occurs when two or more people work 

together in an attempt to learn. The primary purpose of collaborative learning is to help 

students learn more effectively and independently (Dillenbourg, 1999). The concept of 

collaborative learning reflects the influence of Lev Vygotsky, a Russian Jewish 
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psychologist, who defined a “zone of proximal development (ZPD) as the difference 

between the learner's ability to complete a task without any help from peers and the 

learner’s ability to complete the task with help from peers within a course” (Shek & 

Shek, 2013, p. 449). Vygotsky (1934/1978) argued that learning occurs within this zone, 

and social interaction is necessary to develop social-cognitive skills (Shek & Shek, 2013). 

Positive results between collaborative learning and student development occur in this 

zone, as do critical thinking and student learning outcomes (Inayat et al., 2013).  

Although online collaborative learning is more challenging than traditional 

classroom collaborative learning (Muuro et al., 2014), students evince a constant need to 

communicate with peers, and instructors can accommodate online students by creating 

collaborative learning experiences within their courses (Barr & Miller, 2013). According 

to Barr and Miller (2013), instructors support collaboration in online learning to mitigate 

the isolation felt by students. Results from a study on student perceptions of collaborative 

learning indicated that students agreed that they benefitted academically from 

collaborative learning because it developed their communication skills, enhanced their 

motivation to learn, increased their ability to understand difficult concepts through effect-

solving skills, and helped them build closer relationships with classmates (Shek & Shek, 

2013). Shek and Shek (2013) examined students’ perceptions of collaborative learning 

and noticed that collaborative learning tutorials helped teach students “how to learn from 

others, how to problem solve by themselves, and how to explain problems that may exist” 

(p. 450). Bellal and Nader (2014) further posited that collaborative learning supports 

claims that knowledge is a social construct, as theorized by Vygotsky (1934/1978). 
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Wegerif (1998) stated that forming a sense of community is an important first phase in 

collaborative learning.  

Collaborative learning encourages learners to communicate, work together, and 

express their opinions (Bellal & Nader, 2014). Piaget and Inhelder (1969) and Vygotsky 

(1934/1978) claimed that interaction is essential if any learning is to take place. Vygotsky 

(1934/1978) contended that social interaction helps students learn from the viewpoint of 

others to build a common point of view. He further asserted that collaboration among 

adults and guidance with peers is necessary for students to achieve higher-order cognitive 

thinking levels. Piaget and Inhelder (1969) maintained that learning connected to the 

learner in some way is meaningful. Furthermore, peer-to-peer discussions are more 

valuable than adult-to-child discussions because peers are equal and supportive of each 

other’s viewpoint (Piaget & Inhelder, 1969). Yang et al. (2010) asserted that the 

significance of creating social interaction in online learning lies in its ability to allow 

students to share concerns and work together on various projects. 

Moore (1989) supported the three interactions: (a) learner to content, (b) learner 

to the instructor, and (c) learner to learner. For learning to take place in learner to content 

interaction, the learner must know the content or the subject matter. In the second type of 

interaction, the instructor seeks different methods to engage and motivate students so 

learning can take place. When there is no feedback in this particular type of interaction, 

learning is minimal, and there is a high degree of autonomy. The students can draw on 

the experiences of the instructor and interact with the content. In learner to learner 

interaction, students can collaborate. To maximize learning and promote higher levels of 
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critical reasoning and knowledge building, Hiltz and Goldman (2004) suggested 

structuring how students interact in an online course and giving them more guidance. 

Moore (1989) explained that students find learner-learner interaction beneficial because 

they can share values, ideas, and beliefs. 

A review of the literature revealed that a limited number of studies of the online 

interaction among African American students exist. Kuo and Belland (2016) focused on 

gender and age and the influence of learning-instructor interaction. The findings in this 

investigation revealed student interaction was a key indicator of student success, which 

included academic achievement. Kuo and Belland (2016) supported Moore’s (1989) three 

interactions in collaborative online learning, finding that interaction was linked to student 

satisfaction within an online learning environment. Shi et al. (2011) cautioned that high-

achieving online students must possess a higher-than-average level of confidence to 

interact with others and achieve success.  

African American Women and Online Collaborative Learning and Interaction 

Du et al. (2016) noted the gap in the literature regarding the perspectives of online 

learning for African American women. Although earlier studies concentrated on African 

American students’ perceptions of online learning (Fogg et al., 2013; Okwumabua et al., 

2011), few cited experiences and perspectives of online collaborative learning, 

particularly for African American women (Du et al., 2016). Thus, Du et al. (2015) 

investigated their impressions of collaborative learning conducted online and categorized 

them into four themes: “(a) to work in a diverse group; (b) to be the leader within the 

group; (c) to learn not based on social or peer interactions; (d) negative attitude toward 
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online discussions” (p. 152). In a later study, Du et al. (2016) claimed the “stories and 

experiences of African American women in an online collaborative learning environment 

are essential because there is much to be learned from those experiences” (p. 955), 

leading them to suggest that future research addressing African American women’s 

perspectives of online collaborative learning is paramount to better understand 

collaborative practices and increase learning. Furthermore, Du et al. (2016) cited little 

research on the combined effect of sexism and culture in collaborative learners. 

Du et al.’s (2016) research is one of the few studies that concentrated on online 

collaborative learning, race, and gender. In this qualitative study, the researchers used 

semi-structured interviews to listen to the stories and obtain the perspectives and 

responses of nine African American female students within an instructional design course. 

Du et al. (2016) stated the “perspectives of these women revealed three themes: peer 

support as a give-and-take process; group member roles as a role of identity; and 

frustration as a typical response to various levels of peer participation and interaction” (p. 

948). Because African American women who struggled academically or those who were 

not well educated were exempt from this study, Du et al. (2016) asserted a “replication of 

this study with other samples could broaden its transferability and generalizability” (p. 

955). Participants with similar backgrounds could have distorted the data and results of 

this study. Data in this study derived from situations in which African American women 

provided a short overview of how they understood collaboration. Participants reiterated 

“fairness, positive identity, and emotion in online collaborative learning” (Du et al., 2016, 

p. 953). 
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In a quantitative study examining the students’ perceptions in an online learning 

environment, Ashong and Commander (2012) surveyed 120 undergraduate and graduate 

students in purely online education courses during the 2011-2012 academic year. 

According to Ashong and Commander (2012), female students reported more positive 

perceptions than her male counterparts on “teacher support, student interaction and 

collaboration, personal relevance, authentic learning, and student autonomy” (p. 107). 

Furthermore, gender and ethnicity independently influenced students’ perception of online 

learning. The mean age for African Americans was 24 as compared to 25 for White 

Americans (Ashong & Commander, 2012).  

Although results of this study supported hearing the voices of African Americans, 

whose voices previously were missing from data collected, participants were not permitted 

to justify their responses on the surveys, leading Ashong and Commander (2012) to 

express a need for a better interpretation of students’ perceptions in an online learning 

environment while examining African American women’s perceptions of the same. 

Ashong and Commander (2012) recommended further research to utilize “qualitative 

measures to provide a richer understanding of students’ perceptions of online learning” (p. 

106). 

In another quantitative study conducted by Brindley et al. (2016), data indicated 

that “collaborative learning increases a sense of community and correlates to learner 

satisfaction and retention” (p. 16). Brindley et al. (2016) found a significant relationship 

existed between students collaborating in small groups and more in-depth learning and 

development of learning and teamwork skills. This finding corroborated Ng’s (2001) 
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claim that collaborative learning experiences in an online learning environment might 

exist if the “participants relate to one another and share their sense of community and 

possibly mutual objectives” (p. 199). According to Byrd (2016), a sense of community 

interaction significantly impacts the success of online students. 

Because prior studies (Pattanpichet, 2011; Wentzel & Watkins, 2002; Yazici, 

2004) indicated students learn more effectively when they collaborate, instructors have 

incorporated collaborative activities as a significant component in online learning 

environments (Du et al., 2015). Although earlier studies also specified a one-size-fits-all 

technique used for students of ethnic backgrounds in an online collaborative learning 

environment (Ashong & Commander, 2012), Du et al. (2015) found that African 

American women lack self-confidence and feel inferior to other groups in online 

collaborative learning. Furthermore, Ashong and Commander (2012) found “gender and 

ethnicity independently influence students’ perception of online learning” (p. 107). 

Therefore, administrators need to observe African American culture and gender to 

comprehend the behaviors and attitudes in online collaborative learning environments 

(Ashong & Commander, 2012). Further research of this phenomenon will benefit 

administrators as they take proactive steps to prevent African American women from 

becoming dropouts (He et al., 2014). 

African Americans and Sense of Community 

Creating online courses that promote a sense of community can be difficult 

because students learn differently. Rovai and Ponton (2005) conducted a correlational 

study of 108 African American and Caucasian graduate students in an online graduate 
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research methodology course. African Americans scored significantly lower than their 

Caucasian counterparts in social and student-learning communities, the number of 

weekly message posts, course points, and perceived learning (Rovai & Ponton, 2005). 

Rovai and Ponton (2005) found that Sense of Community’s “Classroom Community Set 

(CCS) “measures feelings of connectedness, feelings about learning, and educational goal 

satisfaction” (p. 82). Rovai and Ponton (2005) supported Palloff and Pratt’s (1999) stance 

on introducing online students to the community just as traditional students are 

introduced.  

Rovai and Ponton (2005) recommended further research to identify collaborative 

and facilitative online learning techniques to foster a sense of community for African 

American students in predominantly White online learning. Another recommendation 

was a replication of the study to “determine if findings are consistent across other 

samples, courses, course designs, and colleges” (Rovai & Ponton, 2005, p. 89) because 

the researchers were unable “to generalize the findings beyond the study, as the sample 

for the study was a single course at the same university taught by the same instructor” (p. 

89). Rovai and Ponton (2005) further stated, “Learner characteristics, course content, 

pedagogy, and course design might not be a representation of other settings and 

instructors” (p. 89).  

In another survey study, Rovai and Wighting’s (2005) study administered online 

surveys to 117 students taking six online graduate-level courses. In this study, White 

students possessed a greater sense of community than did their African American 

counterparts. A correlational design supported the set of three subscales—social isolation, 
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normlessness, and powerlessness—to show a relationship to two of the classroom 

community subscales, race, and gender. Rovai and Wighting (2005) described the “five 

measured variables that included social isolation, powerlessness, normlessness, social 

community, and learning community to analyze the data” (p. 102). The findings were 

generalizable since courses sampled included graded group discussion assignment topics 

in addition to independent work.  

In terms of a sense of community and alienation, “African Americans felt a 

significantly greater sense of social isolation than their White peers” (Rovai & Wighting, 

2005, p. 103). The analysis revealed no significant difference by gender but showed a 

significant difference in ethnicity. African Americans at predominantly White institutions 

(PWIs) felt a greater sense of isolation, which contributed to poor academic results. 

Rovai and Wighting (2005) concluded feelings of isolation correlated with attrition.  

Rovai and Wighting (2005) thought it important to encourage institutional leaders 

at PWIs to use pedagogical approaches that foster the lived experiences of African 

Americans within a collaborative group context. The researchers directed results in 

“identifying collaborative and facilitative online instructional strategies to foster a sense 

of community and increase academic achievement and persistence among culturally 

diverse students” (Rovai & Wighting, 2005, p. 108).  

African American Women and Sense of Community 

To investigate African American women’s perspective of enacting leadership, 

Hotchkins (2017) conducted an ethnographic research study of six African American 

women who experienced some form of discrimination while undergraduates at 
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predominately White universities. Black women exhibited feelings of not belonging and 

solitude, a phenomenon also discovered by Dortch in a 2015 study of African American 

women doctoral candidates. Two student characteristics associated with a weak sense of 

community and attrition are burnout (Boyd & Nowell, 2014) and isolation 

(Haythornthwaite et al., 2000). Rovai and Jordan (2004) supported this claim. 

Gender plays a minor role in the average student’s sense of community while a 

sense of community plays an important role in the experiences of African American 

women (Gibson, 2014). Gibson (2014) studied six undergraduate Black female 

engineering students by using semi-structured interviews and theoretical readings and 

found that the factors of race, gender, sense of belonging, and community contributed to 

the persistence of students of color. These findings can assist administrators in 

understanding how Black women make meaning of issues related to their gender and 

culture. All but one of the women in the study were members of a sorority or society of 

women (Gibson, 2014). The affiliation possibly influenced their dialogue with other 

women. The limitation of this study was the spotlight on specific populations, which 

included African American women in an engineering program. Gibson (2014) did not 

“generalize the findings to other students of color or any other students in science, 

technology, engineering, and math (STEM)” (p. 38). 

In a meta-analysis of 1,148 sites by Zuckerman et al. (2016), findings in gender 

differences, by ethnic group and age, on a sense of belonging and self-esteem were 

significantly different between African Americans and Whites. Parallel differences 

existed between Hispanics and Whites, and no significant difference existed between 
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Asians and Whites, based on articles selected for years 2009-2013 in PsycINFO. Gender 

differences varied among ethnic groups. Results showed a decline in gender differences 

for all ages after college. Males’ self-esteem was higher, and the mean effect size for the 

majority was significantly higher than the mean effect size for the marginal groups. 

However, limitations occurred in the form of too few or no studies from numerous 

countries and lack of representation of native samples, such as Blacks from England and 

South Africa. These limited results posed a threat to the external validity of the 

conclusion. Zuckerman et al. (2016) recommended future research for testing a proposed 

explanatory model. 

To examine the differences in learning and to test the existence of a sense of 

community in online learning for African American women, Rovai and Gallien (2005) 

used a causal-comparative design to survey 97 African American and Caucasian students 

participating in two online graduate courses. The first section consisted of 77 students of 

different races and the second consisted of 20 African American students. Utilizing a 

one-way multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) to analyze data, Rovai and 

Gallien (2005) examined course points, perceived learning, social community, and 

learning community measured on the sense of community’s Classroom Community 

Scale” (p. 57). Both college types, historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) 

and predominantly White institutions (PWIs), had different effects on Black female 

students. HBCUs were more likely to encourage students socially. PWIs developed 

confident, assertive, yet dissatisfied responses from African American students. African 

American women tend to be victims of double discrimination. Rovai and Gallien (2005) 
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also found that African American women preferred completing tasks that require 

collaborative learning, which allows students to interact and engage with other students. 

Because the sample was the same instructor who taught one course at the same 

university, results were not generalizable. Also, learner characteristics, course content, 

pedagogy, and course design may not be representative of other professors and settings. 

Most of the participants were women; thus, the researchers could not generalize the 

findings to predominantly male populations. The researchers also were unable to confirm 

a cause-and-effect relationship. Because of these conditions, Rovai and Gallien (2005) 

recommended additional research with different samples and settings to make accurate 

generalizations possible. 

Howard-Hamilton (2003) posited that a sense of belonging cannot exist between 

African American women and the dominant group because of the lack of cultural fit. 

African American women represent an invisible entity compared to all other races and 

genders (Asoka, 2015; Sesko & Biernat, 2010). For example, in a study presenting photos 

to participants, Sesko and Biernat (2010) found that African American women’s faces 

were less likely to be recognized than those of Black men, White women, and White men 

(Sesko & Biernat, 2010). One effect of this phenomenon is that African American 

women select community spaces where they feel valued and respected for their 

contributions because of their need to belong (Howard-Hamilton, 2003). 

Historical Overview of African American Women in Higher Education 

African American women began to pursue college educations as early as 1837, 

often using their new skills and abilities to help other African Americans become 
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graduates (Howard-Vital, 2008). A large number of African American women taught 

African American children, which not only benefitted African Americans but also Whites 

as well because they did not have to teach as many African American children. As 

African American women became more educated, they felt more confident and motivated 

to learn (Carroll, 1982). However, African American women encountered race, gender, 

and class exclusion in higher educational institutions, which were attributed to such 

adversities as racism, sexism, and oppression in the United States (Evans-Winters & 

Esposito, 2010). The integration of African American women on predominantly White 

campuses resulted in discrimination, prejudice, and anxiety from others who were 

racially and culturally different (Hunn, 2014).  

For decades, the perception of higher education is as a political, money-making 

industry geared towards maintaining power, status, and financial gains for majority 

groups (Moore & Wagstaff, 1974; Smith & Osborn, 2015; Staples, 1984). The dominant 

group maintains power. African American women remain at the bottom of the academic 

ladder, subject to racial and sexual discrimination and in danger of extinction (Howard-

Vital, 2008; Moore & Wagstaff, 1974). Gusa (2010) maintained that White students often 

view themselves as far more dominant, superior, and intelligent than minorities and give 

life to this notion by excluding African Americans from any social or academic 

interaction. Carroll (1982) affirmed that African American women in higher education 

face more significant risks than any other group because they are in a place held 

previously by a more dominant group. In fact, research indicates that African American 
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women are questioned more about their integrity and educational background than any 

other female group (Du et al., 2016).  

In a positive vein, the enrollment for African American women has doubled in the 

last 30 years; however, their graduation rates are behind those of White and Asian 

women (Winkle-Wagner, 2015). In 2014-2015, 21% of all doctorate students who 

completed their degrees were women of color (Du et al., 2015). Although African 

American women tend to have higher test scores than African American men (Varner & 

Mandara, 2014) and outnumber their male counterparts in terms of post-baccalaureate 

enrollment (Du et al., 2016), their graduation rates remain a concern for administrators 

(Howard-Vital, 2008). Administrators are tasked with developing programs to improve 

career, academic, personal, and professional success for African American women as 

well (Howard-Hamilton, 2003). Hunn (2014) acknowledged that African American 

women continue to suffer both sexism and racism on college campuses. Further research 

is necessary to investigate the coping tactics and collaborations, as well as experiences 

that highlight social interaction among African American women (Howard-Hamilton, 

2003). One such tactic is sister circles.  

Sister Circles 

Sister circles serve as interventions to treat African American women’s health-

related issues such as stress, anxiety, and panic attacks (Gaston et al., 2007; Neal-Barnett, 

Stadulis, Murray et al., 2011; Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Payne et al., 2011). The creation of 

sister circles for African American women was to accomplish the following: (a) nourish 

their bodies spirituality, (b) combat their loneliness, depression, stress, and anxiety, (c) 
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help one another financially, (d) discuss Black women and their faith and fears, (e) and 

discuss their personal and college lives (Johnson, 1999). Sister circles serve as support 

systems to allow African American women to share their stories to promote a stronger 

identity and sense of self (West, 2019).  

Several sister circles served as an intervention program to mentor students, 

connect African American women in and out of the classroom, and assist those receiving 

merit-based aid (Johnson, 1999). Unfortunately, no data existed to study the relevance of 

sister circles to a sense of community in online higher education programs for African 

American women. The methods used to implement a sister circle varied based on 

purpose, location, and the number of participants. Other studies depicted sister circles in 

different contexts. The next section describes research implementing sister circles in 

higher education, followed by a discussion of the use of sister circles outside of higher 

education. 

Sister Circles in Higher Education Research 

In a study focused on creating spaces for African American women to relate their 

perspectives of being both African Americans and women, Porter and Dean (2015) 

conducted a qualitative study of four participants ranging in age from 20 to 23 years who 

identified as African American and had completed their first year of enrollment as a 

sophomore, junior, or senior status for the weekly support group. To promote adequate 

expression of the lived experiences of the participants (Roulston, 2010), Porter et al. 

(2015) created sister circles as spaces for the students to share and talk about the realities 

of being an African American woman on and off their PWI campus. Porter and Dean 
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(2015) then conducted semi-structured interviews to “identify factors that influenced 

identity development and understanding of African American undergraduate women at 

predominantly White institutions (PWIs)” (p. 129).  

Findings from the study were clustered in “four themes: support systems; 

maternal and familial influences; articulation of racial identity; and interactions with 

other African American women” (Porter & Dean, 2015, p. 129). Women made 

tremendous strides in learning about themselves by telling their stories. Each woman 

emphasized the importance of maternal and family influences in their lives. They 

expressed how a desire for additional support systems and relationships with other 

African American women positively affected their identity development. Porter and Dean 

(2015) suggested further research with an increased pool of participants to gain data from 

several institutions for a broader understanding of different experiences.  

Winkle-Wagner (2009) also investigated women enrolled in higher education. 

Using purposeful sampling (Creswell, 2007), the researcher conducted a study of 42 

African American, Latino, multi-racial, and White women selected from four groups on 

campus. The individuals, who ranged in age from 18 to 22, comprised the following 

groups: “intervention need-based aid program, a merit-based aid program, a mentoring 

program, and a living-learning community in a residence hall” (Winkle-Wagner, 2009, p. 

6). Winkle-Wagner (2009) focused on 30 first-generation college students who self-

identified as African American women or Black, Black Latina, or those women who 

claimed Black as their racial group. Observations, focus groups, and individual 

interviews were the data collection sources in this qualitative study.  
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Winkle-Wagner (2009), a White woman, created a nine-month sister circle so that 

African American women could feel as if they were the majority and not the minority. 

Winkle-Wagner sought to explore whether family relationships affected the success of 

female African American students at PWIs. Winkle-Wagner, the only White woman 

present, served as a facilitator at most of the bi-weekly meetings. She reported that she 

found herself advocating for the women and struggling with cross-racial advocacy 

research and later adjusted her role throughout the remainder of the project. After a few 

months, she served as an observer. During the project, her roles included facilitator, 

observer, advocate, mentor, and friend. The women, mostly first-generation college 

students, discussed issues such as their personal lives, graduate school, and academic 

courses. The women assisted the researcher in creating questions, and many found 

themselves discussing feelings of loneliness and lack of family support (Winkle-Wagner, 

2006). 

After the eight focus groups, called sister circles, formed, the individuals bonded 

during the nine months and later began supporting each other academically and socially. 

Results showed that African American women were more likely to succeed in college if 

they severed familial ties and participated in campus life. Women in the sister circle 

experienced a sense of helping other women (Winkle-Wagner, 2009). Further research 

recommendations included designing studies to “identify complex prior relationships and 

the way these relationships influence African American women during their collegiate 

experience” (Winkle-Wagner, 2009, p. 24). 
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In 2017, Croom et al. utilized purposeful sampling to recruit six undergraduate 

African American women participants aged 18 to 35, for a sister circle from attendees at 

a Women of Color retreat sponsored by the Women of Color Foundation (Neal-Barnett, 

Stadulis, Murray et al., 2011). The researchers sought to investigate their motivation to 

participate in groups that center on race and gender.  

At the retreat, participants were divided into focus groups. The research team and 

advisor were available to answer questions and register participants. Those who 

registered placed their initials on a sign-up sheet. Non-participants completed a short 

demographic form and expressed their reasons for choosing not to participate. 

Participants signed a consent form required by the Title IV degree-granting institution’s 

institutional review board. Croom et al. (2017) identified questions to make the group 

feel more comfortable while transitioning from the introductions and closing the meeting. 

The facilitator then presented a seating chart and the meeting was audio- and videotaped. 

At the end of the meeting, the recorder read the minutes to the group.  

Croom et al. (2017) used critical race theory and critical race feminism to 

concentrate on establishing a bond with the participants. Students shared their stories in 

two semi-structured interviews, which lasted 45 to 90 minutes, and one focus group, 

which lasted from 60 to 90 minutes. The focus group discussions addressed race and 

gender and placed participants’ stories and voices at the center. During the discussion, 

Croom et al. (2017) noticed the desire of the participants to observe how other African 

American women connected. The researchers recognized the importance of students of 

color seeing people who look like them achieving what they are trying to achieve. This 
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insight led the researchers to emphasize the need for spaces so participants could be 

whole and share more of themselves.  

Based on the results of the study, African American women eagerly participated 

in sister circles or groups that centered on race and gender because they were interested 

in how other African American women co-existed in the community. Croom et al. (2017) 

concluded administrators should create safe places for them and not place that 

responsibility on them to support African American women on campuses. Croom et al. 

(2017) suggested further studies on utilizing the CRF framework and intersectionality 

theories to frame the research design, as well as further research in which African 

American women find spaces for those who need to make more meaning of their 

oppressed and underprivileged experiences.  

Sister Circles Outside of Higher Education 

Sister circles have proven important outside of higher education venues. 

Numerous researchers (Croom et al., 2017; Eng, 1993; Gaston et al., 2007; Neal-Barnett, 

Stadulis, & Murray et al., 2011; Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Payne et al., 2011) reported 

positive results of other sister circles engaging and receiving support from members. The 

following offers discussions of the various uses and benefits of sister circles, as well as 

the methodology employed by researchers to investigate its effects. 

In a mixed-method design using focus groups and surveys, Gaston et al. (2007) 

explained, “Prime Time Sister Circles (PTSC), a curriculum-, cultural-, gender-specific 

health-intervention group consisting of 134 African American women from 11 sites 

across the United States, targeted African American women from 45 to 55 years of age” 



41 

 

(p. 428). The researchers randomly placed women in intervention and comparison 

groups, while diversifying the group in terms of their socioeconomic status. Most of the 

participants were middle-income, college-educated African American women.  

Gaston et al. (2007) found that the group’s goal was to eliminate “risk factors of 

physical inactivity, poor nutrition, and stress” (p. 428). Participants completed surveys at 

six- and 12-month intervals and the results “showed significant improvement . . . through 

self-reporting at the 10-week and the six- and 12-week intervals in stress management, 

physical activity, and nutrition” (Gaston et al., 2007, p. 436). Emergent themes from the 

open-ended questions indicated women engaging in various techniques to sustain positive 

outcomes. They included such phrases as, “‘taking care of myself first’; ‘reading about 

health constantly’; ‘meeting with the sisters, discussing issues, being motivated by their 

support’; and ‘taking more control of my life’” (Gaston et al., 2007, p. 435). Because of 

the small sample size and the method used to recruit and assign the intervention and 

comparison groups, the researchers could not generalize findings in this study. Gaston et 

al. (2007) noted the use of self-reported data, which were susceptible to personal bias and 

peer pressure. The researchers recommended further studies to investigate the 

effectiveness of PTSC intervention with an increased number of comparison groups. 

Gaston et al. (2007) posited that future research could determine if the church and health 

centers can institutionalize this process and the effectiveness of PTSC with younger non-

African American women and men.  

Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Payne et al. (2011) recruited 37 professional African 

American women working toward undergraduate degrees or holding professional 
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certifications to participate in a qualitative study at a Women of Color retreat. The 

researchers sought to determine if an existing sister circle model would determine if sister 

circles could treat anxiety, thus laying the foundation for their effectiveness.  

After dividing participants into four focus groups, the researchers examined the 

use of sister circles as a psycho-educational intervention to treat anxiety and panic 

attacks. Confidentiality, positive experiences and a supportive environment were key 

components of successful sister circle interventions. Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Payne et al. 

(2011) found “focus group discussion about anxiety and panic attacks highlighted the 

need for information and education about panic and anxiety for this population” (p. 217), 

leading them to recommend more exploration into the effectiveness of sister circles to 

treat African American women’s anxiety. Findings supported sister circles’ use as an 

intervention for professional African American women to treat anxiety and stress (Neal-

Barnett, Stadulis, Payne et al., 2011). 

In a similar study with like intentions of discovering if sister circles could 

alleviate anxiety, Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Murray et al. (2011) “embedded sister circles 

within African American women’s service organizations” (p. 269), led by trained 

facilitators belonging to the organizations. Six to nine participants met during the 

sessions, which lasted from 60 to 90 minutes. Approximately 25 of the 75 women, 

drafted from a Women of Color Retreat, met regularly on the first and third Mondays of 

each month. This group of women, who experienced the same health problems, formed a 

circle to come together and educate themselves while supporting one another. The 

group's facilitators included a doctor, nurse, therapist, and survivors, and introduced the 
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circle participants using the “what if” and “so what” concepts. Participants created songs 

through the cognitive restructuring process. Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Murray et al. (2011) 

reported that the women talked and shared freely and appeared to trust one another. If a 

participant mentioned items discussed at the meeting outside of the meeting, that person 

could no longer attend the second meeting. Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Murray et al. (2011) 

found confidentiality and the length of the meetings were two important issues. 

Eng’s (1993) study consisted of 2,600 older African American women ranging 

from ages 50 to 74 years old. Sixty-four women received training as helpers to ensure 

monthly breast cancer screening for all women. Responses from the 14 focus group 

interviews revealed that older African American women sought support from other 

women regarding health concerns. This project, referred to as Save Our Sister received 

funding from the National Cancer Society. The Save Our Sister Project was successful in 

combating anxiety and stress, which are both linked to racism (Eng, 1993). African 

American women located spaces where they could feel whole and express themselves in 

sister circles (Eng, 1993). 

Jones (2016) implemented a sister circle with three African American women as 

part of her qualitative study. Her dissertation research focused on Black feminist tenets 

and topic discussions about themselves and other Black women. Sister circle discussions 

served as methods in her research design. Instead of using focus groups and interviews to 

share the narratives, she used the sister circle conversations. Jones proposed that sister 

circles can be connected and used in a theoretical framework and research design. In this 

study, I also served as a participant.  
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The African American women in the study shared a common focus as readers of 

“Street Lit,” a field of literature. Each member participated in two interviews and 

engaged in the sister circle for six months. Jones (2016) brought food to the initial 

meeting, and there were no designated topics for discussion. She video-recorded the 

meetings but allowed participants to speak openly with no set time limit. At the end of 

the study, Jones emphasized the importance of educators conducting discussions with 

students that focused on connecting the literature to students’ lives, not avoiding risky 

texts, and employing intentional listening skills. Jones (2016) advised future researchers 

“to consider aligning their research design with methods and frameworks that center 

Black women, their language, and ways of communicating” (p. 131) to address the 

invisibility phenomenon often associated with Black women. 

Like Jones, Johnson (1999) investigated and detailed several different sister circle 

implementation processes. One group in Los Angeles, comprised of seven African 

American women, met once or twice a month to nourish their bodies spiritually. Each 

member referred to the other member as “sister.” Walking in My Sister’s Shoes was a 

sister circle with 25 members located in Washington, DC. Although members had various 

religious backgrounds, they recognized one God and often met to pray and discuss faith 

and fear. The younger members found joy and encouragement from stories told by the 

older members. Dr. Anderson, a clinical psychologist, implemented a sister circle to bring 

corporate women together to combat loneliness, depression, stress, and anxiety. 

Corporate women usually worked long hours and had little time for self and family. 

Although the weekly sessions required a fee, the women often met outside the meeting 
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for dinner, vacations, and courses (Johnson, 1999). Johnson (1999) also described a sister 

circle called Women in Motion, Inc., created in the 1960s to support single mothers. This 

group initially was composed of seven women whose intentions were to watch each 

other’s children. Although that never worked, they were successful in helping one 

another financially. Members, locations spanned from New Jersey to New York City. 

Joiner (2012) also reported on sister circles, specifically the Prime Time Sister 

Circles, which met at local churches, recreational parks, bookstores, and libraries (Joiner, 

2012). The groups received funding from the Ford and Kellogg's Foundation, Kaiser 

Foundation, and the Department of Health in the district of Arlington, TX. The women 

worked in small groups and discussed the planned topic within the group for 120 

minutes. All of these studies provided evidence that supports the use of sister circles.   

Critical Race Feminism Theory 

Critical Race Feminism (CRF) Theory derives from a similar framework called 

Critical Race Theory (CRT). Bell (1995), one of CRT’s founding fathers, contended that 

CRF draws on the same tenets as CRT, yet it offers a critique of traditional feminist 

ideas. Solórzano and Yosso (2002) suggested, “A critical race theory contests the old 

claims that educational institutions make toward objectivity, meritocracy, colorblindness, 

race neutrality, and equal opportunity” (p. 26). CRT and CRF both have purposes to 

support the study of African American women’s college experiences (Evans-Winters & 

Esposito, 2010.  

CRT-educated researchers and scholars are concerned with understanding race in 

postsecondary institutions (Donner, 2016). Since the origination of CRT almost 20 years 
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ago in education, race remains a determining factor in shaping education equality for 

students of color in the United States (Donner, 2016). The “six tenets that define CRT 

are: (a) permanence of racism; (b) Whiteness as superiority; (c) counter-storytelling and 

majoritarian narratives; (d) interest convergence; (e) critique of liberalism; and (f) 

intersectionality” (Capper, 2015, p. 795). Each of the tenets in CRT can be used to inform 

educational leadership practices to eliminate racism (Capper, 2015). CRT provides the 

platform to help understand CRF and make sense of the lives of African American 

women. 

In this study, CRF served as the framework because of its focus on race and 

gender as dual factors in shaping education for African American women in the United 

States (Bell, 1995). Critical race feminists concentrate on the experiences, roles, and 

stories of women of color to analyze structures, systems, and institutions (Pratt-Clarke, 

2015). According to Delgado and Stefancic (2012), the intersectionality of feminism, 

sexual orientation, and the critical race theory gave rise to CRF. This theory positions 

women of color at the center of different races because their lived experiences are very 

different from those lived experiences of men of color and Caucasian women (Berry & 

Candis, 2013); Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010; Wing, 1997/2003). CRF is a useful lens 

to study, examine, and celebrate the experiences of African American female students 

(Berry & Candis, 2013; Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010). Childers-McKee and Hytten 

(2015) stated that CRF pays close attention to the educational experiences of women of 

color to prevent double marginalization.  
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CRF centers not only on the experiences of women of color but also on their roles 

and narratives to analyze structures, systems, and institutions (Pratt-Clarke, 2015). CRF 

applies a critical stance against dominant beliefs (Beachum, 2013) and provides insight as 

to how African American women categorize themselves along the intersections of race, 

gender, and class (Verjee, 2012). CRF rejects blanket essentialism of all minorities and 

supports African American women being treated somewhat differently (Few, 2007).  

While there are no established criteria to determine the tenets for CRF (Allen & 

Lewis, 2016), three were used in this study. CRF encourages theories and practices to 

fight against gender and racial oppression (Berry & Candis, 2013) utilizing the following 

three tenets: (a) permanence of racism (Croom et al., 2017); (b) counter-storytelling 

(Berry, 2010); and (c) intersectionality (Alexander-Floyd, 2010; Berry, 2010; Crenshaw, 

1989, 1991; Croom et al., 2017). 

Racism, the first tenet, is seen as a permanent aspect of American life (Berry, 

2010). Women of color face double discrimination because of a “system of White 

dominance and racial oppression” (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010, p. 20). Whites will 

continue their dominance by creating policies and practices to remain in control by 

excluding a large number of people of color from the benefits of education (Zamudio et 

al., 2011). African American women often feel invisible and may benefit from policies 

and practices that support their online learning so they can achieve the same success rates 

as their peers.  

The second tenet is narrative storytelling as counter-stories (Berry, 2010). CRF 

employs counter-storytelling to legitimize the voices and experiences of women of color 
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and draws on this knowledge to eliminate all practices of social oppression (Pratt-Clarke, 

2015). Counter-storytelling, a critical component in hooks’s (1984) engaged pedagogy, 

has become popular in teaching and learning to decentralize the marginalization of 

women of color (Berry, 2010). The spirit of oppressed people is in their voices, and both 

CRT and CRF register and sustain the experiences of women of color (Berry & Candis, 

2013). CRT and CRF encourage the marginalized group to tell their stories to challenge 

the dominant group and improve conditions (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). Khalifa et al. 

(2016) maintained that storytelling should be the venue to hear their voices. African 

American women lack self-confidence and feel inferior to other minorities in academia 

(Du et al., 2015), which reflects a need to hear their stories. The lived experiences and 

stories of African American women enrolled in online higher education programs may 

benefit other African American women.  

The third tenet of CRF is intersectionality. Kimberle Crenshaw, a critical race 

Black feminist considered to be the foremother of CRF (Carter, 2012), coined the term 

intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989). According to Bell (1995), Whites are willing to fight 

for equality and social injustices as long as there is something to gain from opposing 

policies that foster social equality for minorities (López & Burciaga, 2014). Berry and 

Candis (2013) proclaimed that African American women can see the different 

complexities of others who are different from them more clearly through CRF. African 

American women’s different intersecting beings can diversify the classroom by bringing 

their different intersecting beings inside. University administrators may be able to 
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increase success rates for online doctorate higher education students if they understand 

the identities and differences among their diverse student populations.  

McMillan and Chavis’s Sense of Community Theory 

McMillan and Chavis’s Sense of Community Theory (SoC), along with CRF 

Theory, served as the framework for this study to explore the experiences of African 

American women in online doctorate higher education programs. These women 

experienced a low sense of community because of racism and sexism, which affected 

their success in online doctorate programs. A sense of community alleviates attrition 

rates, which is one of the reasons why African American women in online doctorate 

higher education programs are not graduating at the same rate as their peers. The 

principles of SoC Theory are “membership, influence, integration and the fulfillment of 

needs, and shared emotional connections” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 9). Students in 

online courses experience a sense of disconnectedness more often than those in 

traditional educational settings; consequently, educational leaders can assume that online 

learning is not for everyone (Barr & Miller, 2013). Harris (2007) reported that creating a 

sense of community in a cohort setting is a crucial factor in helping students obtain 

college degrees. 

Membership, the first principle of SoC Theory, is related to a feeling of being a 

part of a community, which allows the members to feel a sense of belonging within the 

group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Boundaries establish an emotional safety net to 

protect members' needs and feelings when sharing with the group. African American 

women seek a space where they feel safe, known, and in control (Phelps-Ward et al., 
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2017; Spates et al., 2020). According to McMillan and Chavis (1986), members use 

recognizable symbols “to create and maintain a sense of community among its members” 

(p. 15). All characteristics of membership “work together to determine who is a part of 

the community” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 11). As a member, a person is a part of 

the group; therefore, has certain privileges within the group.  

Influence, a second principle, functions in two different directions separately. In 

this principle, the group can attract other members if current members have some type of 

influence or the group has influence over its members (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). 

Individuals who express an interest in the needs, values, and opinions of others usually 

are the ones with the most power (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). The individuals who 

always try to convince, dictate, and ignore the thoughts and concerns of others are the 

least influential people in the group (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Influence can function 

from members to community or from community to member in a tight-knit group of 

individuals who work cohesively and confirmatively (McMillan & Chavis, 1986).  

The third principle of a sense of community is the “integration and fulfillment of 

needs, which recognizes the need for togetherness and reinforces a person-to-group 

relationship within a group” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 12). Status is an incentive for 

becoming a member; people tend to draw closer and find an attraction to other people and 

groups who can provide the most talents, competencies, and rewards that benefit them 

personally ((McMillan & Chavis, 1986). In the instances when people share their ideas 

and beliefs with others in their group, by satisfying their need for reinforcement, they 

realize they have more in common with the others (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Members 
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in a healthy community can fulfill each other's needs by reinforcing membership status, 

thriving communities, and competencies of other members.  

A shared emotional connection arises from interaction among members 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986)). Once members feel connected to the group, they share their 

ideas, beliefs, and insecurities. Members personally invest and refer to the group as my 

group ((McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Features of “shared emotional connectedness include 

contacted hypotheses, quality of interaction, closure of events, shared valent event 

hypothesis, investment, and the effect of honor and humiliation on community members 

and spiritual bond” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 9). When people interact, they become 

close and create a stronger relationship. The “more significant the shared event is in the 

group, the greater the bond within the community” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 14). 

Once members invest time or money or both in the community, they become emotionally 

involved, open up, and share with the community. Honoring and recognizing the group 

makes the community attractive to the members. The spiritual connection of the group is 

relative to those of religious communities and cults (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). African 

American women’s oral histories are rooted spiritually in the church. This group of 

women may benefit from the interaction and shared emotional connectedness shared with 

other women in their sister circle. 

McMillan and Chavis (1986) used the “concept of soul in the creation of the 

Black national community as an example of a spiritual bond” (p. 14). They recommended 

further research on the causal effect that leads to a shared emotional connection because 

it is one of the definitive attributes of a sense of community. A strong sense of 



52 

 

community offers positive interactions, event sharing, positive problem-solving 

strategies, member recognition, investment opportunities, and spiritual bonds among its 

members (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). African American women have strong bonds, 

which commonly are formulated by sisterhood (Hull et al., 1982).  

Summary 

The meta-analyses on online learning, African American women, and a sense of 

community provides scientific support to substantiate the need for a sense of community 

to improve attrition in online learning for African American women. Findings were 

consistent with the CRF theory in which the experiences of African American women are 

different from those of any other group of people, whether female or male (Berry, 2010; 

Wing, 1997/2003). Although online learning has increased in the United States, African 

American women are not graduating at a rate comparable to other ethnic groups. Racism, 

sexism, and oppression serve as barriers to prevent Black women from succeeding, an 

outcome that often can be attributed to their lack of self-confidence and their feelings of 

inferiority to other groups (Du et al., 2015). Critical Race Feminism (CRF), along with a 

sense of community, helped to frame this study on African American women’s sense of 

community while in a sister circle matriculated in an online doctorate higher-education 

program. 

Sister circles, particularly in the form of sorority sisters, have been around for 

decades, dating back to the early 1900s (Johnson, 1999). Although the longevity of sister 

circles is evident, little data exist on the implementation of sister circles. A few that exist 

were available in clinics and used to treat anxiety, stress, and panic attacks (Gaston et al., 
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2007; Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Payne et al., 2011; Porter & Dean, 2015), trauma (Scales et 

al., 2017) or other health reasons (Eng, 1993; Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Murray et al., 

2011). Unfortunately, no data exist on the relevance of the sense of community on sister 

circles for female students in online learning. 

 

  



 

54 

CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

The popularity of online degree programs has caused some challenges for higher 

education institutions (Allen & Seaman, 2014), such as tasking administrators with 

providing quality instruction and improving retention rates for online and hybrid students. 

Faculty have labored to deliver content utilizing various methods to African American 

women, one of the fastest-growing population among all ethnicities in higher education. 

Many African American women in hybrid doctoral programs find themselves struggling 

to complete their programs for various reasons, as they may lack self-confidence and feel 

inferior to other students (Du et al., 2015). The purpose of this study was to explore the 

personal and academic experiences of African American women in sister circles while 

they matriculated in a hybrid doctoral program in higher education and document any 

cohesion found in their experiences that supports a sense of community to improve 

retention.   

Prior research on this topic was limited because studies about African American 

women and men are usually grouped as one, resulting in a lack of data on the experiences 

of women (Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Winkle-Wagner’s research focused on the 

intervention of sister circles to treat anxiety, stress, panic attacks, and other health-related 

issues (Gaston et al., 2007; Jones, 2016; Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Murray et al., 2011; 

Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Payne et al., 2011; Winkle-Wagner, 2015). The problems I 
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sought to examine were the experiences of African American women and their 

underrepresentation among the number of students who completed doctoral programs 

(National Science Foundation, 2015). 

Research indicated that African American women participating in online learning 

environments are not graduating at the same rate as other ethnic groups because they lack 

self-confidence, feel inferior to other ethnic groups, and face challenges not experienced 

by any other ethnic group (Du et al., 2015). The results of this study will “give voice” to 

this marginalized, growing population in higher education. This chapter includes a 

discussion of the research methodology utilized to investigate this phenomenon. The 

chapter begins with a reiteration of the research questions, followed by a description of 

the research design, selection of participants, instrumentation, data collection and 

analysis, a subjectivity statement, and measures taken to increase trustworthiness.  

Research Questions Reiterated 

I formulated the research questions for this study to explore the experiences of 

African American women and their sense of community in an online sister circle. The 

literature review indicated what research has documented thus far on the referenced 

experiences. The central research question guiding this study and its focus was as 

follows: What are African American women’s experiences in an online sister circle who 

are matriculating in a hybrid doctoral program in higher education?  

The aspects of critical race feminism and McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) sense of 

community (SoC) theory drove the sub-questions: 
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a. How do African American women in sister circles describe counter-

storytelling, Whiteness as superior, and intersectionality and anti-essentialism 

in their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher education doctorate 

program at degree-granting institutions? 

b. How do African American women in sister circles describe their membership, 

influence, integration and fulfillment, and shared emotional connection in 

their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher-education doctorate program 

at degree-granting institutions? 

Research Design 

Crotty (1998) recognized four elements as essential to the design of a qualitative 

research study to make sense of the different research approaches and shape the 

soundness of the research: the epistemology, theoretical perspective, methodology, and 

methods. In this study, the epistemology provided the foundation and apprised the 

theoretical perspective. The theoretical perspective, or philosophical stance, informed the 

methodology. Finally, the methodology, or plan of action, dictated methods, procedures, 

or techniques I utilized to gather and analyze the data.  

Crotty (1998) posited that the epistemology is the nature of knowledge and how 

one knows what is known. The epistemology of social constructivism examines “the 

meaning-making activity of the individual mind” (Crotty, 1998, p. 58). Furthermore, 

Crotty (1998) posited that social constructivism is the “collective generation and 

transmission of meaning” (p. 58). African American women’s culture provided them with 

the meaning of their experiences while in a sister circle. Reality allowed a person to 
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construct human activity. In the context of this problem statement and the research 

questions, African American women students in sister circles were the subjects, with the 

perspective of a sense of community in a hybrid learning program. 

A social constructivism epistemology provided the foundation for this study. 

Crotty (1998) explained, “Epistemology is the nature of knowledge and how we know 

what we know” (p. 8). Through the epistemology of social constructivism, group 

associations provide the lens through which individuals perceive relationships, others, 

and themselves, and this is where “meaning is constructed, not discovered” (Crotty, 1998, 

p. 5). Crotty (2003) further asserted that constructivism is the “view that all knowledge 

and all meaningful reality is contingent upon human practice constructed in and out of an 

interaction between human subjects and their world” (p. 42). Research participants were 

African American women enrolled in an online sister circle project while participating in 

a hybrid doctoral higher education program. The interaction existed in a sister circle with 

hopes of forming a sense of community through relationships and interaction.  

Smith et al. (2009) explained that researchers use interpretive phenomenological 

analysis (IPA) to “explore in detail how participants are making sense of their world” (p. 

53). Phenomenology and hermeneutics were the methodology for this study. The IPA 

approach blended these two qualitative approaches. Husserl (1931), the founder of 

phenomenology, suggested phenomenology seeks the phenomenon under investigation. 

Phenomenology refers to the understanding of an individual’s experience, including the 

essence that is experienced (Bonnemann & Bell, 2011; Husserl & Lauer, 1956); whereas 

hermeneutics is primarily the study of interpretation (Gardner, 2010). IPA allows the 
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researcher to attempt to understand participants by using empathy to understand their 

experiences and motivations (Smith & Osborn, 2015). A researcher seeks what was 

experienced and how it was experienced (Moustakas, 1994). I documented the 

experiences specifically with hopes of learning how the essence of community emerged 

within the group. 

When using IPA and given the experiences of African American women and their 

sense of community while participating in a sister circle and enrolled in a hybrid doctoral 

program in higher education, semi-structured interviews appeared one of the best 

methods to collect data (Moustakas, 1994; Smith et al., 2009). Although Smith et al. 

(2009) expressed reservations about using focus groups in IPA, Dunne and Quayle 

(2001) believed participants give the same account if interviewed individually. According 

to Saldaña (2011), interviews are effective in qualitative research since hearing the life 

stories and the viewpoints of others are the best methods to answer research questions. 

Semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to gain rapport and more flexibility of 

coverage with the participants, therefore producing richer data (Smith et al., 2009), and 

explore experiences of participants and the meanings they assign to them (Tong et al., 

2018). Semi-structured online interviews honor the principle that “research questions that 

explore an online phenomenon are strengthened through the use of a research method that 

closely mirrors the natural setting under investigation” (Burton & Goldsmith, 2002, p. 3).  

Salmon (2015) also believed that online interviews allow researchers to gain a 

better understanding of the participant’s learning experience, further asserting that online 

interviews can include a review of participants’ posted material. Online interviews 
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allowed the gaining of thick, rich, and detailed information about African American 

women’s experiences in a sister circle and their sense of community in hybrid learning.  

Institutional Review Board Approval 

I obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from Mercer University 

(see Appendix A) before collecting the data. I requested IRB approval from Mercer 

University only, and I utilized Mercer’s learning-management system, Canvas, to 

communicate with the participants in the study. I obtained the required informed consent 

forms, and interview questions before collecting data. 

Participants 

I selected the research participants using criterion-based purposeful sampling, a 

criterion-based approach followed by snowball sampling. The predetermined set of 

criteria consequently allowed me to gain an in-depth, rich perception of the data (Patton, 

2002) and explore and comprehend the central themes of the study (Ritchie et al., 2014). 

Patton (2002) defined criterion sampling as “picking all cases that meet some criterion” 

(p. 243). The participants must meet a set of criteria determined by the researcher 

(Salmon, 2015). This was important in identifying the criteria used for inclusion in this 

study: (a) African American women who matriculated in a hybrid doctoral program in 

higher education, and (b) those who agreed to participate in a sister circle.  

An invitation from the Director of Ph.D. Programs in Education to speak about 

my potential research to higher education students during a weekend class breakout 

session facilitated my solicitation of participants for the study. Seven African American 

women students expressed interest in the study and wrote their names and contact 
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information on a sign-up form. Following my reception of Mercer’s IRB approval, the 

Director of PhD Programs assisted me in identifying participants who met the criteria. 

She sent an email to all higher education doctoral students asking if they were interested 

in volunteering for the study. Patton (2002) recommended using various sampling and 

recruitment approaches to reach data saturation. All participants self-identified as 

meeting the criteria delineated in my selection process. I contacted students via email, 

and they all agreed to voluntarily participate in the study. I recruited seven students 

initially, one volunteered from the email received, and one volunteered using the 

snowball technique. I emailed students an introductory email and informed consent 

forms. Nine participants returned their signed consent forms required by Mercer 

University’s IRB. 

As a researcher, I aimed to reach data saturation. Although the exact sample size 

is debatable for qualitative studies, saturation occurs in small sample size when no new 

information emerges from new participants added to the study (Gall et al., 1996). The 

researcher seeks to gain detailed information about the phenomena under study, and 5 to 

50 participants are recommended as adequate for a qualitative study (Baker & Edwards, 

2012; Dworkin, 2012; Guest et al., 2005; Moser & Korstjens, 2018). Creswell (2007) 

recommended 5 to 25 participants. Van Manen (1997) also stated a small number of 

participants is appropriate for a phenomenological study. Guest et al. (2005) stated that 

the identification of 73% of initial codes occurs in the first six interviews, and the 

percentage increases to 92% after an additional six interviews. Because of this current 

research, I sought to interview a sample of 12 participants, and I was able to obtain nine, 
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which was a sufficient number of participants to obtain information about the 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2007; Van Manen, 1997), and reach saturation (Guest et al., 

2005). 

Data Collection 

Following the identification of participants, I emailed all participants with 

instructions on accessing the sister circle project in Canvas. The online focus groups 

participated in discussion posts and a final interview was conducted after the discussions 

to collect the data. I posted open-ended questions (see Appendix B) in the discussion 

posts in Canvas, a platform that was part of their learning environment. Interviews 

created thick, rich, and detailed information (Reid et al., 2005; Salmon, 2015). Interviews 

consisted of in-depth, semi-structured, open-ended questions to allow participants to 

share oral histories, experiences, and life stories to support the empirical research that 

addressed the research questions. I used the interviews as external instruments, as they 

were binding and trustworthy (Petty et al., 2012). Semi-structured online interview 

questions included a series of eight open-ended questions to address the research 

questions (see Appendix B). 

 I employed Canvas, a learning-management system, to post discussion topics 

weekly for a period of six weeks for the online sister circle. My role was to promote 

discussion, engage participants, and clarify any statements that required more 

explanations (Ritchie et al., 2014). I included articles about African American women 

and sister circles to engage the participants. Discussion questions focus on topics such as 

storytelling, racism, intersectionality and anti-essentialism, membership, influence, 
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fulfillment, and emotional connections. I utilized Zoom to conduct the virtual interview 

after the discussion posts. I met with each participant individually to concentrate on the 

participants’ backgrounds, experiences, and expectations from the research, as well as 

different strategies for effective communication.  

The online discussions focused on theoretical topics, what issues arose, what 

hindered the group, and what benefits they received from the research. Responses to 

open-ended questions allowed me to gain a better understanding of the experiences. 

According to Yin (2003), open-ended questions allow the researcher to gain not only 

knowledge regarding detailed facts, but also the participants’ opinions. Participants’ 

narrative accounts provided examples of their experiences through each woman’s 

perspective. I allowed the conversation to flow in whatever direction necessary to gain 

insight into the group. I transcribed the interviews using Descript and imported them into 

NVivo and Excel software.  

Data Analysis 

After data collection from the online discussion board and interviews in Canvas, I 

applied interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) to analyze the data. As previously 

noted, IPA allowed reflection on experiences and provided the structure for data 

collection and analysis (Smith et al., 2009). The participants sought to understand and 

make sense of the world, while I sought to understand how the participants were “making 

sense of the world” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 53).  

Smith and colleagues (2009) suggested six steps to complete IPA data analysis:   

1. reading and rereading initial transcripts, 
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2. making notes in the margin, 

3. identifying themes, 

4. finding relationships between themes, 

5. progressing to the next participant’s case, and 

6. analyzing the patterns across participants. 

The following paragraphs detail the contextualization of these steps for this study.  

After I collected and transcribed the transcripts, I read the transcripts several 

times to identify significant statements and identify themes. The second step included 

noting participants’ similarities and differences that required markup notations in the left 

margin of the paper. I then identified and connected the themes, analyzed themes further, 

and composed final statements about the meaning (Smith et al., 2009). I separated text 

into themes or meaning units and added a comment for each unit recorded. For step three, 

I sought to find expressions that allowed a connection within each case and repeated the 

same theme title if a related theme emerged.  

The fourth step required me to connect emergent themes by looking for 

connections among them, clustering the themes into subordinate themes, and creating a 

table of themes (Smith et al., 2009). I examined descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual 

understandings of the transcripts to understand participants’ experiences, and I then made 

sense of the connection between the emerging themes. Smith et al. (2009) recommended 

clustering themes with an iterative analysis between the researcher and the text. I drew on 

interpretive resources to make sure what the participants stated made sense (Smith et al., 

2009). The table of themes consisted of the names I gave to clusters of themes. I 
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displayed the identified themes on a wall to assist in the identification and organization of 

subordinate themes. 

In the fifth step, I continued analysis with other cases (Smith et al., 2009), using 

the first set of themes in the first case or beginning from scratch with the second 

transcript. During this step, I noted new emerging themes in the transcripts, convergence, 

and divergence in the data, as well as similarities and differences in participants’ 

accounts. I bracketed myself from the analysis while moving from case to case. After 

analyzing each transcript in the interpretive process, I created a final set of superordinate 

themes. The final stage in this process included analyzing the patterns across participants 

and constructing the essence of their experiences into a narrative.  

Reporting Results 

I collected the data in online sister circle discussions and interviews. Discussion 

posts and interviews allowed students to provide verbalized conversations about their 

experiences. The findings reflected the average length of time spent on discussion boards 

and interviews once data collection was complete. In Chapter 4, the narrative provided 

evidence of the conversations, documented the interviews, and included the analysis of 

findings. Chapter 4 also addressed the research questions using the collected data. 

Subjectivity Statement 

In this study, I was the analytical instrument (Creswell, 2007). The analysis 

provided an in-depth understanding of meaning for individuals about their lived 

experiences of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2007). My personal and educational 

background, as well as employment, possibly affected the process. As an African 
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American woman enrolled in an online higher education doctorate program at Mercer 

University, I had possible biases that potentially affected the results. Secondly, as a full-

time instructor who was teaching online courses at the time of the study, I was aware of 

the issues online students face from an instructor’s perspective.  

I mitigated my biases by using verification procedures such as member checking, 

establishing an audit trail, and conducting an external review of data (Creswell, 2013). 

Member checking involves asking participants to check and verify their statements and 

clarify if necessary (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Guba (1981) described an audit trail as a 

detailed accounting of the study procedures. Peer review served as an external review of 

the data to discourage researcher bias and clarify methodology and data interpretation 

(Creswell, 2013). The utilization of bracketing, a common strategy in phenomenology, 

related my personal experiences and potential biases. According to Creswell (2007), 

bracketing is a process in which the researcher sets aside personal experiences with the 

phenomena being studied. 

Trustworthiness 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) identified four criteria to ensure trustworthiness in a 

study: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility insured 

the internal validity by verifying that the findings and results of the data are true if an 

outside peer analyzed and reviewed the results (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I used 

“prolonged engagement in the field and triangulation of the data sources, peer debriefing, 

and member checking . . . to establish credibility” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 290). I also 

used nominations by participants meshed with the snowball technique, since additional 
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students were necessary to reach saturation. I spent numerous hours with each participant 

during the interview process, and participants were free to contact me following the 

interview. Rich, thick descriptions generated from online discussion boards and interview 

responses promoted transferability. Dependability implied that the same results would 

occur if the study was conducted a second time. To promote this, I detailed the processes 

of participant selection, data collection, and data analysis. 

Basic trustworthiness or verification practices included bracketing, member 

checking, peer reviews, and external audits of material and analysis (Creswell, 2013). I 

protected the quality and promoted reliability of the weekly discussion data in the focus 

groups by not transcribing the data and risking losing important information in the 

transcription process (Hamilton & Bowers, 2006). To validate the data, I discussed in 

detail what the participants said and why during the interview process. I asked 

participants to member check or review transcriptions to clarify data. I also used 

pseudonyms to protect the privacy of the participants in the study.  

Qualitative validation techniques included collaborative research methodology 

with rich, thick descriptions and clarification of researcher bias (Creswell, 2007; Glesne, 

1999). I utilized rich, thick descriptions through interviews and online discussion boards 

of the phenomenon to gain a better understanding of the culture of sister circles 

(Creswell, 2013). To reduce the distance between the researched data and me, I 

approached the interview with a fresh perspective; setting aside lived experiences as an 

African American woman in a hybrid doctorate program in higher education.  
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Summary 

 This chapter described the specific research design and methodology utilized in 

this phenomenological study. This research design adopted the epistemology of social 

constructivism, the frameworks of critical race feminism theory and McMillan and 

Chavis’s sense of community theory, interpretive phenomenological analysis, and focus 

groups and interviews with online discussion data to understand the experiences of 

African American women in sister circles in a hybrid doctorate higher education program 

a degree-granting institution. The data collection and data analysis information in this 

chapter identified the shared experiences among African American women in sister 

circles. The phenomenology approach utilized for this study was appropriate because I 

sought to explore, understand, and make meaning of the experiences of African American 

women with a shared hybrid educational experience. Chapter 4 presents the results of the 

study as identified in the data analysis based on information collected from participants.
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The growth of online courses has increased significantly over the years (Allen & 

Lewis, 2016). Although studies indicate no significant difference between online learning 

and face-to-face, minorities are not graduating at the same completion rates (Cavanaugh 

& Jacquemin, 2015). Specifically, research indicates that African American women 

participating in hybrid environments are not graduating at the same rate as other ethnic 

groups because they lack self-confidence, feel inferior to other ethnic groups, and face 

challenges not experienced by any other ethnic group (Du et al., 2015). Due to these 

factors, administrators at colleges and universities are seeking methods to increase 

learning outcomes and retention rates for minorities in online learning (Jaggers et al., 

2013).  

This phenomenological study explored the personal and academic experiences of 

nine African American women in a sister circle who enrolled in a hybrid doctoral 

program in higher education. Data included sister circle participation relative to 

participants’ experiences. I asked participants to share their experiences while in the 

sister circle and then documented evidence of any cohesion found in their experiences 

that supports a sense of community. This chapter presents the analysis of data generated 

from interviews and online discussion boards. The chapter begins with a review of the 

research questions and descriptions of the participants, followed by the findings. 
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Review of the Research Questions 

This study was designed to investigate the experiences of African American 

women in online sister circles and document cohesion that supported a sense of 

community using a social constructivist epistemology as a foundation to inform the 

lenses of critical race feminism (Wing, 1997/2003) and McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) 

sense of community (SoC). I addressed the central research question: What are African 

American women’s experiences in an online sister circle who are matriculating in a  

hybrid doctoral program in higher education? The three tenets of critical race feminism 

(Wing, 1997/2003) and four tenets of McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) sense of community 

drove the sub-questions: 

a. How do African American women in sister circles describe counter-

storytelling, Whiteness as superior, and intersectionality and anti-essentialism 

in their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher education doctorate 

program at degree-granting institutions? 

b. How do African American women in sister circles describe their membership, 

influence, integration and fulfillment, and shared emotional connection in 

their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher-education doctorate program 

at degree-granting institutions? 

Description of Participants 

Participants included nine African American women who met the criteria 

established to participate in the study: African American women, enrolled in an online 

sister circle project while matriculating in a hybrid doctoral higher education program, 
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willing to participate in a sister circle. Ten respondents agreed to participate in the study 

initially via email correspondence, yet only nine signed and returned the informed 

consent forms. Nine participated in the discussion posts in Canvas and seven completed 

the concluding interview in Zoom. One respondent contacted me and asked to be 

removed from the study due to job responsibilities as an essential worker during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. 

The discussion post questions focused on topics such as storytelling; racism; 

intersectionality and anti-essentialism; membership; influence; fulfillment; and emotional 

connections. I sought to gain knowledge and the participants’ opinions embedded in the 

details and facts of their narrative accounts of their experiences through each woman’s 

perspective. I allowed the conversation to flow in whatever direction necessary to gain 

insight into the group. The online discussions focused on what issues arose, what 

hindered the group, and what benefits the participants received from the research process. 

Responses to open-ended questions permitted a better understanding of their experiences. 

The focus groups and interviews allowed participants to share oral histories, experiences, 

and life stories to support the findings in this study.   

As in most of the studies conducted on sister circles (Croom et al., 2017; Johnson, 

1999; Jones, 2016; Winkle-Wagner, 2009), I decided to use focus groups and interviews 

as the data collection methods. I identified questions to make the group feel more 

comfortable while transitioning from the introductions and closing the meeting using 

Morgan et al.’s (1998) protocol on focus groups, which involved embedding graphics of 

African American women within each one of the discussion questions to help the women 



71 

 

feel comfortable and safe. Similar to Neal-Barnett, Stadulis, Murray et al. (2011), who 

formed a sister circle based on shared common interests of African American women, my 

sister circle included African American women enrolled in a hybrid doctorate program. 

Although sister circle members had various backgrounds, the women referred to one 

another as “sister”. In fact, one of the participants, Stella, stated, “I felt connected to the 

sisters. Reading my sister’s responses to my responses gave me a different understanding 

of myself.”  Five of the women said they “look[ed] forward to interacting with the sisters 

weekly.” 

The following sections offer demographic information for each of the nine 

African American women who participated in the sister circle project. I used pseudonyms 

to de-identify each participant. The demographics in Table 1 include their age, marital 

status, and years in PhD program. Participants provided other demographic information 

in the introductory discussion post.  
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Table 1 

Demographic Information of Participants 

Participant Age Marital Status Children Yrs. in PhD Program 

Belle 31 No None 3rd 

Ella 37 Yes Two 2nd 

Jordyn 30 No None 3rd 

Luna 35 No Two 3rd 

Mia 31 No None 3rd 

Rose 55 No One 4th 

Stella 48 Yes One 2nd 

Uma 34 Yes None 3rd 

Willow 50 Yes One 4th 

 
 
Bella 

Bella was single with no children, and she lived in Washington, D.C. She was 

passionate about ensuring those who have been marginalized have educational rights. Her 

other interests included spirituality and support systems. Bella described herself as 

authentic.  

Ella 

Ella was a biracial woman who identified as an African American woman. She 

was married and the mother of two young sons. Ella was passionate about education, and 

her interests included managing life, work, family, and writing a dissertation.  Ella 

described herself as persistent. 

Jordyn 

Jordyn was interested in mentoring other African American women. Her goal was 

to stay motivated until the end of the PhD process. She described herself as strong.  
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Luna 

Luna was a single mom of twin boys. Her passion for literacy encouraged her to 

develop coping strategies to assist students facing trauma, poverty, and homelessness. 

Her interests included overcoming depression, parenting, and literacy development. Luna 

described herself as persistent.  

Mia 

Mia saw herself as a person with immense fortitude. She was inspired to 

persevere through this PhD process by resisting distractions and setting timelines and 

boundaries for herself. Mia viewed herself as a change agent and a trailblazer for those 

who will follow her. Mia described herself as prismatic. 

Rose 

Rose was divorced, and she lived with her 27-year-old daughter, her 

granddaughter, and her dog. She was interested in the PhD process, specifically, 

navigating the PhD process and practicing self-care. Her other interests included 

minorities in leadership roles in the work world. Rose described herself as determined.  

Stella 

Stella was married but separated and the mother of a 10-year old son. She had 

published two books, which were available on Amazon. According to Stella, her research 

topic interest was sister circles. She would like to create her own sister circles to assist 

Black women at various stages of their lives. Stella described herself as persistent.  
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Uma 

Uma was married with no children. She was born and raised in a small Southern 

city. Uma served as a youth pastor at her church and considered herself the mom of the 

group. Her research topic interest included recruiting more African American women for 

PhD programs. Uma described herself as kind.  

Willow 

Willow cherished her family relationships. She enjoyed meeting people and 

hearing life stories. She was passionate about serving students in higher education and 

helping them navigate the world of financial aid. Her other interests included 

generational wealth, African American women in leadership roles, the value of education 

and lifelong learning, and supporting Black women. Willow described herself as 

passionate and sensitive. 

Findings 

As a researcher, I utilized Smith et al.’s (2009) six steps of interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) model to find cohesion among the nine participants’ 

experiences in discussion posts and interviews. I identified four superordinate themes: (a) 

Focus on Self, (b) Focus on Feelings about African American Women, (c) Focus on 

Experiences of African American Women, and (d) Focus on Connections. Multiple 

subordinate themes existed within each superordinate theme.  

The six steps of IPA include (1) reading and rereading initial transcripts, (2) 

making notes in the margin, (3) identifying themes, (4) finding relationships between 

themes, (5) progressing to the next participant’s case, (6) and analyzing the patterns 
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across participants (Smith et al., 2009). After collecting and transcribing data, I read and 

reread the transcripts several times. I made notes in the margins for each weekly 

discussion post and the final interview. Some of the notes delineated participants’ 

similarities and differences; others described their opinions. I then identified and 

connected the themes, analyzed subordinate themes further, and composed final 

statements about the meaning. Next, I separated the text into meaning units and added a 

comment for each unit recorded. Then I sought to find expressions to allow a connection 

within each case and repeat the same theme title if a related theme emerged.  

I connected the emergent themes by looking for connections among them, 

clustering the themes into subordinate, and creating a table of themes. Then I examined 

the descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual understandings of the transcripts to understand 

participants’ experiences to make sense of the connection between the emerging themes. 

Lastly, I made use of interpretive resources to make sure the study participants’ 

statements made sense. The table of themes consisted of the names of the subordinate 

themes (clusters of themes). I then continued analysis with other cases by beginning from 

scratch with the second transcript. During this step, I noted new emerging themes in the 

transcripts, convergence, and divergence in the data, and similarities and differences in 

participants’ accounts. After I analyzed each transcript in the interpretive process, I 

created the final set of subordinate themes, displayed in Table 2.  
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Table 2 

Superordinate Themes and Subordinate Themes (Interpretation) 

Superordinate Theme Subordinate Themes (Interpretative Categories) 

Focus on  
Self 

• Beliefs about African American Women 

• Values 

• Self-Identification 

• Life Goals 

• Self-Motivation 

• Desire to Succeed 

Focus on  
Feelings 

(African American Women) 

• Feelings of Inadequacy 

• Feelings of Invisibility 

• Feelings of Oppression 

• Feelings of Anxiety and/or Stress 

• Feelings of Loneliness and/or Isolation 

Focus on Experiences 
(African American Women) 

• Storytelling 

• Lived Experiences 

• Self-Reflection 

Focus on Connections 
(Sense of Community) 

• Interactions/Connections  

• Influence 

• Support 

 
 

The first three superordinate themes, Focus on Self, Focus on Feelings about 

African American Women and Focus on Experiences of African American Women, 

addressed components in the first research sub-question: How do African American 

women in sister circles describe counter-storytelling, Whiteness as superior, and 

intersectionality and anti-essentialism in their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher 

education doctoral program? The last superordinate theme, Focus on Connections, 

addressed components in the second research sub-question: How do African American 

women in sister circles describe membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of 
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needs, and shared emotional connection in their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid 

higher education doctoral program? 

Focus on Self  

After reviewing the focus groups’ posts and transcribed interviews, the 

superordinate theme Focus on Self emerged. As mentioned in the previous paragraph, this 

superordinate theme addressed the first research sub-question as participants described 

themselves in the program. The participants provided an emotional, scrutinizing 

diagnosis of themselves in which they discussed their experiences with identifying 

strategies to persevere in the program. Mia stated, “The strength and endurance that 

Black women are born with inspired me to persist and persevere.” 

Participants identified areas they thought were important. These identifying 

themes (codes) allowed me to develop subordinate themes, then superordinate themes 

from the narrative. I grouped the following subordinate themes to determine the 

superordinate themes: (a) beliefs about African American women, (b) values, (c) self-

identification, (d) life goals, (e) self-motivation, and (f) desire to succeed. Table 3 

displays the details of the subordinate themes.  
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Table 3 

Subordinate Themes of Superordinate Theme Focus on Self  

Subordinate  
Themes  

# of 

Trans 
Data  

Beliefs about African 

American Women 

6 Graduation rates for Black women were the lowest 

among other female groups. 

Institutions should hear the voices of Black women  

Institutions should institute policies to facilitate degree 

completion for Black women. 
African Americans women were marinated to believe 

they should be ashamed of their heritage 

African Americans women had a responsibility as elders 

to pass the baton to the younger generations. 

Black women were born with endurance and strength. 

Values 

 

15 Student lived with a purpose. 

Student valued their spirituality and faith in God. 

Student valued the power of good leadership. 

Student desired for everyone to win. 

Student desired to positively impact the lives of Black 
women. 

Student created morning prayer groups to assist other 

Black women. 

Self-Identification 
 

19 Student self-identified as Black women 
Student experienced imposter syndrome 

Student was proud of who she was as a Black woman. 

Student embraced her Blackness as a race rather than 

biracialism. 

Student discontinued things that were necessary to be 
seen as too Black or intimidating to White people. 

Student viewed herself as a woman with immense 

fortitude. 

Student saw herself as a change agent and a trailblazer 

for the younger generation. 

Life Goals 

 

2 Student wished to obtain the highest terminal degree. 

Student determined to resist distractions and meet goals. 

Self-Motivation 
 

4 Student motivated herself to stay on task. 
Student was confident and strong during comprehensive 

exams. 

Student challenged herself to stay focused. 

Desire to Succeed 
 

2 African American women are expected to go above and 
beyond to finish the program. 

African American women are frowned upon if they do 

not finish the PhD program. 



79 

 

Beliefs about African American Women 

These African American women participants knew that graduation rates were 

lower for their population. They believed that this disparity was due to institutional 

personnel not engaging in a dialogue to increase graduation rates for African American 

women. Therefore, institutions should implement policies to support Black women 

during their doctoral studies to facilitate degree completion. Willow stated, 

Black women’s graduation rates are still the lowest among other female groups. 

Institutions need to take more time to hear their voices concerning the unique 

needs of African American women and create more engaging and welcoming 

environments that facilitate success to degree completion.  

Although the women felt they had been “marinated” and “hoodwinked” in a 

society designed to benefit other cultures, they still had a moral responsibility to 

serve as role models for younger Black women. Rose added, “Black women have 

been marinated in a belief system that we should be ashamed/indifferent to our 

heritage. The dominant culture has hoodwinked people of color.” Stella 

continued, “It is my responsibility as a leader to pass the baton to the younger 

African American women.” She now must “set an example for the generations 

after me to illustrate that you can achieve your goals.” 

These women were not ashamed of their culture—they embraced their heritage 

and “utilized the strength and endurance they were born with.” The women felt this 

strength and endurance would also help them complete their doctorate. Mia stated, “The 
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inner strength and endurance that Black women seem to be born with inspires me to 

persist and persevere.”  

For these women, their views of themselves as a minority were emotionally 

charged and visible in their facial expressions from the interviews. The women’s beliefs 

about themselves created the determination necessary to continue the PhD journey. Their 

voices remained unheard, yet they persisted because of their inner strength, their faith in 

God, and their spirituality. 

Values 

These African American women “lived and knew” their purpose. They believed 

God created them for an important purpose. Their primary purpose was to positively 

impact the lives of other Black women. They valued spirituality and their relationship 

with God. Luna created a morning prayer group to assist other African American women. 

She stated, “I created the morning prayer group to encourage others with the same 

mindset and similar goals.” Rose was thankful that “God provides a lovingly, 

relentlessly, nudging presence and even pushes me forward EVERY day.” According to 

Luna, “God created me for an important purpose and for me to live and walk in that 

purpose.” Willow further stated, “I live with a purpose and desire for everyone to win.” 

These women’s values were grounded in their upbringing and spirituality in God. The 

values instilled in them as young women would most likely extend beyond the PhD 

program. They credited their relationship with God and their spirituality as reasons they 

persisted.  
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Self-Identification 

Although women described themselves as determined, authentic, kind, persistent, 

passionate, prismatic, sensitive, and strong, Luna, although “proud of who I am”, 

“experienced imposter syndrome”, and Ella practiced “code-switching to fit in”. She felt 

it was necessary to disconnect from the African American English language and speak in 

a standard English language. Ella “self-identified as Black” and “embraced my Blackness 

as a race rather than biracialism.” At one point in her life, she “discontinued things that 

were necessary to be viewed as too Black or intimidating to White people.” These 

women were comfortable speaking about themselves as African American women. They 

were strong women who knew who they were regardless of the obstacles they faced in 

the workplace, college, or at home.  

Life Goals 

These African American women appeared determined to resist distractions and 

meet goals to obtain the highest terminal degree. Mia stated, “I will resist distractions and 

set firm timelines and boundaries for myself.” Bella was “grateful that God selected me 

for this route and know I must meet my fullest potential by obtaining my PhD.” Luna 

honored “the promise I made to myself” by setting goals. These women persisted by 

setting goals for themselves and striving toward PhD completion.  

Self-Motivation 

Although the women faced distractions at times, they were able to stay focused 

and motivated during difficult times. Willow felt more “confident and strengthened 

during the comprehensive exams.” Rose stated, “Now that comps’ anxiety is gone, 
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dissertation reality is present and accounted for . . . I am just working to keep myself 

motivated and on task.” Regardless of whether the women were facing comps, COVID-

19, or life in general, they were able to motivate themselves to stay on task.  

Desire to Succeed 

The participants felt that the expectation for Black women in higher education 

was “to go above and beyond” to finish a doctoral program. Part of their desire to 

succeed stemmed from wanting to avoid criticism by others if they did not complete the 

program. Uma asserted, “We are looked upon to go above and beyond and to just, you 

know if we start something, we have to finish it. With us being Black in higher education, 

we are frowned upon if we quit.” All of the participants perceived success as finishing the 

doctoral program. These women, who knew the requirements necessary to succeed, 

expressed determination to graduate.  

Focus on Feelings 

 After reviewing the focus group’s posts and transcribed interviews, the 

superordinate theme Focus on Feelings emerged, which addressed the first research sub-

question: how do African American women describe counter-storytelling, Whiteness as 

superior, and intersectionality and anti-essentialism in their narratives? The participants 

provided a synopsis of their feelings related to African American women as a whole and 

identify areas that they thought were important. The superordinate theme is derived from 

the following subordinate themes: (a) feelings of inadequacy, (b) feelings of invisibility, 

(c) feelings of oppression, (d) feelings of anxiety and/or stress, and (e) feelings of 

loneliness and/or isolation. Table 4 details these subordinate themes. 
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Table 4  

Subordinate Themes of Superordinate Theme Focus on Feelings  

Subordinate Themes  # of 

Trans 
Data 

Feelings of Inadequacy 11 Student felt ashamed of who she was. 

Student felt she experienced imposter syndrome. 

Student felt she had to learn to code-switch to fit in. 
Student felt connecting with other women outside 

her race was difficult. 

Student felt frustrated at times. 

Student felt she does not belong in the doctoral 

program. 
Student felt she struggled with building 

relationships. 

Student felt she cannot let her “guard down”. 

Feelings of Invisibility 4  Student felt her cohort has been overlooked. 
Student felt ignored or distrusted at work due to her 

skin color. 

Student felt PhD program will give her a voice in 

her dissertation. 

Feelings of Oppression  5 Student felt ignored or distrusted at work due to her 

skin color. 

Student felt dominant culture hoodwinked people of 

color. 

Student felt sympathetic to families who 
experienced injustices or tragedies. 

Student felt more obligated to become more vocal 

about injustices in schools. 

Feelings of Anxiety and/or 
Stress 

7 Student felt anxious due to comps. 
Student felt anxious due to COVID-19. 

Student felt anxious due to complaints. 

Student managing stress 

Feelings of Loneliness 
and/or Isolation 

6 Student felt lonely and isolated at times. 
Student felt she cannot let her “guard down”. 

Student felt connecting with other women outside 

her race was difficult. 

 

 
Feelings of Inadequacy 

Most of the women struggled with feelings of inadequacy about being an African 

American woman. They discussed how they felt lacking at times. Luna felt “frustrated at 
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times,” and she had not been able to “let my guard down.” Luna stated, “It is challenging 

at times to be myself,” and she felt she suffered from “imposter syndrome,” and “I do not 

belong in the PhD program.” Stella felt she should “be more social and build 

relationships.” Ella felt she struggled with “connecting with women outside my race”. 

The feelings of inadequacy shared by the women given them an outlet to discuss their 

similarities as opposed to their differences. 

Feelings of Invisibility 

Several of the participants expressed that they felt invisible in some way or 

another. Rose felt her cohort, which was composed of all African American women, “has 

been thrown around quite a lot with cohorts and overlooked at times.” Ella felt “I should 

reverse unspoken things and make them spoken and visible.” Luna felt “ignored, 

invisible, and untrustworthy due to my skin color at my job.” Ella and Luna both 

“pursued a PhD to give myself a voice in my dissertation” because they had something to 

say about “education”. Observations of both women revealed their passion for education. 

It was obvious these women wanted to be seen and heard as evidenced by their feelings 

of invisibility.  

Feelings of Oppression 

Although it is the 21st century, oppression continues to be an issue for African 

Americans in society today. Luna expressed she felt she was not trusted at work primarily 

because of her skin color. Luna added, “I feel more sympathetic to those families 

experiencing injustices or tragedies because of their minority status.” Ella and Luna both 

felt “obligated to become more vocal about injustices in schools.” Rose stated, “I feel the 
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dominant culture has hoodwinked people of color.” Although all the women did not share 

specific details about their injustices, they shared similar forms of oppression.  

Feelings of Anxiety and/or Stress 

Anxiety and stress were factors negatively affecting the participants. Five of the 

nine women expressed feeling some level of anxiety. Ella suffered from mild anxiety and 

depression intermittently but managed both with counseling. Stella shared, “I can manage 

my stress to reach my goals,” yet others reported feelings of anxiety due to comps, 

COVID-19, and cohort complaints. Uma, Bella, and Luna felt “anxious preparing for 

comps”. Uma stated, “I feel lots of anxiety . . . because I did not receive the face to face 

feedback I expected to receive from faculty.” Luna felt “an insane amount of anxiety. . . I 

feel lost honestly. I feel like I am not producing my best work due to the anxiety I am 

feeling.” Luna added, “As I approach the final deadline for comps submission, a bit of 

anxiety showed its face because I was not clear on whether or not I was developing the 

document properly.”  

Uma and Luna felt anxious due to rapid challenges with COVID-19. Uma 

struggled “with doing my research or watching the news for updates on COVID-19.” 

Luna not only felt anxious due to comps but “in conjunction with preparing for comps, I 

feel I do not have time to work like I want to because I am a single mom with no help . . . 

my mind is in 1,000 places right now.” Willow felt “anxious after listening to cohort’s 

complaints . . . it was difficult blocking out their negativity.”  Although these women 

suffered from anxiety and/or stress on some level, they were able to move past their 

circumstances with help from family, friends, therapists, and most of their cohort.  
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Feelings of Loneliness and/or Isolation 

Bella and Luna felt lonely and isolated at times. Luna expressed she lacked self-

confidence and felt “lonely because none of my friends are in the same unique situation.” 

Stella felt she had a difficult time “connecting with other women . . I have put myself in a 

shell.” On the contrary, Ella and Stella both felt they did “not have time to feel lonely or 

isolated.”  These African American women often felt lonely, isolated, and insecure and 

lacked the skills necessary for them to be successful.  

Focus on Experiences 

After reviewing the focus group’s discussion posts and transcribed interviews, the 

superordinate theme Focus on Experiences emerged. The superordinate theme addressed 

the first research sub-question: How do African American women in sister circles 

describe counter-storytelling, the permanence of Whiteness as superior, and 

intersectionality and anti-essentialism in their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher 

education doctoral program? The participants discussed their experiences as African 

American women in the sister circle. They expressed themselves and shared similar 

stories about their experience. 

Participants identified areas they thought were important. These identifying 

themes (codes) allowed me to develop subordinate themes then superordinate themes 

from the narrative. The superordinate theme derived from the following subordinate 

themes: (a) storytelling, (b) lived experiences, (c) self-reflection, and (d) challenges. 

Table 5 details these subordinate themes. 
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Table 5  

Subordinate Themes of Superordinate Theme Focus on Experiences  

Subordinate 

Themes  

# of 
Trans 

Data  

Storytelling 7 

Student enjoyed reading members’ interests. 

Student enjoyed shared experiences. 

Student believed she attained a sense of community by reading 

members’ thoughts on PhD journey. 

Student felt she could freely talk and chat in a sister circle 
Student believed reading other students posts helped her refocus 

on her PhD journey. 

Student expressed themselves and shared similar stories. 

Student felt motivated to finish PhD studies after being able to 

voice her concerns, thoughts, opinions, feeling, and emotions. 

Lived 

Experiences 
8 

Student shared intimate details about their lives. 

Student felt professors had enlightened her experiences and 

shifted understanding of the work world. 
Student believed PhD process and her experiences have 

strengthened her. 

Student felt members were willing to be open and share their 

honest opinions. 

Student shared similar lived experiences. 

Student felt members were candid about their life experiences 
and challenges, which made her feel safe and solidified that 

sense of community. 

 

Self-

Reflection 

 

3 

Student reflected on her personal experiences in her posts. 

Student felt discussion questions were thought-provoking and 

helpful to her as an African American woman. 

Student felt the sister circle created a deeper awareness and 

understanding of herself through the students’ responses.  

Challenges 19 

Student struggled with meeting goals. 

Student experienced challenges due to COVID-19. 

Student experienced personal challenges. 
Student felt men cannot identify with the struggle women face. 

Student experienced challenges related to her research topic. 

Student felt Black women experienced the same challenges. 

Student felt sad for women experiencing difficult situations. 

Student felt women were candid about life experiences and 

challenges, which solidified a sense of community. 
Student enjoyed reading posts about how women handled 

difficult situations. 

Student felt she may be missing out on the people piece of living. 

Student felt driven to succeed despite obstacles. 
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Storytelling 

The participants expressed that they felt empowered in the sister circle because 

they felt they could “freely talk and share our opinions, feelings, and emotions in our 

stories.” After reading and responding to the other women’s stories, Uma felt “the 

interaction provided a sense of belonging and a sense of community for me.” She was 

able to “refocus on my PhD journey by reading what others were saying about their 

experiences in the process.” Willow “enjoyed hearing stories, offering encouragement, 

and sharing experiences.” Hearing and sharing the stories provided camaraderie among 

the women, needed to guide the women back to their goal of degree completion.  

Lived Experiences 

Women’s overall lived experiences were positive. They felt “the sister circle was 

a safe place where we can be open about our experiences.” They reported intimate details 

about their lives, courses, and the PhD program. Uma expressed, “Although the women 

in the sister circle are from various backgrounds, we are going through the same thing 

and have some of the same experiences—challenges and outcomes.” Ella added, “The 

courses have been meaningful and comfortable; professors try to meet the needs of 

diverse learners.” Rose continued, “The professors have enlightened me and have shifted 

my whole understanding about my work world.” Willow affirmed, “The whole PhD 

journey and the experiences are strengthening you to a degree that is pushing you to be 

the best version of you . . .you might bend, but you will not break. You got this!” Women 

related to each other’s experiences by sharing. They felt enlightened to know they were 
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not alone in their struggles. Women seemed motivated to continue working towards their 

goals.  

Self-Reflection 

Women benefitted from the different questions posted every week. According to 

Uma, the “discussion questions were helpful and thought-provoking.” Stella said they 

“created a deeper awareness and understanding of myself through the responses in the 

discussion posts,” and Ella stated, “The biggest benefit to me was reflecting on my own 

experiences in the discussion posts.” The women saw themselves in the experiences of 

other women. They reflected on how they handled certain situations. In hindsight, they 

understood their own thoughts and actions.  

Challenges 

Although the women experienced personal and work-related challenges, they 

were driven to persist despite the circumstances. They found comfort in knowing other 

women were experiencing same challenges. Uma commented, “It was great to know 

there are other Black women who have the same challenges as I have.” Willow “enjoyed 

reading about how they (African American women) have handled difficult situations.” 

Uma, Stella, and Luna felt “the sister circle provided a sense of unity in knowing other 

Black females with similar backgrounds were experiencing the same challenges.” 

Uniquely, Luna was “challenged with trying to be a great mother, great teacher, and great 

student.” She stated, “The balancing act has been very difficult.” Stella struggled with 

“balancing the demands of work and my coursework.” She decided to “sit out a couple of 

semesters to regroup.”  
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Women were able to learn and grow from each other. Several mentioned they 

could have handled certain challenges differently provided the information that was 

shared in the sister circle. All women credited the support of cohort, friends, and family 

with helping them achieve their goals. 

Focus on Connections 

After reviewing the focus group’s posts and transcribed interviews, the 

superordinate theme Focus on Connections emerged. The superordinate theme addressed 

the second research sub-question: How do African American women in sister circles 

describe membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and shared 

emotional connection in their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher education 

doctoral program? The members of the sister circle provided detailed accounts of their 

connections with one another. 

 Participants identified areas they thought were important. These identifying 

themes (codes) allowed me to develop subordinate themes then superordinate themes 

from the narrative. The superordinate theme derived from the following subordinate 

themes: (a) interactions/connections, (b) influence, and (c) support. Table 6 details the 

subordinate themes.  
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Table 6 

Subordinate Themes of Superordinate Theme Focus on Connections 

Subordinate 

Themes   

# of 
Trans 

Data 

Interactions/ 

Connections 

51 Student sought a connection (deeper) with members. 

Student felt sister circle allowed members to gain more of a 

connection with one another. 

Student needed to connect with members she did not know. 

Student referred to members as “extended family”. 
Student referred to members as “friend”. 

Student blessed to be participating in sister circle. 

Student shared an unspoken bond. 

Student experienced a sense of community. 

Student felt safe in the sister circle. 

Student engaged with members because they shared life 
experiences, challenges, and the same dissertation topic. 

Student engaged more because like-minded individuals shared 

a safe place. 

Student felt a sense of community because other Black females 

were members. 

Student felt members experienced a sense of belonging. 

Influence 4 Student influenced to pursue PhD lower attrition rates for 

African American students. 
Student influenced to pursue a PhD by HBC professors or P-12 

teachers. 

Support 

 

19 Student offered and received support from each other. 

Student knew the importance of supporting one another. 

Student felt interactions were positive and supportive. 

Student received support from family, friends, and cohort. 

Student participated in the study to support another sister. 

Student felt validation from members. 
Student preferred discussing social justice issues in the sister 

circle. 

Student felt the researcher should be included as a member of 

the sister circle. 

Student requested to continue the sister circle after the study 

ends. 
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Interactions/Connections 

Most of the women said they anticipated “interacting and gaining a deeper 

connection with other members.” Bella asserted, “It was important to me to feel 

connected to the other women.” Uma stated, “I want to connect with other strong African 

American women.” Although five of the nine women participated in a similar venue 

previously, they affirmed this group provided “more of a sisterhood for like-minded 

African American women with similar backgrounds” than did their other group.  

Women in the sister circle referred to a sense of community and a sense of 

belonging when connecting with members. Luna expressed, “Knowing other African 

American women were involved was the foundation for my sense of community.” Both 

Stella and Rose agreed, “Knowing other African American women in the same PhD 

program, degree attainment, and desire for success created a sense of community in the 

sister circle for me.” Stella declared, “The sense of community made students feel more 

engaged with their PhD studies.” Uma added that women in the sister circle “encountered 

a sense of belonging with sisters with like interests.” Luna expressed, “Seeing other 

African American women graduate improves my sense of belonging.” Students felt 

blessed to share an unspoken bond in the sister circle that was “so strong” they referred to 

each other as “friend” and as an “extended family member.” The women bonded in a 

natural way, although the members of the sister circle met online. All of the women 

wished to continue the sister circle after the project ended. 
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Influence 

Women felt several individuals influenced them in some way or another. Mia was 

“influenced to pursue a PhD to improve attrition rates for African Americans.” Luna and 

Willow were “influenced to pursue PhDs by mentors who were either Black HBC 

professors or P-12 teachers.” These women were impacted by African Americans who 

contributed to their decision to attain a PhD. All women felt encouraged to see PhD 

graduates who look like them.  

Support 

Throughout the discussion posts and interviews, the participants often provided an 

essence of their experiences in receiving supportive and encouraging comments to and 

from each other. Rose believed firmly in “supporting other Black women.”  Rose and 

Mia both uttered that they “participated in this study to support a fellow sister of color.” 

Based on the conversations, the women received support from members of the sister 

circle. Three of the nine women felt the members in the sister circle supported one 

another in their responses. Willow responded to Uma’s post by stating: 

Uma, you stay the course. You possess everything inside of you to complete these 

goals. . . . Having a great network with your cohort is critical and family support 

is important. . . . Being in a PhD program is hard, but you can be successful.  

Willow and Stella offered encouragement to Luna. Willow said, 

Luna, you will make it through! Everything you need to get through the process is 

inside of you. Your journey and experiences are strengthening you day by day . . . 
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and pushing you to be the best version of yourself. You might bend, but you will 

not break. You’ve got this! 

Stella said, 

Great post, Luna. I am completely on the same page as you. You are not alone 

and when you know this, it makes it easier to ask for help and get through it. 

Please let me know if I can support you in any way. 

Online support worked for these women. 

The women also received support from their cohort, family, friends, and 

professors. Luna’s cohort that included Ella, Uma, and Rose messaged her and checked 

in regularly. Ella stated, “My cohort mates helped keep everyone up-to-date on due dates 

and expectations and my family helps me stay balanced and gives me advice when I feel 

overwhelmed”. Uma asserted, “My cohort is amazing. They, along with my husband, 

have been instrumental in helping me this semester.” Luna stated: 

I am able to understand the coursework and feel that I have a great deal of 

support. My professors had all been very supportive and made digital learning 

very engaging and interactive. . . . The coursework had not been challenging due 

to the support the professors provide. 

Summary 

This phenomenology investigation described the essence of African American 

women’s experiences in a sister circle while matriculating in a hybrid doctoral program. 

Each of the women shared their personal experiences while enrolled in the sister circle. 

The chapter began with a review of the research questions, followed by brief descriptions 
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of each of the nine participants. The findings for this study resulted in four superordinate 

themes. The first three superordinate themes, Focus on Self, Focus on Feelings, and 

Focus on Experiences, addressed components in the first research sub-question and 

described the essence of the participants’ experiences. Secondly, the last superordinate 

theme, Focus on Connections, addressed components in the second research sub-question 

and described the meaning of the phenomenon. The following chapter offers conclusions 

and implications of these findings, as well as recommendations for future research.
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CHAPTER 5 
SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

The purpose of this chapter was to expand upon the research findings and 

experiences of nine African American women who participated in sister circles, an 

approach to promote retention in a hybrid doctoral program. The findings from the study 

can provide insight for staff and administrators regarding this resource for higher 

education. This chapter includes a summary, discussion of the research findings, and the 

ways the findings are applicable to the theoretical frameworks of critical race feminism 

(CRF) and McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) sense of community (SoC). This chapter also 

includes implications and recommendations for staff and administrators of doctoral 

online programs that include underrepresented minorities.  

The new normal for obtaining a college degree has shifted from the brick-and-

mortar classroom setting to an online environment in the last two decades. With the 

significant growth of online programs (Allen & Seaman, 2013) combined with the 

growing population of African American women students, administrators face the 

challenge of creating online programs that are just as effective as traditional classroom 

courses to address student retention. African American women evince lower graduation 

rates and higher attrition rates than their counterparts (Du et al., 2015; Sobers, 2014; 

Sowell et al., 2008) due to heightened feelings of inferiority and insecurity (Du et al., 

2015). Because of these factors, administrators at colleges and universities need to seek 
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strategies to increase learning outcomes and retention rates for minorities in online 

learning (Jaggers et al., 2013). Administrators must promote online learning but also 

engage in collaboration to address the needs of African American students. 

Summary of the Study 

Allen et al. (2016) reported that the number of online students was 5.8 million in 

2014 and predicted the number will continue to increase significantly in the United 

States. Despite the doubling of enrollment for African American women in the last 30 

years (Winkle-Wagner, 2015), they fail to graduate at the same rate as White and Asian 

women (Du et al., 2015; Sobers, 2014; Sowell et al., 2008). The National Science 

Foundation (2015) reported an underrepresentation of African Americans women in 

earning doctorate degrees (2.6% graduation rate). These statistics challenge 

administrators to create quality instruction for all students in order to achieve the success 

of all students in higher education institutions. 

This study affords insight into the experiences of African American women at a 

degree-granting institution. Using a social constructivist epistemology as the foundation, 

both critical race feminism (CRF) and McMillan and Chavis’s sense of community (SoC) 

theory served as the lenses to frame this study. I developed a central question and two 

sub-questions to explore and understand the personal and academic experiences of 

African American women enrolled in a higher education doctoral program at a 

predominantly White institution (PWI) and document any cohesion found in their 

experiences that supports a sense of community and improves retention. The central 

research question was: What are African American women’s experiences in an online 
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sister circle who are matriculating in a hybrid doctoral program in higher education? The 

sub-questions were as follows:  

a. How do African American women in sister circles describe counter-

storytelling, Whiteness as superior, and intersectionality and anti-essentialism 

in their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher education doctorate 

program at degree-granting institutions? 

b. How do African American women in sister circles describe their membership, 

influence, integration and fulfillment, and shared emotional connection in 

their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher-education doctorate program 

at degree-granting institutions? 

I utilized Smith et al.’s (2009) interpretive phenology analysis (IPA) as the 

methodology. Nine African American women who self-identified as both “Black” and 

“African American” participated in a sister circle while matriculating in a hybrid doctoral 

program. Focus groups met in a discussion forum in the learning management system 

called Canvas. I conducted interviews via video conferencing using Zoom. Following the 

completion of the discussion posts and the interviews, I transcribed the interviews using 

Descript and imported them into NVivo and Excel software. Consistent with IPA data 

analysis, I retained a hard copy for making initial notations.  

Discussion of Major Findings 

The literature review supported the findings from the focus group and the 

interview. The four major findings are Focus on Self, Focus on Feelings, Focus on 
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Experiences, and Focus on Connections. This section is a discussion of each research 

sub-question relative to the findings.  

Sub-Question 1  

The first research question was: How do African American women in sister 

circles describe counter-storytelling, Whiteness as superior, and intersectionality and 

anti-essentialism in their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher education doctorate 

program at degree-granting institutions? The participants shared their descriptions in their 

responses. The following themes are derived from the participants’ responses: Focus on 

Self, Focus on Feelings and Focus on Experiences. 

Focus on Self 

During the focus group discussions, the women shared their views of themselves 

in their beliefs about African American women, values, self-identification, life goals, 

self-motivation, and a desire to succeed. Participants felt they were “born with strength 

and endurance,” a quality “not present in other women or Black men.” Since participants 

viewed themselves as being different from other women and Black men, they recognized 

the complexities of others who were different than them (López & Burciaga, 2014). The 

sister circle provided an outlet for the women to discuss themselves and have others who 

looked just like they do listen to them. African American women stand at the intersection 

of race and gender. Crenshaw (1991) further stated the different intersecting beings inside 

of African American women diversify a classroom and bring inside those identities and 

differences.  
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Participants understood intersectionality and anti-essentialism because they were 

familiar with creating their own narratives about double marginalization (Crenshaw, 

1991; Dill & Zambrana, 2009; Wing, 1997/2003). Participants identified themselves as 

strong, persistent Black women, yet one felt ashamed of being an African American 

woman. Rose believed African American women were “marinated to believe they should 

be ashamed of their heritage.” Participants felt they had to “sound White”, “code-switch”, 

or speak the standard English language in order to “fit in” a society where a White male 

is dominant. During the interview, one participant discussed how she felt she would be 

“frowned upon if I, an African American woman, quit the PhD program.” The 

determination and desire for success are rooted in the expectation that they fail. Another 

participant stated, “African American women in higher education are expected to go 

above and beyond to finish their programs.” Race and gender were two of the 

characteristics that affected these participants regularly.  

The literature revealed that race and gender remain factors in shaping education 

for African American women (Bell, 1995). Two participants felt they had faced racism in 

their jobs and college. The participants shared that they looked forward to sharing their 

voices in their research study—dissertations on African American women. According to 

Zamudio et al. (2011), racism continues to be a natural way of life in American society, 

and Whites will continue their dominance by creating policies and practices to remain in 

control by excluding a large percentage of people of color from the benefits of education.  

Participants felt they lived in a society where African Americans women had been 

“hoodwinked” by the dominant group into believing they were inferior to others, 
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primarily due to their race and gender. African American women face double 

marginalization (Childers-McKee & Hytten, 2015) because of a “system of White 

dominance and racial oppression” (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010, p. 20). Wing 

(1997/2003) reported the “existence of oppression embedded within colleges and 

universities structures and practices” (p. 948). Participants recognized that graduation 

rates for African American women are some of the lowest compared to other women’s 

ethnic groups. They wanted to be heard. In fact, Rose stated she would like to have a seat 

at the table when discussing policies on postsecondary education. Participants wanted to 

encourage institutions to create policies that facilitate degree completion for their 

population. 

Focus on Feelings 

Participants expressed their thoughts about their deficiencies, disparities, and 

welfare in their responses. The subordinate themes that emerged were inadequacy, 

invisibility, oppression, loneliness and isolation, and anxiety and stress. Critical race 

feminism places African women at the center of different races because their lived 

experiences are different from others (Berry & Candis, 2013; Evans-Winters & Esposito, 

2010; Wing, 1997/2003). Intersectionality addresses the intersection of race and gender 

for these African American women (Alexander-Floyd, 2010; Berry, 2010; Crenshaw, 

1989, 1991; Croom et al., 2017) and helps one understand how African American women 

are marginalized. Anti-essentialism addresses the essence of their experiences. African 

American women can share some of the same qualities, yet each is unique in some way 

or another. Authors agree that intersectionality and anti-essentialism report the 
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convergence of racism and sexism to create unique experiences for those in the group 

(Crenshaw, 1991; Dill & Zambrana, 2009; Wing, 1997/2003). Although the participants 

experienced the same forms of racism and sexism, their beliefs and experiences were 

different because the essence of their experiences was not the same for all women. 

Two participants felt insecure and suffered from imposter syndrome. Literature 

supports findings that African American women lack self-confidence and feel inferior to 

other groups (Du et al., 2015). Participants felt that they did not belong in the PhD 

program. The negative thoughts also called microaggressions, and “self-doubt” could 

have triggered feelings of inadequacy, oppression, loneliness and isolation, and anxiety 

and stress. Similar findings in a study conducted by Du et al. (2015) indicated self-

confidence is one of the reasons African American women do not complete online 

programs at the same rate as other ethnic groups.  

One participant mentioned, “taking unspoken things and making them very 

spoken and visible.” The women felt insecure and invisible at times, but they were able to 

refocus and continue their journey. Participants often immersed themselves in their 

husbands, children, or grandchildren and took little time for themselves or to engage 

socially. They placed themselves last in terms of prioritization as if they did not matter. 

This is of concern because Randolph and Crawford (2013) and Rovai (2002) found 

isolation was one of the reasons for a lack of sense of community for online learners. 

Fisher et al. (2002) contended sense of community is related to students’ ability to 

successfully adjust.  
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Focus on Experiences 

While African American women participants discussed their experiences in the 

sister circle, the following subordinate themes emerged: storytelling, lived experiences, 

self-reflection, and challenges. During the focus group discussions, the women shared 

their counter-stories with others in the sister circle. These counter-stories contradicted 

some of the old myths about African American women. Participants did not appear 

ashamed of their Black heritage and/or culture, although they had been taught to do as 

young Black girls.  

 Mondie-Milner (2015) lauded counter-storytelling as a venue for marginalized 

women to attain a voice. Delgado (1989) expounded upon the value of counter-

storytelling as a “tool for analyzing and challenging the narrative of dominant groups” (p. 

2436). The sister circle allowed the hearing of participants’ voices through their counter-

stories. Counter-stories of the participants’ experiences gave credence to what African 

American women learn and how they learn (Berry, 2010). The use of counter-storytelling 

can legitimize the voices and experiences of African American women in order to gain 

knowledge and eliminate all forms of oppression (Pratt-Clarke, 2015). African American 

women should reflect on who they are and who they want to become in order to truly 

understand themselves. The participants’ stories included some of their lived experiences 

and challenges. The women self-reflected and saw themselves in each other stories. 

Sub-Question 2 

The second sub-question was: How do African American women in sister circles 

describe membership, influence, integration and fulfillment, and shared emotional 
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connection in their narratives while enrolled in a hybrid higher-education doctorate 

program at degree-granting institutions? The participants shared their experiences in their 

interview responses. The subordinate themes of interactions/connections, influence, and 

support developed from the superordinate theme of Focus on Connections, which derived 

from participants’ responses.  

Focus on Connections 

Participants established connections through interaction, motivation, support, and 

influence. The women interacted and formed strong bonds in an online sister circle, 

contrary to a sense of disconnectedness previously found in online learning (Barr & 

Miller, 2013). The interaction in the sister circle allowed the women to develop a deeper 

understanding of each other; therefore, creating a sense of belonging, which could be a 

motivator for these students to persist in their PhD studies. Stella stated she became 

“more focused on my studies because this group of people, my sister circle, encouraged 

me to succeed despite the obstacles.” According to Brindley et al. (2016), students learn 

more effectively in collaborative learning because they are interacting with one another. 

Online collaborative learning is a bit more challenging than a traditional classroom 

setting (Muuro et al., 2014) because students build a closer relationship with classmates 

(Shek & Shek, 2013). Their interactions created closer and stronger relationships among 

women. The connections formed are attributed to a sense of community, which increases 

retention (Brindley et al., 2016).  

McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) sense of community theory is composed of 

“membership, influence, integration and the fulfillment of needs, and shared emotional 
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connections” (McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 9). Participants felt a “sense of belonging”, 

which is one of the characteristics of membership. The women also stated they “felt 

related” to one another and used terms like “sister, “friend”, and “extended family”. The 

boundaries (McMillan & Chavis, 1986) were established within the group of African 

American women in a sister circle, and the safety net was in place to protect their needs 

and feelings when sharing among the group. One participant stated that she felt “safe and 

a sense of community” in the sister circle. According to McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) 

sense of community theory, influence can function from member to member within the 

community and from community to member. The African American women influenced 

each other from member to member within the sister circle. They positively affected one 

another and encouraged one another to continue the PhD journey. An influence of 

members in the sister circle caused “the group to function as a close-knit family” 

(McMillan & Chavis, 1986, p. 2). Women were influenced by each other and other 

African American women who were “relatives, teachers, and professors.” They felt 

important and significant as one of the members of the group. The women “integrated 

and shared our needs” within the sister circle and learned they had more in common with 

each other. They experienced a “sense of togetherness” and “fulfillment of our needs”, 

which is an element of the third characteristic of a sense of community (McMillan & 

Chavis, 1986). They learned they were not alone, and other African American women 

shared the same experiences and challenges. The women were able to meet each other’s 

needs by supporting and encouraging one another and using terms like “you can do it”, 

“you will bend, but not break”, and “you got this”.  
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According to McMillan and Chavis’s (1986) sense of community theory, a shared 

emotional connection arises from interaction among the members of a community. 

Interaction is one of the elements of a shared emotional connection. They further stated 

close relationships are formed when the people interact with one another. The 

participants felt this sister circle was more personal than other similar groups. Rose, 

Stella, and Bella used terms like “sister” and “friend” when referring to other women in 

the circle. Rose also said the sister circle “felt like an extended family.” Bryant-Davis 

(2013) and Mitchell (2000) perceived sister circle and sister friend as homogeneous 

terms. In Gaston et al.’s (2007) study, the women referred to each other as sisters.  

The women also valued their spirituality and relationship with God. Spiritual 

connections in a group are like religious communities (McMillan & Chavis, 1986). Being 

spiritually-minded is a practical variable for resiliency (Sobers, 2014). The women 

benefitted from membership, influence, integration and fulfillment of needs, and the 

shared emotional connectedness shared among them in this sister circle. Stella stated, 

“Everyone was candid about their life experiences and challenges, which made us feel 

safe and solidified a sense of community.” 

Conclusions 

This study addressed the impact of a sister circle on the lack of sense of 

community among African American women in a hybrid higher education doctorate 

program. As a researcher, I sought to understand the personal and academic experiences 

of African Americans and documented any cohesion that supported a sense of community 

and furthered retention. The data received from the participants’ involvement in focus 
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groups and interviews yielded four subordinate themes, Focus on Self, Focus on 

Feelings, Focus on Experiences, and Focus on Connections. I found that the literature did 

support the impact of a sister circle on a sense of community for African American 

women in a hybrid higher education program at a PWI. According to hooks (1984) and 

Collins (2014), resiliency is a survival tool used by African American women to cope 

with racism and sexism. African American women are the “most dissatisfied and 

isolated” (Shavers & Moore, 2014, p. 15) compared to Caucasians and African American 

males at PWIs. The sense of community encourages the women to persist in their 

academic studies, but yet leaves them feeling overwhelmed with the demands of not 

being a quitter (Shavers & Moore, 2014). The sister circle can be a safe space or strategy 

utilized by African American women to navigate PWIs. Figure 1 indicates how each 

superordinate theme interrelates to the others, resulting in participant resilience in a 

hybrid doctoral program. 
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Figure 1 

Interrelation of Themes 

 

 
Implications 

Implications stemming from this research include the need for higher education 

institutions to create meaning-making platforms and safe spaces for African American 

women to learn more about themselves and the impact on their lives in the workplace and 

in college. These safe places will address racism and sexism and create supportive 

conditions. 
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Secondly, it would be beneficial if higher education institutions implement 

policies and structures to meet the needs of the online growing populations of African 

American women. African American women “want a seat at the table” when discussing 

methods to increase graduation rates for their population. 

Another implication is to hire more African American female and male 

administrators, faculty, and staff. Faculty could possibly incorporate counter-spaces or 

sister circles within their hybrid or online courses to provide support for students. The 

results of this study could prove conducive to both administrators, faculty, and students. 

Although the African American female participants spoke very highly of the 

faculty at their PWI for acknowledging diverse learners, administrators, faculty, and 

students could further capitalize on the findings from this study. Ella stated, “The faculty 

was attuned to the needs of diverse learners.” In preparation for hybrid and online higher 

education environments, administrators could provide faculty with insights on the 

experiences of African American women and some of the underlying issues they 

encounter in hybrid doctorate higher education programs. The findings could give faculty 

a better understanding of African American women’s perspectives of online learning 

since research is limited in this area. These discussions could inform administrators when 

selecting strategies to encourage African American women to persist in their PhD studies. 

Should the need arise, faculty could utilize interactions, thoughts, and opinions in the 

sister circle to validate future African American women’s experiences, so students feel 

safe and confident, and not isolated or stressed. Findings could assist institutions of 

higher education in improving retention by implementing this approach to increase a 
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sense of community, which would aid both faculty and students. In order to better 

understand what is needed to increase retention rates, faculty would be better equipped to 

provide the support needed. The implementation of counter-spaces or sister circles could 

focus specifically on African American women and/or serve as an extension of mentoring 

groups by focusing on students with underrepresented identities. Groups could examine 

how faculty engage and mentor students based on intersecting identities, such as race and 

gender. African American students receive less support in terms of engaging and 

communicating with faculty (McCoy et al., 2015). Faculty mentoring has proven to be 

extremely important and even more to the success of students of color (McCoy et al., 

2015). Hunn (2014) believed that African Americans usually seek out faculty that looks 

like them and have similar backgrounds. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

The results of this study indicate more research is necessary on the experiences of 

African American women in a sister circle at PWIs. Recommendations include a 

quantitative study to determine if there is a correlation between a sister circle and a sense 

of community as an intervention to treat anxiety and stress for African American women 

in higher education doctoral programs. The continued research would be useful to 

administrators and assist them with increasing graduation rates for African American 

women. Another recommendation for further research is to interview African American 

women who have completed hybrid doctoral programs in higher education to understand 

their experiences and identify strategies needed to obtain degree completion. Also, 

informative would be a longer-term, possibly controlled study, to assess if participants in 
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sister circles have higher graduation rates in online PhD programs. Lastly, I recommend 

further research to identify other counter-spaces to assist African Americans in making 

more meaning of their oppressed and underprivileged experiences.   

Final Thoughts 

African American women were placed at the center of the study. Within the sister 

circle, the women focused on their beliefs about African American women, values, self-

identification, life goals, self-motivation, and desire to succeed. African American 

women often motivate themselves because of the stigma of viewing themselves as a 

failure.   

The sister circle provided them with a sisterhood where they encouraged and 

empowered one another. Participants’ narrative accounts provided examples of their 

experiences through each woman’s perspective. The women in the sister circle 

communicated their thoughts and concerns, their personal challenges, and frustrations 

with faculty members, and they showed support and encouraged one another. The 

primary role of each participant in the sister circle was to support the members. The 

participants spoke of how connections among them made them feel engaged, empowered, 

and encouraged. Although each spoke of their individual spirituality and faith, the 

personal connection with other African American women was an important factor in their 

perseverance in their PhD studies.   

Women enjoyed being able to offer and receive motivation from members of the 

sister circle. The “sister circle provided them an opportunity to correspond with bright, 

intelligent, and determined African American women who knew how to articulate 
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themselves,” said Rose. Luna and Mia discussed how they felt motivated to persist by 

other African American women with the same mindset and goals. Bella was “motivated 

by what I can learn from the study.” The women felt motivated to continue their PhD 

journey because other members of the sister circle were in the same position and faced 

similar challenges. The bonds were so strong, all the women requested to continue the 

sister circle beyond the project’s end date. 
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Discussion Board (Focus Group):  

1. Introduce researcher and collect preliminary information on each participant. 

a. Opening statement asking students to introduce themselves. 

b. Ask students if they all identify as African-American women. 

c. What are some topics that may interest you that may be pertinent to everyone 

in the group? 

2. What motivated you to participate or engage in this sister circle? 

a. How do you view yourself as an African-American woman?  

b. What have been your previous experiences with groups such as this? 

3. Who or what influenced your decision to obtain a Ph.D. in higher education? 

4. Tell me about your positive/negative experiences you have had while enrolled as Ph.D. 
student in your online or hybrid course? 

a. How comfortable are you in the course and why? 

b. What challenges have you had and why? 

c. Have you draw support from others? 
5. How do you interact with faculty or peers?  

 a. Do you often feel lonely or isolated? 
b. How important is it to you to feel connected to other women? 

 
Comment - Questions for subsequent weeks will be based on the previous week. 

Script before the Final interview question (Zoom) 
I would like to thank you for voluntarily participating in the discussion board aspect of 
the study.  As I mentioned earlier, my research seeks to explore the personal and 
professional experiences of African-American women in sister circles who are 

matriculating in an online or hybrid doctoral course in higher education and to document 
any cohesion found in their experiences that support a sense of community, which 
supports retention for African-American women. 
 

1. What are some of the benefits or positives from this association? 
a. Describe the interactions that you had with the other women in the group? 
b. What aspect of the sister circle was most beneficial to you and why? 

2.  What are some issues or drawbacks you encountered while participating in this 

group? 
 
3. What made you feel a sense of community in the group and why? 
 

Additional questions: 
1. Have I missed anything? 
2. Is there anything you would like to add? 

 

Post-interview Script: 
Thank participant for their insight and time.  


