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ABSTRACT 

WANDA V. PICKENS  

 

INSTITUTIONAL FACTORS THAT SUPPORT AND IMPEDE BLACK FEMALE 

UNDERGRADUATES AT PREDOMINANTLY WHITE INSTITUTIONS 

 

Under the direction of DR. OLIVIA BOGGS, Ed.D. 

The study addressed the persistently deficient baccalaureate degree attainment of African 

American females, documented by a graduation rate of 45%, compared to a national average of 

65% for all women. Using phenomenological methodology, the study explored the academic, 

social, physical, emotional, psychological, and financial experiences of 11 Black female college 

alumnae who successfully completed their bachelor’s degrees at a [Predominantly White 

Institution (PWI)]. The depth of the inquiry allowed participants to retrospectively recall and 

ascribe meaning to their academic and non-academic undergraduate experiences. Each of the 

subjects provided  insights into barriers and hindrances encountered during their undergraduate 

matriculation. Further, participants described experiences that facilitated, strengthened, and 

empowered their degree pursuits. Using theories of Black feminist thought along with a second 

lens of intersectionality, the study was guided by the following research question: What are the 

shared experiences of Black female undergraduates at predominantly white institutions that 

defined their lived experiences, the expectations placed upon them, and how they maneuvered 

through their educational journey? Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and 

analyzed utilizing a six-phase approach to thematic analysis.  

Findings revealed four themes: Non-Relatability and Non-Affirmation, Increased Self-

Awareness Within PWI Spaces, Lack of Mentorship, and Retention Team. Findings further 

illustrated positive and negative influences of the participants’ academic, cultural, and social 



 

xiii 

lived experiences. Recommendations were discussed that encompassed specific initiatives. The 

first initiative promoted the development of an empathetic approach design of support services 

specifically for Black female undergraduates. The second initiative advocated for equipping 

faculty and staff members who interface with Black female students regularly with the proper 

training they need to understand and embrace the African American culture. The third initiative 

involved utilizing dialogue and other tools to prevent exclusionary behaviors, policies, and 

stifling structures of power that hinder progress of retaining marginalized student populations. 

These initiatives aimed to guide university administration, faculty and staff who are committed 

to a transformative process to increase graduation rates for Black females matriculating at PWIs. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Postsecondary degree completion is the fundamental measure of student success in higher 

education (Cook & Pullaro, 2010; Millea et al., 2018; Offenstein et al., 2010; Shapiro et al., 

2017a, 2017b; Shapiro et al., 2016) and a gateway for establishing a substantive quality of life 

(Uysal & Sirgy, 2019) for individuals and their families. For higher education stakeholders, 

increased college and university degree completion rates signify how well the institution has 

educated its students and furthermore, delivered on the promise within its mission statement. An 

abundance of studies have discovered a shared relationship between educational attainment and 

better health (Assari, 2018; Fiscella & Kitzman, 2009); stable housing (Comrie, 2018); lower 

crime (Bell et al., 2018); greater earning capacity (Maragakis & van den Dobbelsteen, 2018); 

social well-being (Assari, 2018); and ultimately, longevity and mortality (Lawrence et al., 2016; 

Meghir et al., 2018. A college education offers individuals from all racial and cultural 

backgrounds the “opportunity to pursue their academic and professional dreams and build a 

secure future for themselves and their families” (Peters & Voight, 2018, p. 1), for education 

represents a pathway to economic freedom.  

Literature reveals a vast number of U.S. students are recognizing the importance of 

attending college. Past studies depicted total fall 2000 enrollment of 15.3 million, total fall 2010 

enrollment at 21.0 million (noted as an enrollment peak) and fall 2018 total enrollment was 19.9 

million (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2018, p. 1). As statistics indicate, 

college enrollment has grown without pause. With this trend and looking at another 10-year span 

between fall 2018 and fall 2027, the NCES (2018) anticipates another increased enrollment 
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record of 20.5 million students. Also worth noting is that significant data within research studies 

place emphasis on the fact that racial diversity in enrollment numbers is evident with the 

increased presence of Black and Hispanic students on college and university campuses as shown 

in Figure 1.  

 

Figure 1 

Enrollment Rates of 18- to 24-year-olds in Colleges, by Sex and Race/Ethnicity: 2000 and 2016 

 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups: Indicator 

19: College Participation Rates, by National Center for Education Statistics, Institute for Education Sciences, 2019, 

Figure 19.3, https://nces.ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_rea.asp#info. Copyright 2019 by U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences. 
 

 

The increased percentages are a positive signifier that the Black and Hispanic student 

population indeed value education (NCES, 2018). However, consensus in the literature is that 

graduation rates are the most common indicator of how well an institution serves its mission and 

all of its students (Cook & Hartle, 2011; Hess et al., 2018; Tinto, 2012).  

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_rea.asp#info
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Higher Education Graduation Rates 

The mission of most institutions of higher education is to produce graduates with an 

employable skillset and a global awareness of the importance of becoming leaders throughout 

the world in order to become vibrant citizens wherever they reside (Talley, 2017) because, in all 

reality, no one can predict where life will lead. However, the key is to be as academically, 

financially, and socially prepared as one can be to face any circumstance one may encounter and 

have the knowledge to adapt.  

Higher education learning works to assist the student to reach this status and discover and 

nurture the gifts and talents that one innately possesses. In reaching self-actualization (Okech & 

Chambers, 2012), an individual seeks to be the best version of themselves, despite circumstances 

and matters beyond their control. Individuals choose to incorporate everything they have learned 

throughout their life’s journey to place their lives in a state of ultimate happiness and success—

to increase upward mobility.  

Individuals seeking a chance to live successfully cannot rest easily until their 

commitment to success is satisfied. The words of Horace Mann in 1846 best express the 

powerful potential of education attainment: “Education then, beyond all other devices of human 

origin, is the great equalizer of the conditions of men, the balance-wheel of the social 

machinery” (Growe & Montgomery, 2003, p. 23). As a visionary, Mann saw that every child, 

regardless of economic background, should have access to education to remedy the inequities 

within a society. Colleges and universities represent the scholastic bridge to cultivate the 

potential in students for them to live and function in life no matter where their choices take them. 

While success can be achieved in various approaches, acquiring a two- or four-year credential is 
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a more traditional pathway to gain success in education, career advancement, improved 

economic status, and livelihood (Baum, Ma et al., 2013; Hanushek & Woessman, 2008; Haskins 

et al., 2009). 

With the establishment of more than 3,000 colleges and universities in the United States, 

it is evident that the nation believes strongly in the value of education. The U.S. is competing on 

a global level in jobs and higher education. As a result, postsecondary degree completion is 

crucial to allow individuals economic opportunities that aim to benefit society in the future 

(Libassi, 2018; Shapiro et al., 2017a, 2017b; Shapiro et al., 2016). The outcomes of college 

completion rates serve as determining factors in the government’s decision to appropriate federal 

and state funding to institutions of higher learning. As the United States evaluates its role in 

social responsibility to citizens, recognizing that higher education shares an enormous 

accountability for society’s well-being is vital (Museus, 2008).  

Therefore, studies conducted to examine college completion and the impacts of various 

student demographics are important. For example, Shapiro et al (2017a) examined nationwide 

attainment rates of the fall 2010 Cohort by race and ethnicity for National Student Clearinghouse 

Research Center and found that nationwide, less than 55% of students completed a 

postsecondary credential within six years from enrollment among all institution categories. These 

students were individuals noted as transfers and students identified as fulltime and part-time. 

Asian students held the highest rate at 63.2%, and Black students measured the lowest at 38.0% 

(Shapiro et al., 2017a). A 2016 report by researchers with Education Trust showed that White 

adults had attained their degree at a rate of 47.1%, compared to 30.8% of Blacks and 22.6% of 

Latinos (Nichols et al., 2016). In their study, Eller and DiPrete (2018) reviewed the outcomes of 
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Bachelor of Arts (BA) degree completion rates of White and Black students and found that 63% 

of White students received their BA degree within six years of first-time college entry. However, 

only 43% of Black students (after enrolling for six years) had their bachelor degrees conferred.  

Thus, there is concern that, while college enrollment rates for Black students in general 

have increased across all sectors and types of institutions, the graduation gap is still widening, 

highlighting the growing awareness that enrolling in college is not enough (Allen et al., 2018; 

Eller & DiPrete, 2018; Harper et al., 2009; Keels, 2013). With the added component of racial 

inequality, this 20% gap emphasizes the need to analyze and discuss the reasoning for this 

significant disparity in BA degree completion rates (Eller & DiPrete, 2018, p. 1171). When 

comparing degrees received between Black and White completers, a shift takes place in the 

conversation among institution leaders to focus on the institution’s policies and programs.  

The graduation gap has become one of higher education’s greatest inequities among 

marginalized students. Diminishing equity should sound an alarm to influential leadership and 

elected leaders to narrow and close these gaps (Lumina Foundation, 2018; Nichols et al., 2016). 

To choose otherwise is to accept a society of haves and have-nots and further questions higher 

education’s commitment to diversity, inclusion, and equity. In no way does this negate the 

student’s responsibility to achieve because expectations typically drive academic success. Tinto 

(2012) explained, “These self-expectations are shaped, in turn, by a variety of institutional 

actions, not the least of which have to do with the expectations the institution establishes for 

student performance” (p. 6). Support is essential from every source because the absence of one 

undermines the efficacy of the other. Racial awareness continues to be a leading factor in 

dialogue centered on education policy and college enrollment trends. These key elements are 
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essential to the discussion of the demand for a successful college education (Shapiro et al., 

2017a, 2017b; St. John et al., 2013). Therefore, strategically cultivating programs and services 

that intercede to broaden the institution’s commitment to all students, and particularly Black 

female students proves critical (Gold & Albert, 2006).  

Black Female Graduation Rate 

Research by Okech and Chambers (2012) revealed a difference worthy of attention in the 

self-actualization of young Black male and Black female college students, in which females fell 

behind males in accomplishing their goals. Shapiro et al.’s (2017a) analysis of the fall 2010 

cohort’s six-year completion rates also highlighted the disparate completion data outcomes of 

males and females who started at four-year public institutions and finished within six years. 

Additionally, despite increases in enrollment and completion rates of students of growing diverse 

female student populations in the past three decades, there was a substantial college completion 

gap when broken down by race. Data disaggregated by race/ethnicity and gender revealed Black 

females completed at a significantly lower rate among female student populations at the starting 

institution (Shapiro et al., 2017a).  

Shapiro et al (2017b) reported that the Fall 2011 cohort of Black women again fell below 

other female student groups. The report significantly specified that within public institutions, 

among Asian, Hispanic, and White female student groups, Black female undergraduates had the 

lowest completion rate after the sixth year of navigating through their postsecondary institution. 

The study also described that at two-year public institutions, Black females showed a higher 

completion percentage at 19.5 percent (see Figure 2). This result possibly derived from the fact 

that two-year public colleges are more likely to enroll a larger proportion of underserved 
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minority student populations. However, at the end of the six-year mark, when examining four-

year institutions, Black women were leading with the highest withdrawal rate at 30.0% when 

compared to Asians (11%), Whites (18.1%), and Hispanics (23.6%).  

 

Figure 2 

Undergraduate Male and Female Student Completion Results After Six Years at Four-Year 

Public Colleges/Universities by Race 

 
Note. Note. Reprinted with permission from Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups: 

Indicator 23: Postsecondary Graduation Rates, by National Center for Education Statistics, Institute for Education 

Sciences, 2019, Figure 23.1, https://nces.ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_red.asp. Copyright 2019 by U.S. 

Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences. 

 

 

In addition, Shapiro et al (2017) reported that the six-year outcomes regarding 

completion rates in four-year private nonprofit institutions (where students completed at a 

different institution than they started), Black females still finished the lowest at 62.5% in the 

female group (see Figure 3). Among the female categories, Asians completed at 88.6%, Whites 

completed at 84.9% and Hispanics completed at 75.3% (Shapiro et al., 2017, p. 34).  

 

 

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/raceindicators/indicator_red.asp
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Figure 3 

Undergraduate Male and Female Student Completion Results After Six Years at Four- 

Year Private Nonprofit Colleges/Universities by Race (N=297,843) 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from Completing college: A national view of student completion rates—Fall 2012 

Cohort (Signature Report No. 16), by D. Shapiro, A. Dundar, F. Huie, P. K. Wakhungu, A. Bhimdiwala, and  S. 

E.Wilson, 2018, p. 34. Copyright 2018 by the  National Student Clearinghouse Research Center. 

 
 

To further emphasize the continued disparities, in the Fall 2012 cohort of the National Student 

Clearinghouse study, Shapiro et al. (2018) reported an 88.7% completion rate for Asian female 

students, an 85.3% completion rate for White females, a 75.1% completion rate for Hispanic 

females, and a 61.1% completion rate for Black female students.  

In a closer analysis, research on Black undergraduate women in higher education 

concludes they face a variety of barriers that influence their ability to achieve scholastically and 

socially in the collegial setting (Chen et al., 2014; Evans, 2007; Hotchkins, 2017; Rodgers & 

Summers, 2008). Black women’s initial struggles for access and opportunity to higher education 

encountered criticism, disapproval, and often violence and resistance (Evans, 2007). The 

historical unfavorable portrayal of the Black woman’s role and value in society impeded 

progress for the Black female (Collins, 2000; Davis, 1981; Evans, 2007; hooks, 2015).  
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From the entertainment perspective, Black women are more likely to be featured in roles 

as prostitutes, drug addicts, and irresponsible women displaying unstable, irrational behavior 

(hooks, 2015). From a social standpoint, Black women are seen as nonconforming, insensitive, 

hard to get along with, unfriendly and unapproachable, seemingly agitated with cold 

personalities. Damaging, false perceptions of the Black female create these non-socialization 

stereotypes (hooks, 2015). Thus, studying the numerical data is necessary, yet institutions must 

remember that there are human beings behind the numbers. Therefore, this examination should 

include the identification of pertinent factors that contribute to the persistence and hindrance to 

graduation (Banks & Dohy, 2019; Hunn, 2014), especially for marginalized student populations 

such as Black females. 

Identifying and Acting Upon Variables That Affect Completion 

Literature supports that conditions that promote barriers of many forms remain prevalent 

for members of historically defined minority groups (Engle & Theokas, 2010; Jackson & 

Reynolds 2013). Numerous studies on college student retention and academic performance show 

that minorities are more likely to face obstacles related to lack of academic preparedness, lower 

socioeconomic status, and low test scores that can affect the road to graduation (Baum, Kurose et 

al., 2013; Freire, 1970/1993; Tinto, 2012). The deficiency in low graduation rates of Black 

female undergraduates signifies a need to determine what happens to this population after 

enrollment. For those paying attention, signals of urgency call for serious inquiry because within 

the Black female student’s life, education has been and continues to hold a necessary position 

(Bond, 2011; Evans, 2007; Banks, 2009). The benefits of a college education have specific 

relevance to underserved populations, particularly African American women, who experience 
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disproportionate poverty, poor housing, unemployment, health disparages, shortened lifespans, 

and low to zero wealth security (Chang, 2010).  

Despite deficiencies and failures that led to the severity or condition of the inequities in 

academic achievement (Garcia, 2018; Harper et al., 2009; Libassi, 2018; Perna et al., 2006), 

responsibility lies heavily on the institutional structure to tackle reform. Research supports that 

institutions face challenges to show evidence of their primary responsibility of teaching and 

learning through evidence-based data. Furthermore, the concept of institutional planning and 

assessment is a cyclical process (Volkwein, 2010) that operates as a tool used for improvement 

in education. Therefore, the chance for higher education systems to develop methods to create 

advancement and develop successful pathways for students is hopeful. Gathering evidence and 

probing the data for improved learning outcomes comprise the essence of this tedious approach. 

Assessment methods compel institutions to continuously scan, monitor, and act upon ever-

changing variables in the education environment (Hendrickson et al., 2013; Middaugh, 2010). 

Researchers such as Farmer, Hilton, and Reneau (2016) and Harper, Smith, and Davis (2018) 

recommended that institutions seeking to increase the number of Black females who graduate 

should look to Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) as a model for guidance to 

help students with adjustment, racial identity development, and student persistence.  

Embedded in his research on retention, Tinto’s (1993) theory examines how mentoring is 

an effective tool that can positively influence student-learning experiences. Utilizing a cultural 

awareness approach of nurturing or mentoring (Sinanan, 2016) in higher education can be 

especially important for marginalized Black female students who choose to enroll in college and 

embark on a journey to self-actualization (Maslow, 1965; Okech & Chambers, 2012). However, 
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a status report by researchers with the American Council on Education (ACE) showed that in fall 

of 2016, of the over 700,000 faculty at higher education institutions, only 21.2% were 

individuals of color (Espinosa et al., 2019). In the fall of 2017, the higher education faculty count 

was 1.5 million (i.e., professors, associate and assistant professors, instructors, adjuncts) in 

degree granting colleges and universities that, when broken down by race, included only 3% 

Blacks (NCES, 2018). The small percentage of Black faculty within U.S. colleges and 

universities is a factor worth considering in discovering the impact that could contribute to the 

learning environment of students and the lack of mentors. Therefore, it is the responsibility of 

universities leadership to probe whether this deficit of diversity could have a bearing on the 

Black undergraduate female’s ability to persist to graduation.  

An emphasis on the campus of many colleges and universities has been to diversify the 

professorate. Increasing faculty and staff diversity goals have grown more urgent as issues of 

racism and equality, national protest, and social injustices remain the center of conversation 

inside and outside of higher education (Harwood et al., 2012; Kayes, 2006). However, it is worth 

highlighting as a part of the discussion that leaders cannot focus solely on hiring Black faculty; 

they must genuinely be involved in valuing the contributions of the Black professors’ impact and 

the retention of Black professors (Hrabowski, 2004; Madyun et al., 2013; Ramsey & Wesley, 

2015; Taylor et al., 2010). Black academics are often ignored or closely scrutinized about their 

work performance. It is important for leaders to recognize that a toxic collegiate environment 

(Steele, 2018) may pressure Blacks to leave the classrooms (Luzum, 2019).  
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Private White Institutions and Black Female Undergraduates 

Addressing the racial imbalance of its faculty and staff and responding to the needs of 

Black student concerns within their student body, which have been historically ignored and made 

invisible (Bailey-Fakhoury & Frierson, 2014, p. 220), are especially important for private White 

institutions (PWIs). Without well-planned intentional objectives designed with outcomes of 

success, students who feel disconnected from the institutions will not have the adequate tools to 

persist. Research indicates that the shortage of female African American faculty and staff 

members hired and woven into the employment structure as mentors within higher education 

institutions can negatively impact the experiences of Black female college students (Bartman, 

2015; Killough et al., 2017). 

In fact, Booker (2016) found that “African American students enrolled at predominantly 

white institutions (PWIs) undergo vastly different collegiate experiences compared to their 

African American counterparts enrolled at Historically Black Colleges and Universities” (p. 

218). Although the mission statements of PWIs may declare to foster opportunity for growth and 

cultivate a culture of empowerment, intellectual stimulation, confidence and strength (inclusive 

of the Black female undergraduate), students within this demographic continue to report 

incidences of intimidating tactics of negative behavior toward their ethnicity, classroom state of 

unrest, isolation, and emotional struggles with identity (Moragne-Patterson & Barnett, 2017; 

Patton & Croom, 2017). The established cultures of PWIs can be problematic when unwarranted 

behavior patterns convey messages of unimportance and support the devaluation of African 

American students. Experiencing social interactions in such negative light cannot promote a 

healthy academic learning environment for the Black female undergraduate. Low graduation 
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rates for Black female undergraduates signify a symptom of a deeper issue rooted within the 

surroundings of their chosen learning environment. Therefore, the contextual environment of 

attending a PWI may impact influences on successful degree attainment for Black females 

(Evans, 2007; Harwood et al., 2012; Morrison, 2010). As it is the goal of all college students to 

graduate, Black female undergraduates are a part of the higher education system, and they pay to 

receive a quality academic experience that will propel them towards success.  

Drawing attention to a significant high rate of withdrawals is important and supports the 

appeal for further study. This study addressed this problem and focused specifically on factors 

that facilitated (Lee & Barnes, 2015) and encumbered the critical benchmarks within higher 

education that measure the success and failures of African American women pursing 

baccalaureate degrees in predominately White institutions of higher education. Given the 

challenges this marginalized group faced, this study sought to additionally understand an 

institution’s policies that might effectively address Black female undergraduate concerns to help 

this group succeed and reach graduation rates equivalent to other racial female student groups.  

Problem Statement 

As attention is drawn to studies that analyzed higher education progress in access and 

degree attainment for Black women in the United States, substantial achievements can be 

celebrated. For instance, as of 2008, Black females represented 64% of all Black college 

participants and obtained over 67% of the degrees awarded to this group (Aud et al., p. 117). 

Further achievements in 2010 include the conferral of 66% of bachelor degrees to Black females 

among all Black students enrolled (Jones-DeWeever, 2014). Even more promising, Black 

women soared well over 50% of conferred degrees in each category of associates, bachelors, 
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masters, and doctorate degrees during the 2010 education reporting of race and ethnicity data 

(NCES, 2016). Statistically, numerical facts support that Black women have performed 

academically well in college at various degree levels, specifically within their race. Such facts 

fittingly contribute to the milestone of the progress in education for Black female students.  

However, as reported by Tate (2017), data from the National Student Clearinghouse 

Research Center continue to underline the immense inequity in college completion rates among 

White, Asian, Hispanic, and Black student populations. The widest gap (more than 20%) 

historically remains between White and Black student populations. College completion data 

analyzed by the Brookings Institution conclusively confirm that, in spite of improved college 

completion of Black women, the attainment gap continues to widen as depicted in Figure 4 

(Reeves & Guyot, 2017). 

Figure 4 

The College Gap by Race and Gender 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from Black Women are Earning More College Degrees, But That Alone Won’t 

close the Race Gap, by R. V. Reeves and K. Guyot, 2017, p.2. Copyright 2017 by the Brookins Institute. 
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Upon enrolling in college as first-time, fulltime participants, the normal time to complete 

eight semesters of undergraduate academic work is within six years. A comparison of races 

reveals Black students have the lowest postsecondary graduation rate (40%) among White, 

Hispanic, Asian American, and Pacific Islander student populations. When examined closer and 

studied by race and gender, Black females completed at the lowest rate (45%) among White, 

Hispanic, Asian American, and Pacific Islander female student populations (Musu-Gillette et al., 

2017; Tate, 2017).  

The racial gap in college graduation rates is an indication of underlying issues that 

warrant the exploration and implementation of effective strategies (Anglin & Wade, 2007; Hall, 

2017; Jones & Nichols, 2020) to address and sustain practices to ideally erase the disparity in 

college graduation rates among races. Researchers have gathered, studied, and analyzed factors 

that require dedicated attention to the improvement of degree completion rates for Black female 

undergraduates (Libassi, 2018; Neal-Jackson, 2018; Tinto, 1993, 2012).  

An undergraduate degree is an advance to the middle class because in a modern world 

having a college degree communicates an individual’s worth and resourcefulness to an employer. 

Indeed, the consequences from obtaining a college degree can move an individual into a higher 

paying salary, and improved quality of health (Assari, 2018). In 2015, the Economic Policy 

Institute reported that students who graduate from college will surpass high school graduates in 

earnings, for without a college degree, income is reduced by 56% on average (in 1999, the 

percentage was by 51%) (Rugaber, 2017). Thus, degree attainment leads to economic stability 

and the opportunity for overall improved quality of life (Goldrick-Rab, 2016; Offenstein et al., 

2010; Perna et al., 2006; Tinto, 2012). For African American females, degree attainment is 
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especially vital to the improvement of the socioeconomic status of this demographic and their 

ability to sustain a productive and financially secure status in life (Reeves, 2015). McDaniel et al 

(2011) also reported, “Historically, the female advantage in educational attainment among 

Blacks is linked to more favorable labor market opportunities and stronger incentives for 

employment for educated Black women” (p. 889). Although the percentage of unemployment for 

Black women stood at 6.9% in 2017, the majority of the financial burden to take care of the 

family fell on the Black women. Therefore, when the Black female is out of work, the loss of 

income is felt more heavily, and it jeopardizes the financial state of the family. As Museus 

(2008) emphasized,  

Given the potential devastating economic and social ramifications of persisting racial 

inequities, it is ever more critical for policymakers and practitioners to understand how 

institutional factors shape racial/ethnic minority student persistence and degree 

completion, so they can effectively create conditions to foster success among these 

students. (p. 569) 

Therefore, their decision to complete the degree places the Black female in a more favorable 

position of opportunity.  

However, college transition for all students can be overwhelming and may contribute to 

the persistence to degree completion disparities (Baber, 2012). For many individuals, settling 

into a new environment and adapting can be a tough situation to undergo. Tinto’s (1993) 

research proves to be instrumental in explaining the importance of a student’s relationship 

between him or herself and their college choice. In this relationship, students’ experiences 

impact whether they continue their studies or prematurely depart. Evidence documents that low 
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graduation rates among minority students could be a result of their inability to establish their 

sense of belonging within sub-communities of predominantly White institutions. Eventful 

happenings that invoke negative behavior or words of ill can cause students of color to question 

their decision of choosing institutional environments of this nature. From these experiences, it 

can be determined that negative encounters of this sort can pose significant long-term effects on 

whether this student population remains motivated to complete their degree.  

Because of the undesirable social stigma placed by society on the Black female, negative 

encounters may influence their plight to degree completion at a greater magnitude. Feelings of 

isolation among the Black female undergraduate attending a PWI should indeed be of concern, 

especially during the first year of college (Baber, 2012; Hotchkins, 2017; Terhune, 2008). The 

essence of one’s race and gender membership status requires attention to these multifaceted 

intersecting factors. Banks (2009) examined this intersecting status and provided insight into the 

obstacles that Black female undergraduates endure to persevere through to prove their worth and 

humanity as they challenge the false representation and fight to dispel negative stereotypes that 

render them socially unlikable. When young, intelligent Black females display confidence and 

strength in their opinions and stances in life, the unfamiliarity of the historical representation of 

this strength is often mistaken as being unpleasant (Winkle-Wagner et al., 2017). The negative, 

false illusions of what Black women represent to society have been lodged too long into the 

psyche of the American people (Harper et al., 2004). Often specific navigation strategies for 

Black undergraduate females are quite distinct from other groups; therefore, the Black female’s 

presence at colleges and universities that do not enroll Black females in large numbers within the 

United States has warranted prolonged study of this group and their college experiences. 



 

18 

Collaboration among administration within PWIs is essential to bring the experiences of Black 

female undergraduates to the center of discourses on college success (Commodore et al., 2018).  

Eakins and Eakins (2017) argued,  

Predominantly white institutions are still failing to meet their promises in delivering 

diversity on campus; ensuring that the voices of minority students are heard; and ensuring 

that adequate support is available to assist the students in excelling during the next four 

years. (p. 51) 

The researcher sought to answer the question of how and what concerted efforts by 

administration and academic support services increase or enhance cultural and social capital to 

improve Black female graduation rates at PWIs. More research is necessary to determine 

strategies that can be implemented for lasting mobility among Black female undergraduate 

students who must serve as trailblazers for future Black female enrollment at predominantly 

White institutions (McGill et al., 2018; Millea et al., 2018). The academe must look inward to 

understand, define, and identify factors for success, leading to innovative practices to provide 

Black female undergraduate students with the tools needed for successful degree completion 

(Banks & Dohy, 2019).  

Research Question 

The following research question guided this study: What are the shared experiences of 

Black female undergraduates at predominantly White institutions that defined their lived 

experiences, the expectations placed upon them, and how they maneuvered through their 

educational journey? 
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Theoretical Frameworks 

The guiding theoretical framework used in this study was Black feminist thought (BFT) 

developed by Patricia Hill Collins (1990), the distinguished sociologist and professor emerita at 

the University of Maryland, College Park. Black feminist thought centers on the intricacies of the 

Black women and embraces the importance of how Black women express and define themselves. 

BFT provides an integral understanding of Black women and their identity and allowed the 

researcher to explore the participants’ realities within structured systemic institutions that 

dominate the culture of society (Collins, 2000; Porter, 2016). 

Higher education institutions are highly structured in their administration of policies and 

procedures. The understanding of how Black female undergraduates interpret, interact, and 

respond to this structure was critical to this student populations’ degree completion. Black 

feminist thought promoted an understanding of how Black female undergraduates live, think, and 

socialize within the walls of PWIs and further cultivated understanding of how these experiences 

impacted their road to attaining the baccalaureate degree. Collins (1986) claimed that Black 

women are a part of the academic arena with a view that dangles on the outer edge (p. S14). This 

outsider within status has emerged from the Black female’s creative mindset and produced Black 

feminist thinking that reflects a unique view of their family of origin, individual identity, and 

societal views. Black Feminist Theory facilitated structure to analyze the collegiate environment 

of PWIs and detect how conducive or hampering the environment is to the success of the Black 

female student.  

Research depicts Black women struggling with various obstacles that challenge their 

abilities to succeed academically and integrate successfully into the campus community. Within 
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higher education, a constant, relentless battle ensues for Black women—whether faculty, 

administrators, or students—to incessantly prove their value to academic communities in terms 

of their intellectual abilities and merit (Evans, 2007; Zamani, 2003). Black women’s historical 

marginalization has continued to exist within PWI environments (Shahid et al., 2018). Yet, 

because of the Black female’s resilience and strong self-determination, achievement and 

successes have been increasingly realized (Gadsden-Williams, 2018). 

For Black women, gender and race are essential components to understanding the 

interconnecting themes, experiences, and consequences of this group who are traditionally 

disregarded throughout society (Shahid et al., 2018). Within Black feminist thought, Collins 

(2000) created an epistemology that provides a complex way to think about Black female 

identity through the intersectionality of race and gender. Thus, intersectionality, created by legal 

scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989 added a second lens. 

Intersectionality theory provides support to Black women to aid in understanding their 

roles in life and how Black women reflect upon themselves (Smith, 2013). A mixture of social 

identities that include gender, race, class, and sexual orientation molds this group into how Black 

women view themselves and provides perspective to how others see and interact with the Black 

women. In Crenshaw’s essay from 1989, entitled “Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and 

Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist 

Politics,” the legal scholar demonstrated meaningful interpretation of how the concept of 

intersectionality is kept from solving issues specific to the Black female. In the judicial realm, 

the combination of being a Black female was not found to be a protected class in the writings of 

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act. The non-recognition of intersectionality mandated that 
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discrimination could only be experienced due to either race or gender and not compounded by 

both (Carastathis, 2014; Crenshaw, 1989). The intersecting of these multiple oppressions 

(sexism, classism, and racism) accurately provides an explanation to the unique challenges 

experienced by women of African descent.  

Rationale for Research Study 

The researcher used a qualitative methodological approach that allowed the researcher to 

delve appropriately into the research question and gain reflective and informative answers. As 

Creswell (2013) explained, the value of qualitative research is significant and meaningful in 

addressing the experiences of individuals or specific groups and how they navigate to resolve 

social problems encountered in daily living. Creswell (2013) also stated, “Qualitative inquiry 

represents a legitimate mode of social and human science exploration, without apology or 

comparison to quantitative research” (p. 6). The study gave insight into the participants’ lived 

experiences and focused on capturing creative approaches to improve the Black female 

undergraduate’s experience to increase graduation rates at PWIs. As has long been the case for 

students who discontinue their college pursuit prematurely, they often leave in the first-year, 

attributing departure to a range of adjustment issues (Tinto, 1993). Black female undergraduate 

students experience the collegiate environment differently; therefore, highlighting their 

academic, cultural, and social adjustment experiences at PWIs assisted in determining how Black 

female students successfully navigated through challenges.  

Procedures 

The researcher utilized a phenomenological framework to describe and highlight the 

individual or group’s experiences from their personal perspective (Creswell, 2013). Therefore, 
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the study examined the academic, social, physical, emotional, psychological, and financial 

experiences of Black females who attended a predominantly White institution for their 

baccalaureate degree. After obtaining approval from the Mercer University Institutional Review 

Board (IRB), the researcher selected the initial participants by purposive sampling. As a 

professional administrator in higher education, the researcher had knowledge of participants who 

had graduated from small, private predominantly White institutions in the southeastern region of 

the United States. A recruitment invitation was sent to the participants along with an informed 

consent form that included the criteria for participating and criteria for the predominantly White 

institution (PWI). The researcher verified the institutions through the College Navigator System 

of the National Center for Education Statistics, as well as membership listing of private 

institutions within each state.  

Criteria for participation were being a female at least 19 years old who identified as 

Black or African American and graduated within fix to six years from a PWI. The PWI was 

defined as a small, private predominantly White institution whose White students, faculty, and 

staff made up 50% or greater of the population (in enrollment and employment, respectively). 

The student enrollment population of the institution was 5,000 or less. The PWIs were located in 

the southeastern region of the United States. The researcher assigned pseudonyms to each 

student and the institutions in order to ensure participant anonymity. Participants then 

participated in individual, semi-structured structured interviews with the research via the Zoom 

video conferencing tool or telephone, due to the Covid 19 restrictions. 

The process of analyzing the data involved “organizing the data, conducting a 

preliminary read-through of the database, coding and organizing themes, representing the data, 
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and forming an interpretation of the data” (Creswell, 2013, p. 179). Following the gathering and 

evaluation of the data, organizing and transcribing the responses from the interview questions 

took place. The researcher made memo notes and read over the data multiple times to identify 

categories of themes that represented the participants’ experiences, expectations, motivations, 

and identified factors that attributed to their experiences. 

Limitations 

While the use of a qualitative approach was deemed to be most appropriate for the study, 

the qualitative inquiry risked shortcomings from the experiences that are encountered as a result 

of unavailable resources or information. The sample of participants in the study was small. 

Qualitative research does not lend itself to generalization. The study only included female 

graduates; therefore, experiences revealed were gender specific. Furthermore, due to the 

COVID-19 health crisis, declared in the United States as a global pandemic on March 13, 2020, 

the researcher experienced limited opportunities to conduct face-to face interviews, resulting in a 

limitation of location and data collection and possibly impacting data analysis. The researcher 

accommodated each participant’s choice of location to conduct the interview to the best of her 

ability because the location or interview setting can potentially impact what people say in 

interviews versus self-reported information from questionnaires or surveys.  

Delimitations 

A delimitation of this study was the restriction of the population to Black females who 

graduated from a small, private predominantly White institution. This selection confined the 

study; therefore, it does not include the perspective of other female racial ethnicities nor Black 
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males who persisted to degree completion. As a result, the choice of participants and institutional 

context affected the study.  

Significance of the Study 

Employing predominantly White institutions as the context, this study underscored the 

significance of closing the gap in graduation rates for Black females. PWIs cannot retroactively 

undo the historical restrictions on African American access to higher education. However, PWIs 

have the capacity to stimulate resources and develop internal policies to uplift this understudied 

population of students. Black female undergraduates endure a “variety of academic and 

systematic impediments that pose unique challenges due to racial and gender components” 

(Hotchkins, 2017, p. 1). Amid the challenges that Black female undergraduates face, they remain 

resilient and find their own successes (Kirkendoll, 2018). As U.S. colleges and universities 

become increasingly filled with Black female students who are academically and socially 

competent (Scott, 2017), examining and understanding the complexities of the factors that may 

be problematic in their collegiate experience to degree completion is necessary to eliminate 

inequity gaps. The retention and graduation rates are particularly challenging for African 

American women (Winkle-Wagner, 2015) because the road to degree attainment is met with 

many unresolved matters for the Black female. Barriers remain and are yet to be conquered and 

adequately dismantled to promote academic success within higher education for African 

American undergraduates. Supplying pertinent information to educators, counselors, and other 

supportive stakeholders to utilize is part of the process to improve the numerical measure of 

African American obtaining their bachelor’s degree. 
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As researchers examine the ethics of care (Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017) and its relevancy 

to Black female undergraduates and debt to degree ratios, the subject must be addressed as to 

whether it is ethical to continue to sit in silence as Black female students accumulate mounds of 

debt and yet stagger in their progress to degree attainment. In their research, Nicholson and 

Kurucz (2017) discussed the essentiality of possessing leadership skills that enable individuals to 

make socially conscious decisions when managing complex organizations that will impact 

students socially, politically, and economically for years to come. Placing the ethics of care 

theory into the context of higher education, leadership within predominantly White institutions is 

accountable for examining the moral foundation structure of ethics of care and looking inward to 

determine whether the institution can foster measurable academic success among Black female 

undergraduates. The ethics of care direct small private PWIs to consider the importance of a 

supportive campus environment and the consequences of their institutional policies and decisions 

that impact Black female undergraduates. Engle and Theokas (2010) explained, 

Several factors can affect graduation rates, including the institution’s size, student 

population, and available resources per student. But even after accounting for these 

factors, one thing remains clear: Similar institutions serving similar students show wide 

disparities in bachelor-degree attainment. What colleges do to help their students 

succeed, the data reveal, matters a lot. (p. 1) 

Although the numerical data yield improved outcomes that highlight the Black female 

undergraduate’s degree attainment, Black females are still completing with lower numbers than 

other female student populations. For the future sustainability of the Black female and her 

family, this reported outcome warrants upward direction in college completion rates. As family 
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dynamics change and Black females move into roles of being the sole financial pillar for their 

families, degree attainment for the Black female undergraduate is critical to their economic 

stability and quality of life. Black women today represent strength in the structure of the family 

and their position of empowerment ignites and stabilizes the economic potency of the family 

unit. The American Community Survey (2017), a continuous survey that supplies data annually 

and provides important information on communities within the United States, compiled data 

showing the number of children of single parent homes from 2008 to 2017 were highest in 

Black/African American families. States reporting higher percentages for Black/African 

Americans were in the southern states of Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, North 

Carolina, South Carolina, and Tennessee. These data highlight the significance of identifying and 

implementing specific, targeted interventions for academic success during the Black female 

undergraduate’s collegiate experience at predominantly White institutions. 

Definition of Terms 

The following definitions provide a contextual understanding of terms used in the study: 

African American or Black used interchangeably refers to a person having origins in any 

of the Black racial groups of Africa (Pewett, 2016). 

Educational attainment rates are a measure of the share of the U.S. population that has 

earned a postsecondary degree (Cook & Pullaro, 2010). 

Enrollment rates, according to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (2018a), are as follows: 

Net enrollment rates, which are calculated by dividing the number of students of a 

particular age group enrolled in all levels of education by the size of the population of 
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that age group. Generally, figures are based on head counts and do not distinguish 

between full-time and part-time study. (para. 1) 

Ethics of Care incorporates a moral approach to “dealing with the increasingly urgent and 

complex social, economic and environmental issues” (Nicholson & Kurucz, 2017, p. 25). 

Graduation rate, according to the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 

Development (2018b) “represents the estimated percentage of people who will graduate from 

secondary education over their lifetime. Data are broken down by gender and shown for upper-

secondary and post-secondary, non-tertiary levels of education” (para.1). 

Intersectionality, credited to Kimberlé Crenshaw, is a theory that examines how different 

power structures interact (with much complexity and challenges) in the experiences of 

marginalized groups or people (Crenshaw, 1989). 

Persistence, “or its active form—persisting—is another way of speaking of motivation. It 

is the quality that allows someone to continue in pursuit of a goal even when challenges arise” 

(Tinto, 2017, p. 2). 

Predominantly White institutions (PWIs) is the term used to describe institutions of 

higher learning in which Whites account for 50% or greater of the student enrollment (Rodgers 

& Summers, 2008). 

Summary 

Earning a degree through postsecondary education is a gateway that propels individuals 

toward the opportunity for upward mobility. Successful completion places the graduate in a 

credentialed group eligible to be considered for better, well-paying employment, and 

additionally, broadens the graduate’s options and access to global employment opportunities 
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(DeAngelo et al., 2011). Unequal outcomes of underrepresented groups that are the result of 

historical systemic barriers are ready for dismantling. Specifically, for successful college 

completion of Black female undergraduates, institution leadership collaboration is necessary to 

garner solutions to promote increased graduation rates for this student population. This study 

underscored the importance of bringing to existence increased institution-wide support for Black 

females to improve their graduation rates at PWIs. It is critical for stakeholders to understand 

that Black female undergraduates face distinct encounters and surprises that are disruptive and 

significant to their social experiences in their persistence to graduate. If predominantly White 

institutions are to improve degree completion rates for Black female undergraduates, PWIs must 

genuinely understand how to effectively move this distinct population of students towards 

graduation. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

This research study undertook a necessary examination that identified the perceptions and 

shared experiences of Black female undergraduates and gained insight into facilitators and 

barriers affecting college completion of this population at small private predominantly White 

institutions (PWIs). This chapter presents historical, theoretical, and empirical literature related 

to indicators of academic success among Black female undergraduates who attended PWIs and 

the strategies used in an attempt to close the degree attainment gaps in existence. Through a 

synthesis of the literature, the researcher presents the following subtopics: the history of Black 

women in higher education, Black women in higher education, college enrollment, college 

graduation rates, Black women and student loan debt, Black student experiences at PWIs, Black 

women in the labor force and educational attainment, frameworks for understanding Black 

women’s experiences, intersectionality, psychological well-being, and Black feminist thought.  

Research suggested that “predominantly white institutions (PWIs) are viewed as 

contradictory environments that can be facilitative avenues for success, yet threatening to 

the development of African American students through the impact of social isolation and 

institutional and personal discrimination” (Chavous et al., 2004, p. 4). College environments 

represent conducive, academic spaces for harmony while also operating as problematic places of 

oppression in the growth and development for all students. Therefore, considerable evidence 

depicts that the climate of PWI environments for Black students, and particularly Black female 

undergraduates, are altered when race matters are prevalent within the lecture halls and 

discussions concerning racial occurrences among peers and faculty take place. Discussions of 
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outcomes from high profiled racial incidences can tremendously influence the minority students’ 

college development (Allen, 1988; Sedlacek, 2011). Difficulties posed by these circumstances 

may be worsened when students lack a supportive institution wide network and face barriers in 

their pursuit to reach out for help. This study served as an opportunity to place at center Black 

women’s voices and probed into the complex stories of their collegiate experiences (Booker, 

2016; Hannon et al., 2016; Hotchkins, 2017).  

History of Black Women in Higher Education 

“If we have the courage and tenacity of our forebears, who stood firmly like a rock against the 

lash of slavery, we shall find a way to do for our day what they did for theirs.” 

-Mary McLeod Bethune 

 

Pre-Civil War data account for the establishment of over 250 institutions that extended 

college-level work, including a restricted number that opened their campuses to Black women 

students (Evans, 2007). Institutions that enrolled Black women were namely Oberlin (founded in 

1833), Antioch (founded in 1853), and Wilberforce (founded in 1856), each located in Ohio. 

Additionally, institutions in the states of Michigan, Pennsylvania, and Kentucky matriculation 

offered entrance to Blacks. These colleges included Hillsdale (1844); Cheyney (1837), Lincoln 

(1854), and Berea (1855), respectively (Cohen & Kisker, 2010; Evans, 2007; Thelin, 2004).  

U.S. higher education typically excluded African American students until after the Civil 

War. Schools of higher education were resistant to open their doors to Black students. Support of 

this behavior ensued because “a powerful structure of racial exclusion was constructed in slave 

states by state governments and legal mandates and in the free states by practices of 

institutionalized racism” (Anderson, 2002, p. 4). Intentional demonstrations to separate Blacks 
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from acquiring education strongly support the portrayal of the belief in the testament that 

knowledge holds power. Dominant racial ideologies supported the idea that African Americans 

were intellectually inferior. Scholarly works from David Hume in the mid-18th century to Arthur 

Jensen, Charles Murphy, and others in the late 20th century preserved this antiquated thinking 

the idea of race inferiority and promoted exclusionary practices (Anderson, 2002). Efforts to 

educate Black girls were met with resistance as violent mobs destroyed Prudence Crandall’s 

school for Black girls in 1834 in Connecticut (Michals, 2015).  

Despite these setbacks, Black women entered higher education in the 1800s when 

Oberlin College, founded in 1833 as the Oberlin Collegiate Institute by John Jay Shipherd and 

Philo Stewart, began to accept Black students in 1835 and women in 1837 (Oberlin College and 

Conservatory, 2016). Oberlin College constituted the important exception to the tradition of 

racial exclusion and became the first institution to enroll women who studied alongside men, as 

well as the first to admit and then graduate a Black woman (Cohen & Kisker, 2010; Oberlin 

College and Conservatory, 2016; Thelin, 2004). Oberlin Collegiate Institute gained notoriety 

because of its dual role in facilitating male and female students and accepting students of the 

Black and White races (Thelin, 2004). The institution’s reputation for admitting and educating 

Black women influenced families to relocate so that their daughters would have the opportunity 

at higher education, an act that signifies critical familial support. For Black students in general, 

Oberlin College played a significant role by providing them collegiate access. Oberlin College 

substantially impacted education history with its student body total enrollment being comprised 

of 4-5% African Americans.   
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The novel, Black Women in the Ivory Tower 1850-1954: An Intellectual History (Evans, 

2007) depicts a historical view of the struggles Black women have undertaken to acquire a more 

intellectual education. Since the beginning, the education structure depicts how curriculum was 

segregated by gender. In 1850, Oberlin conferred the first Literary Degree upon Lucy Stanton. 

The design of the Literary Degree, known as the ladies course, was more limited in its academic 

rigor than the courses that males registered for in the baccalaureate degree programs. However, 

despite this systematic design, in the year of 1862, Mary Jane Patterson became the first Black 

woman to graduate with a BA degree in education from Oberlin College, and consequently the 

first Black women to graduate from a U.S. college.  

Thus, not everyone was chained to the thought process of Blacks as intellectually 

inferior. Not long after the end of the Civil War, churches and philanthropic foundations funded 

the formation of private colleges especially for the children of recently freed slave families 

(Cohen & Kisker, 2010; Noftsinger & Newbold, 2007). To note progress, college and 

preparatory students consisted of 152 students before the Civil War. By the mid-1860s, 12 Black 

women had received the Literary Degree, and 44 Black women were candidates (Evans, 2007). 

Furthermore, Lincoln University, Wilberforce, and Howard (1867) were organized specifically 

to admit African American students.  

Black Women in Higher Education 

An abundance of scholarship that focuses primarily on Black females within higher 

education proves to be difficult and tedious to locate within the literature. Published works tend 

to blend the student demographic for Black female undergraduates in higher education into 

conversations and categories pertaining to either all Black students (when dealing with race) or 
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all female students (when dealing with gender) (McClain & Perry, 2017). Burkley (2010) 

maintained that when discussions center on societal matters that have an effect on women’s 

issues or biases that identify a disservice to women because of gender, the focus highlights White 

women. Additionally, Black men are generally the focal point when the subject matter of 

conversations center on race-related injustices, experiences, and racial bias impacting society 

(Burkley, 2010). Black women matters are often plugged into the overall spectrum of racial or 

gender matters, which diminishes the importance of focusing on the Black female. When 

research fails to encompass and analyze the Black female undergraduates’ experiences to 

discover what can be developed to uphold their success in higher education, researchers risk 

masking the differences that specifically impact this student population (Flores & Park, 2013; 

Nichols et al., 2016; Patton & Croom, 2017; Porter, 2016; Winkle-Wagner, 2009). 

Although Black women issues are rarely spoken of solely, making them appear to be 

unworthy of intense discussion, the position of Black women in U.S. society illustrates a unique 

stance, as they belong to two historically marginalized groups: females and Blacks. The 

stereotypes and presumptions that come along with race and gender identities can be 

overwhelmingly cumbersome when dealt with simultaneously. Efforts to break down the walls 

built upon assigned stereotypes are exhausting, and the erroneous assumptions foster 

unnecessary ill-treatment and prove damaging to the Black female undergraduate’s persistence to 

degree completion.  

In an attempt to understand this experience for the Black female undergraduate, Williams 

(2014), in her study, described this experience, which places the Black female in multifaceted 

situations of belonging to the two inadequately represented groups of women and women of 
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African descent,  as a disadvantage known as the “double jeopardy hypothesis” (p. 188). This 

was in reference to Frances Beale who, intricately involved in the establishment of the Women’s 

Liberation Committee of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC), inaugurated 

the “term ‘double jeopardy’ to describe the discriminations of racism and sexism that subjugate 

Black women” (King, 1988, p. 46) in 1972. The “double jeopardy hypothesis posits minority 

women’s membership in two subordinated groups which adds or multiplies their disadvantage” 

(Williams, 2014, p. 188). Furthermore, combining two stigmatized identities lands the Black 

female into a unique space that consequently renders Black women invisible and devalued 

(Collins, 1986; hooks, 2015; King, 1988; Mena & Vaccaro, 2017). Positionally, although double 

jeopardy can manifest itself as a disadvantage, many Black women are able to convey their 

stance and understand their true value and hopes for the United States to recognize it as well.  

Therefore, the important task remains to explore and research gender and racism as separate 

issues in order to comprehend the unified adversities of Black female undergraduates. 

As discussed by Patton and Croom (2017), limited research that provides the unique 

experiences of Black female undergraduates perpetuates the idea that across U.S. universities, 

phenomena uniquely experienced by Black female undergraduates, such as academic success, 

mentoring, college socialization/support, retention rates, persistence, and graduation rates, appear 

unworthy of study. However, this conclusion can be far from the truth. Increased study is 

warranted to understand what is taking place with the Black female undergraduate and her social, 

political, economic, and academic journey facing marginalization within higher education. 

Discussions centering around the Black female’s identity development and maximizing 

awareness of issues commonly overlooked and pushed under the radar for this group are a 
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necessity to ensure their pathway to college success (Phelps-Ward et al., 2017; Porter, 2016). 

When colleges and universities are overwhelmingly confronted with disparities in graduation 

rates of the Black female undergraduate, perhaps institutions will be more inclined to understand 

that how they serve this student demographic matters (Libassi, 2018). Colleges and universities’ 

level of concern mandates meaningful involvement in the fight to change the trajectory of 

graduation rates for Black female students. Principally, as Black females continue to enroll in 

predominantly White institutions, the necessity of discussion and implementation of specific 

initiatives are critical for their social and intellectual success (Commodore et al., 2018; Johnson 

& Reynolds, 2018; Morrison, 2010; Roksa & Whitley, 2017). 

Navigating though the academic environment at predominantly White institutions is a 

task filled with the discovery of information, and sometimes the curriculum is not communicated 

clearly. Institutions that can strategize and provide peer mentoring opportunities with 

academically advanced students, expert instructors, and trained staff can lead to refined student 

retention, success, and satisfaction (Budge, 2006; Colvin & Ashman, 2010). Steering through the 

academic workload can also be manageable when the design of programs promotes success for 

the student, exhibits institutional commitment, and encourages a sense of belonging (Tinto, 

1993), especially for Black undergraduate females. Positive support and authentic interaction 

with this marginalized group are necessary components and critical aspects in their learning 

environments and development of their identity Sinanan, 2016. Consequently, “university 

administrators, peers, faculty, and other groups with whom Black women interact must be able 

and willing to serve as mentors and to foster similar environments reminiscent of family and 

home” (Porter, 2016, p. 97). As the literature supports, the efforts established across campus 
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units are worth the groundwork for understanding the student development of this marginalized 

demographic. 

College Enrollment 

The influx of diversity in race and ethnicity of the U.S. population has drastically 

changed, resulting in college students increasingly reflecting the multiplicity of college 

enrollment in the 21st century (de Brey et al., 2019). Roughly, 70% of students who graduate 

from high school enroll in a college the following autumn. When examining socioeconomic 

status, trends show that wealthy students enroll in college at the highest rate with 83% of recent 

high school graduates coming from more affluent families (Cooper, 2018). Additionally, an 

increasing proportion of the U.S. population has enrolled in college and earned a bachelor’s 

degree (Snyder et al., 2016). For adults age 25 years and older, bachelor degree attainment rose 

from 21% in 1990 to 33% in 2015 (Snyder et al., 2016). However, while patterns show 

enrollment increases in each race, extensive gaps in degree completion among the races were 

widely disparate. 

A report from the American Council on Education highlighted statistical data on college 

enrollment by race and revealed that nearly half of all undergraduates were students of color 

(Espinosa et al., 2019). Disaggregated within this data were the numbers that focus on Black 

female undergraduate enrollment. Historically, in 1976, the enrollment percentage of Black 

female undergraduates stood at 54 percent. Over time, postsecondary enrollment trends placed 

Black females significantly ahead of Black males at enrolling in institutions of higher learning. 

As shown in Figure 5, Black females prominently accounted for 64% of the total Black 



 

37 

undergraduate enrollment in institutions participating in Title IV federally funded financial aid 

programs in 2004 (NCES, 2017).  

 

Figure 5 

Difference in percentages of female and male undergraduate fall enrollment in degree-granting 

institutions, by race/ethnicity: Selected years, 1976–2008 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Group, by National 

Center for Education Statistics, Institute for Education Sciences, 2019, Figure 24.1, 

https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2010/2010015/figures/figure_24_1.asp. Copyright 2010 by U.S. Department of Education, 

National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences.. 
 

 

Moreover, revealed by colleges and universities in their reporting requirements to the 

U.S. Department of Education, trends still support that by gender and race, Black female 

enrollment peaks highest than any other group as the percentage slightly reduced in 2016 to 62% 

of Black female undergraduates within their race enrolled in college (NCES, 2017).  
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While these statistics favor enrollment increases, other data ironically indicate a deficit in 

degree completion rates. Therefore, despite the progress of increased enrollments of Black 

female students in postsecondary education, college and university graduation rates for African 

American females still fall short among other racial female student populations (NCES, 2016; 

Tate, 2017).  

With increased representation of Black female undergraduates in higher education, 

attention to identify factors that may hinder the persistence of Black females to degree 

completion becomes increasingly worthwhile. Higher education provides many benefits to 

students, such as higher earnings, and benefits to society, including increased tax receipts and 

reduced dependence on government assistance (Selingo, 2013). Enrolling in college for many is 

a clear pathway to financial and economic stability. Research has surmised that the increase in 

college enrollments may be a result of specialized skillsets required by corporations and 

industries and the growing revitalized state of the economy, which indicates an important 

relationship between education and employment (Carnevale et al., 2018). Upon recognizing this 

intersection of learning and working and their significant impact upon income distribution, 

attention and explanation of the pathway and design for economic mobility are necessary for all 

races to understand. In particular for Black female undergraduates, this information is critical 

insight to the economic stability of their families. 

African American students represent approximately 13% of the college enrollment 

population. In 2018, Snyder et al. reported,  

Fall enrollment in degree-granting postsecondary institutions increased 23 percent 

between 1995 and 2005. Between 2005 and 2015, enrollment in degree-granting 
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postsecondary institutions increased 14 percent, from 17.5 million to 20.0 million. The 

overall increase between 2005 and 2015 reflects an increase of 20 percent between 2005 

and 2010, followed by a decrease of 5 percent between 2010 and 2015. (p. 399)  

In the NCES publication of The Condition of Education 2018, for undergraduate enrollment, 

McFarland et al. (2018) reported the following: 

In fall 2016, total undergraduate enrollment in degree-granting postsecondary institutions 

was 16.9 million students, an increase of 28 percent from 2000, when enrollment was 

13.2 million students. While total undergraduate enrollment increased by 37 percent 

between 2000 and 2010 (from 13.2 million to 18.1 million students), enrollment 

decreased by 7 percent between 2010 and 2016 (from 18.1 million to 16.9 million 

students). Undergraduate enrollment is projected to increase by 3 percent (from 16.9 

million to 17.4 million students) between 2016 and 2027. (p. 158) 

Figure 6 displays this information. Undergraduate enrollment was 56% female (9.5 million) and 

44% male (7.4 million) in the fall of 2016. Similar enrollment trends for both groups (between 

2000 and 2016) depicted increases. The data supports increased enrollments of female (39%) and 

male (36%) students between 2000 and 2010. From 2010 to 2016 a decrease in enrollment 

occurred from 8% to 5% respectively. Enrollment projections beginning between 2016 and 2027 

indicate female enrollment will intensify to 9.8 million students, while male enrollment will 

increase to 7.6 million students. 
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Figure 6 

Actual and Projected Undergraduate Enrollment in Degree-Granting Postsecondary 

Institutions, by Sex: Fall 2000 Through 2027 

 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from Condition of Education 2018 (NCES2018-144), by J. McFarland, B. Hussar, 

X. Wang, J. Xang, K. Wang, A. Rathbun, A. Barmer, E.F. Cataldi, F. B. Mann, & T. Nachaze, 2018, p. 158. 

Copyright by 2018 by U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education 

Sciences. 

 

 

The growth patterns are important to recognize because all races are being impacted. 

Krogstad and Fry (2014) reported that the “percentage of American college students who are 

Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, and Black has been increasing” (p. 2). In their report for Pew 

Research Center, Krogstad and Fry (2014) discussed the enrollment increases, yet the number of 

bachelor degrees attained by race depicts Black students with the lowest earnings of bachelor 

degrees. Blacks only earned 14% of bachelor degrees, White students earned 69%, and Asians 

earned 11% (Krogstad & Fry, 2014). The gaps among these percentages heavily support the 

necessity for scholarship that analyzes Black female undergraduate collegiate experiences.  
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College Graduation Rates 

Graduation rates at four-year institutions are typically measured by how many students 

complete a bachelor’s program of study within six years from enrollment (Long, 2018; Nichols 

et al., 2016; Shapiro et al., 2017a, 2017b; Steele, 2017). At some institutions, the graduation rate 

definition excludes a significant number of students, such as students enrolled part-time. 

However, to define their number, many institutions view the performance of students graduating 

in six-years as a sign of student success.  

For Black students enrolled in colleges and universities within the United States, gaps in 

degree completion do exist. While access to higher education for African American students has 

increased, 40% of Blacks graduate within six years from a four-year institution as compared to 

63% of White students (The Education Trust, 2014). Additional research shows that “women 

continue to outpace men in terms of educational attainment, though both groups are making 

gains at a fairly similar rate. A larger share of female 25- to 34-year-olds (52%) had finished 

college in 2016 than their male counterparts (43%)” (Fry, 2017, p. 5). Notably, a college’s 

graduation rates can rise or fall significantly over time as a result of year-to year variations in the 

number of such students who enroll and complete degrees. Per the NCES (2018), first-year 

students seeking a bachelor’s degree, and whose course intensity was fulltime, varied according 

to the selective standards of the institution. The variations were dependent upon the rigor of the 

admissions standards. For example, if the application acceptance was less than 25%, the 

institution was considered more selective, and students could be expected to complete their 

program of study in six years. Less selective institutions are those with typically open admission 

acceptance, and completion could extend longer. Selectivity measures in the admission policy of 
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a college or university are a factor considered when examining students and their chances of 

completing their degree within six years. In focusing on overall educational outcomes, broken 

down by gender, the six-year graduation rate was 63% for females and 57% for males. With 

these impressive numbers, female undergraduates are affirming the seriousness of their academic 

achievements and resolve to degree completion (NCES, 2017). Figure 7 features the notable 

achievements depicting that Black women received a majority of higher education degrees 

earned by all Black students.  

 

Figure 7 

Percentage Distribution of Associate’s Degrees and Bachelor’s Degrees Awarded by Degree-

Granting Postsecondary Institutions, by Race/Ethnicity and Sex: Academic Year 2013–14 

 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from  Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups 2017 

(NCES 2017-051),  by L. Musu-Gillette, C.  de Brey, J. McFarland, W. Hussar, W. Sonnenberg, W., and S. 

Wilkinson-Flicker, 2017, p. 115. https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2017/2017051.pdf. Copyright 2017 by U.S. Department of 

Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education Sciences. 
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Although Black females are academically prepared for college as early as elementary and 

high school, during the adolescent stage, barriers beyond their control can interfere with the 

success of Black female undergraduates before they reach postsecondary education (Graves et 

al., 2014). Despite these hindrances, Black females persist. The literature supports that the 

intersection of gender and race are vital factors, and therefore, can shed light on the 

consequences of these natural statuses and how they impact the Black female’s collegiate path 

(Collins, 2000; Steele, 2017; Winkle-Wagner, 2009). An understanding of what drives student 

success and improving college completion rates is at the forefront of conversations among higher 

education leaders (Harper & Simmons, 2019; Preston, 2017).  

Grades represent one measure of a student’s academic strength; however, this measure is 

becoming less reliant as a sole determinant of student success (Sedlacek, 2011). Assessing non-

cognitive variables (Sedlacek, 2011) within diverse subsets of student populations can measure a 

scope of factors that provide institutional leaders a sense of what is motivating student successes. 

Therefore, as increasing scholarship regarding the experiences of Black female undergraduates is 

conducted, studying this student demographic proved considerably important.  

The pressure weighs heavily on colleges and universities to retain more students and 

ensure their path to graduation. Within the United States, higher education leaders seek to 

increase the number of graduates within their colleges and universities and often question where 

to focus resources and how to measure progress with the tools utilized towards the desired 

outcomes (Offenstein et al., 2010). Selingo (2018) wrote, 

With the pressure on colleges to retain more students and get them to graduation, 

campuses are spending an increasing share of their budgets on student-success efforts by 
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installing technology that constantly tracks measurement, hiring professional advising 

staffs that assist in course selection, and designing opportunities on and off campus to 

better engage students in their undergraduate careers. (para. 5) 

Black Women and Student Loan Debt 

The cost of higher education has rapidly increased, consequently forcing students and 

parents to rely heavily on federal or private loans (Kim et al., 2017). For a growing number of 

families, the utilization of student loans has become an increasingly common resource of paying 

for a college education. Nearly 64% of students who remain enrolled for four years are loan 

recipients (NCES, 2014). The New York Federal Reserve estimates that the total amount of 

student loan debt of 44 million Americans was $1.31 trillion in 2016. As of March 2019, U.S. 

student loan borrowers (estimated at 44.7 million) owed a collective debt of $1.6 trillion in 

federal and private student loan debt.  

Parallel to the rise of students having to take out more student loans is the increase of 

student loan defaults. For those who do graduate with mountains of debt, the road to securing 

employment to pay back the loans can be difficult. Even more so for those graduates who remain 

unemployed, they quickly can become delinquent in repaying their student loan debt (Luna-

Torres et al., 2018).  

Student loan debt has critically affected numerous U.S. families and become a 

disparaging financial issue for the African American student population enrolled in college. 

Specifically, for Black students, large student loan debt obligations have resulted in harmful, 

significant consequences and impacted the future financial wellness of this marginalized 

demographic (Huelsman, 2015; Scott-Clayton & Li, 2016). Black women, especially, are taking 
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on the largest load of the higher education debt at the completion of their bachelor’s degrees, and 

unfortunately, they take longer to repay. As shown in Figure 8, in 2011-2012, Black students 

were highest recipients of student loan debt. NCES reported, 

Seventy-two (72) percent of Black students received any type of loans, compared with 62 

percent of American Indian/Alaska Native students, 59 percent of students of two or 

more races, 56 percent of White, 51 percent of Hispanic students, 51 percent of Pacific 

Islander students, and 38 percent of Asian students. (p. v) 

 

Figure 8 

Percentage of Full-time, Full-Year Undergraduate Students Who Received Financial Aid, by 

Source of Aid and Race/Ethnicity: 2011-12 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission from NCES 2016 Reprinted with permission from  Status and Trends in the 

Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups 2016 (NCES 2016-007), by L. Musu-Gillette, J. Robinson, J. McFarland, A. 

KewalRamani, A. Zhang, A., & S. Wilkinson-Flicker, 2016, p. 104. https://nces.ed.gov/pubs2016/2016007.pdf. 

Copyright 2016 by U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Institute of Education 

Sciences. 
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Student loan debt in the United States continues to rise above $1.4 trillion as the costs for 

college continues to rise. Miller’s (2017) report, Deeper in Debt: Women and Student Loans, for 

the American Association of University Women revealed that women comprised nearly two-

thirds of the staggering $1.4 trillion of total debt. Thus, female students held $890 million of that 

share as compared to $490 million held by male students. Gender as well as race and ethnicity 

are found to be associated with the amount of student loan debt that students undertake for 

postsecondary education (Miller, 2017). Overall, when accounting for race, Black college 

graduates deal with the highest average student loan debt among other student populations. 

Additionally, Black females who graduated with a bachelor’s degree in 2011-12 acquired the 

highest mean cumulative debt (Miller, 2017). In 2015, Huelsman (2015) reported that student 

loan borrowing rates are highest for bachelor degree seekers at nonprofit schools in each race.  

Black Student Experiences at Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs) 

Colleges and universities in general are historical institutions that are “an avenue for 

academic growth, intellectual development, and vast social discovery” (Clark & Mitchell, 2018, 

p. 67). As students from various locations enroll and live on campus, they enter a transitioning 

phase into adulthood. Students who choose to attend higher education do so to seek an 

experience that will change their lives mentally, socially, economically, politically, and 

spiritually. The academic landscape within higher education institutions represents a venue for 

all students who desire to learn and prepare for a successful future (NCES, 2017). Years of 

higher education policy progression enacted to “increase the number of students from 

underrepresented groups on campus have caused colleges and universities to become 

increasingly racially and ethnically diverse” (Harwood et al., 2012, p. 159, 2006). Consequently, 
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greater access and increased diversity for students of color created another cost to attend—the 

cost of navigating problematic and hostile spaces of higher learning while trying to succeed 

academically (Davis & Harris, 2015; Franklin, 2016). Although the outcomes show greater 

numerical diversity, Black and Brown students who attend predominantly White institutions tend 

to perceive and experience the campus climate through a different lens than do their White 

counterparts (Booker, 2016; Franklin, 2016; Morrison, 2010; Patton & Croom, 2017). Therefore, 

examining the impact of the Black female’s college choice to attend a predominantly White 

institution is worth consideration to understand their educational experience and development.  

Students of color live, learn, and transform into socially conscious individuals equipped 

with intellect to become contributing members of society and financially sustain themselves, 

their future goals, and their dreams. As students undergo the transition from high school to 

college, they typically experience excitement while simultaneously feeling fearful of developing 

into adulthood and becoming more independent and less dependent upon their parents (Negrete 

et al., 2018). Because this new level of independence brings about undiscovered pathways of 

opportunity, it is therefore critical for institutions to embrace their educational purpose in helping 

students to establish a sense of belonging (Tinto, 1993), especially in the first few weeks of being 

on the campus. To accommodate diverse groups of students, it is equally important that 

predominantly White institutions are intentional in creating welcoming spaces when historically, 

these schools have operated in practice of limited access and exclusion (Chavous et al., 2004; 

Evans, 2007; Thelin, 2004).  

The demographic shift of the student body makeup of predominantly White institutions 

occurred when landmark court decisions desegregated institutions of higher learning and 
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“dismantled dual education systems that once excluded certain minority groups” (Hannon et al., 

2016, p. 652). Hurtado et al. (1998) noted, “Desegregation policies in schools and colleges were 

designed to alter their racial/ethnic composition, improve educational opportunity, and 

ultimately, change the environments of our educational institutions” (p. 281). Thus, as the 

enrollment population racially shifted within PWIs, the narrative changed with enrollment of 

Black undergraduates at PWIs reaching 87.1% and more notably, 78.5% of undergraduate 

degrees were conferred upon Black students (Provasnik et al., 2004). In comparison, 12.9% of 

African American undergraduates attended HBCUs, and 21.5% percent of this group completed 

and received their degree. Although increased enrollment of Black American students gained 

momentum at PWIs, the degree attainment did not happen at the more desirable rate. In their 

study of students of color retention at PWIs, McClain and Perry (2017) concluded, “Despite 

appearing diverse on the surface, many predominantly White institutions (PWIs) encounter 

impediments in retaining and graduating students of color” (p. 1).  

Black student retention rates are of importance because the message symbolizes 

belongingness and acceptance. Although most Black undergraduates receive their degree from 

PWIs, these institutions can be marginalizing environments for Black students, resulting in non-

degree attainment (Griffith et al., 2017). However, with an emphasis on diverse learning 

environments that can be conducive in alleviating racial tension and also enhance student’s 

educational outcomes (Karkouti, 2016), it is essential to analyze the impact of PWIs on Black 

students’ college experience. As written by McClain and Perry (2017) and Thelin (2004), the 

historical fact of racial segregation embraced by historically White institutions hold the potential 

of negatively impacting retention rates for Black and Brown groups of students. For a vast 
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majority of PWIs, the history of exclusion is longer than that of inclusion. Support mechanisms 

that assist to facilitate a sense of belonging are rarely accessible for Black undergraduates at 

PWIs. For a majority of PWIs, the lack of faculty of color working in roles of mentors and 

advisers, especially to African American students, serves as a barrier to fostering supportive 

environments for underrepresented minority students. Further, the lack of role models for Black 

female undergraduates at PWIs often result in restricted collaboration with professors and 

college administrators whom students can, more often than not, share similar cultural and life 

experiences and values. Reflectively, the underrepresentation of Black women faculty and staff 

convey negative messages from the institution as a whole that contribute to feelings of being 

unwelcomed and devalued by the institution (Espinosa et al., 2019; NCES, 2017). 

Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 

Prior to the Civil War there were no structures of higher education for African 

Americans. However, by 1920, more than 100 colleges and universities for African American 

students had been established within the United States with the principle mission of educating 

Black Americans (Harper et al., 2009). HBCUs originated to train African American teachers to 

teach African American students in the South. The history of HBCUs involves interest and 

support from a combination of several groups, including White missionaries, the Freedmen’s 

Bureau, African American missionaries, White industrial philanthropists, and African American 

communities. Each played a significant role in the HBCU establishment. Founded and developed 

in an environment of legal segregation, the institutions provided access to higher education and 

contributed substantially to the progress Black Americans made in improving their living status 

(Harper et al., 2009; Provasnik et al., 2004). HBCUs continue the legacy to produce talented 
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scholars with the majority of its graduates being women. Although financial resources from 

donors and endowments for HBCUs remain substantially lower than historically white 

institutions, HBCUs continue to remain faithful to their mission and vision concerning student 

development and matriculation in U.S. higher education (Anderson, 2017) as they provide access 

to marginalized student populations. Despite limited funding in resources, HBCUs provide a 

nurturing, welcoming environment that demonstrates accountability in providing support 

services to enhance academic and social mobility on the college campuses (Harper et al., 2009). 

Black Women in the Labor Force and Educational Attainment 

According to Carnevale et al. (2013), the redesigning of jobs and global competition 

require prospective employees to hold credentials beyond a high school diploma; thus it no 

longer holds the value that it once held for U.S. citizens. Without postsecondary education, 

people of color, especially Black women, will continue to struggle to remain competitive in the 

work force. Despite not acquiring the most financially rewarding jobs, Black women constitute a 

substantial percentage of the working force when examined by race. In 2014, Black women 

made up close to 60% of the workforce. White women participated close to 57% and Hispanic 

and Asian women both participated at more than 55 percent. In 2015, Black women comprised 

over 10 million within the civilian workforce (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). In more recent 

numbers, 2017 statistical reports depict an increase of Black women’s labor force at well over 

60%, and participation rates of White, Asian American, and Latina women under 57 percent. 

Ample statistics support Black women’s labor has consistently contributed to the workforce of 

the United States (Campbell & DeWeever, 2015). Case in point, there is no lack in participation 

from the Black female when the financial welfare of the family unit is involved. Black women’s 
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labor has been a historical fabric woven into and integral to the economic birth, growth and 

success of the U.S. economy (Campbell & DeWeever, 2015).  

Additionally, Black women in the United States represent a well-educated demographic 

when factoring in the earned associates and bachelor degrees for those who graduate. However, 

their education levels and financial gains do not always align to support the financial benefits of 

such academic success. Higher levels of education are generally associated with a greater 

likelihood of employment and a lower likelihood of unemployment (Snyder et al., 2019). For 

example, Black women’s unemployment rate consistently declines with each higher level of 

education. As highlighted in Miller’s (2017) report, the more education attained by credential for 

Black women 25 years and over, the outcome led to decreased unemployment rates. In 2012, 

Miller (2017) illustrated that without a high school diploma, the unemployment rate for Black 

women was 19.0 percent. When examining the unemployment rate of Black women who earned 

a high school diploma, Miller (2017) found it reduced significantly to 12.7 percent. In gaining 

the credential of an associate degree, only 10.5% of Black women were unemployed, and with a 

bachelor’s degree or higher, unemployment dropped 13 points (Miller, 2017).  

Another important factor of discussion is that African Americans, especially females, 

who strategically choose majors in high-income performing fields, increase their social mobility 

and gain an improved financial status that decreases their vulnerability to unstable and economic 

pressures (Carnevele et al., 2016). The reality, however, supports that “Black women remain less 

likely than their white counterparts to occupy higher-level jobs that offer better benefits, greater 

mobility, and economic stability” (Frye, 2018, p. 2). A significant factor supporting the reason 

for this status is that Black women typically graduate from college fields that yield lower paying 



 

52 

income. These fields include jobs that are more associated with serving the community, such as 

human services (20%) and social work (19%) (Carnevele et al., 2016). Statistically, when 

comparing the major of study and the higher growing and higher paying occupations, 

representation of African Americans are low. In a publication released by Georgetown 

University’s Center on Education and the Workforce, African Americans who graduate with 

degrees in industrial and manufacturing engineering or pharmaceutical sciences have the 

potential to earn annual median incomes that average $76,000 and higher in wages over their 

career (Carnevale et al., 2016). Carnevale et al (2016) reported, “African Americans account for 

only 8 percent of general engineering majors, 7 percent of mathematics majors, and only 5 

percent of computer engineering majors” (p. 2). Continued progress towards awareness and 

promotion into these higher-earning positions will positively change the narrative of Black 

women in the labor force and lessen the income disparity. 

Frameworks for Understanding Black Women’s Experiences 

This section provides descriptions of the two theoretical frameworks used in this study. 

To structure the study, the researcher utilized Black feminist thought (BFT), which was 

developed by sociologist Patricia Hill Collins (1986), accompanied by the lens of 

intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989). BFT provides a framework for understanding how Black 

women live, interpret, mobilize, and perform within patriarchal-dominating systems designed for 

unsuccessful outcomes for the Black female (Collins, 2000; Dotson, 2015; Porter, 2016). The 

Black female’s daily interactions within spaces of employment, within social engagement 

interest, and within her home are a display of the value and meaningful contributions driven and 

derived from her intellectual abilities, all the while being intersected by race, class, and gender 
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identities. To address and explore this intersection, the researcher used the lens of 

intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1989) as a second lens in this study.  

Black Feminist Thought (BFT) 

For generations, the voices of Black women have been dismissed, resulting in 

“stereotypical images, aggressive behavior, and overall negativity as a framework articulating 

Black women’s identities” (Patton & Croom, 2017, p. 89). With so many depictions and negative 

labels and images of what society thinks about the Black women, the importance of Black 

females communicating who they are firsthand is essential to the true analysis of how Black 

women define themselves. However, although Black women have the potential to bring 

significant value to the discussion, many times, historical negative images overshadow the truth 

about Black females and discourage their voices. Furthermore, when Black women are spoken of 

in race matters, they often become overshadowed by their Black male counterparts or the Black 

race (Sesko & Biernat, 2010). When the dialogue speaks of issues regarding women, then Black 

women’s voices are frequently lost in the conversation because the focus veers toward concerns 

for all women in general. The weight of social oppression must be diminished and ultimately 

eradicated to refine the cultural dynamic for Black women (Collins, 2000). 

According to Collins (2000), Black feminist thought is comprised of inherent ideas 

shaped by Black women that provide a foundation of communicating lived experiences. The 

experiences of Black women mobilize Black feminist thought to embrace the importance of how 

Black women articulate and define themselves. Black women possess unique perspectives in 

how their lives interact with other races and cultures within society. Within the themes of Black 
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feminist thought (Collins, 2000), empowerment arises out of knowing that Black women have 

the knowledge, passion, and tenacity to sustain their current and future place in society.  

Black feminist thought (Collins, 2000) supports that Black women from all class positions can be 

intellectuals. Whether a person interacts with a Black female who is a homemaker, career 

women, or academic scholar, vital information can be gleaned from all these women in their 

respective positions. As Dotson (2015) stated, “Black women from all walks of life and class 

positions can be intellectuals” (p. 2322).  

Principles developed by Collins (2000), also known as “criterion for knowledge” (p. 

237), provide validation for Black women who experience their identity connectively with one 

another. Furthermore, Collins (2000) identified commonalities in experiences of African 

American women that provide insight to a collection of shared perspectives towards those 

experiences. Collins (1986) termed the perspectives subjugated knowledge, which are produced 

and tested through a Black feminist epistemology that functions as an alternative to the dominant 

way of thinking. Bucholtz (1996) contended that the following four elements comprise this 

African American women’s epistemology:  

 the use of dialogue in assessing knowledge claims, in which new knowledge is 

developed within communication with other members of the same community;  

 the ethic of personal accountability promotes an expectation of being morally 

responsible for the communication shared (taking ownership of one’s words);  

 an ethic of caring, which supports that feelings and being able to empathize with one 

another give validity to the knowledge claims; and 
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 lived experience as a criterion of meaning, which further engages that wisdom and 

knowledge help to solidify one’s credibility to understanding their story. (p. 269) 

Thus, Black feminist thought represents an empowering foundation of intellect supportive of the 

Black women’s ability to stand firm and communicate their lived experiences.  

The BFT theoretical framework approach provides direction for educators and 

researchers interested in understanding the social battles encountered by Black women as they 

operate through domains of power (Alinia, 2015). Although BFT is not recognized as a student 

development theory, in this study, BFT supported efforts to generate concepts and knowledge 

about Black women in college. Black females who make the choice to attend college and gain a 

higher education intellect originate from diverse backgrounds from all over the United States. 

Like many college students, Black female students who have chosen to devote four years of their 

life enroll with an expectancy of realizing acceptance and belonging to a greater community of 

intellectuals. Collins (1986) claimed that Black women hold an “outsider status of marginality 

within” (p. S14) academic settings. This outsider within status has emerged from the Black 

female creativity and produced Black feminist thought that reflects a “special stance on self, 

family, and society” (Collins, 1986, p. S14). BFT guided this research and allowed for a unique 

pathway to an expansive understanding of Black female undergraduates as they developed into 

educated, mature, responsible, civil, nurturing, and empowering women whose voices add to the 

intellectual collection of individuals within society. 

Intersectionality 

Intersectionality theory, coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989, examines how different 

power structures interact (with much complexity and challenges) in the experiences of 
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marginalized groups or people. The theory of intersectionality helps to shape questions and 

important happenings associated with Black women (Crenshaw, 2015). The different forms of 

discrimination experienced by marginalized groups include racism, sexism, and classism. 

Crenshaw (2015) explained that intersectionality allows construction of an understanding of the 

Black women’s identity and how established societal powers influence the outcomes of the 

Black females’ experiences. It describes how that power shapes and influences an individual’s 

world. However, Crenshaw (2015) contended,  

Intersectional erasures are not exclusive to Black women. People of color within LGBTQ 

movements; girls of color in the fight against the school-to-prison pipeline; women 

within immigration movements; trans women within feminist movements; and people 

with disabilities fighting police abuse—all face vulnerabilities that reflect the 

intersections of racism, sexism, class oppression, transphobia, able-ism and more. (p. 2)  

Intersectionality ideology works as a tool utilized to bring meaning and understanding of the 

world in which one lives. Intersectionality aids in one’s ability to interpret lived experiences as 

one interacts on a daily basis with people and within familiar or unfamiliar spaces. Crenshaw 

(1989) maintained that social, political, and judicial structures can influence experiences within 

these spaces.  

Psychological Well-Being 

Keyes et al. (2002) contended that psychological well-being “entails perception of 

engagement with existential challenges of life” (p. 1007). Having a positive psychological well-

being helps one in successfully “navigating a new environment, engaging in meaningful 

relationships, and realizing one’s fullest potential throughout one’s lifespan” (Ahkter, 2015, p. 
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154). Students are not immune to feelings of psychological distress and a sense of loss as they 

encounter new spaces in life. Adjustment to unfamiliar environments can take a mental toll on 

individuals, leading to feelings of doubt surrounding their decisions on education. Gardner et al. 

(2014) stated, “Blacks and other underrepresented students are often challenged with adjustment 

difficulties that are not experienced by their White counterparts” (p. 236).  

In reference to the Black female, Black women have been dedicated to U.S. higher 

education for well over a century (Commodore et al., 2018; Evans, 2007; Thelin, 2004), “yet 

slavery, segregation, discrimination, and exclusion based on race and gender have created a 

situation where American higher education’s reciprocal investment in Black women has been 

nonexistent in the worst of times and questionable in the best of times” (Commodore et al., 2018, 

p. xiii). Realizing there is a lingering effect from these historic systematic barriers leads to 

understanding that highlighting the factors of support for the psychological well-being of the 

Black female is critical in assessing their journey to academic success. When powers create an 

atmosphere that block advancement for marginalized groups, especially within higher education, 

a mental struggle forms and causes unnecessary fear and doubt towards degree attainment. In a 

study of nontraditional female students who were also parents and took on the tasks of going 

back to college, Quimby and O’Brien (2006) investigated factors that influenced the 

psychological well-being of females. The results indicated that security, questions of parenthood, 

and securing a support network contributed to the high rates of “psychological distress (38%), 

self-esteem (54%), and life satisfaction (35%)” (Quimby & O’Brien, 2006).  
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Results of Previous Research 

Existing research on Black females and their experiences in undergraduate education 

does exist (Banks, 2009; Evans, 2007; Patton & Croom, 2017; Winkle-Wagner, 2009), but in 

limited quantity. Scholarly research surrounding the lived experiences of the Black female and 

their transition into the intellectual environment at predominantly White colleges proved scarce 

to locate. However, Hesse-Biber et al (2010) interviewed 34 Black females, who shared their 

encounters during their enrollment on a campus with a student population of more than 50% 

White, and related the influence of their experiences on their racial identity, body image, and 

self-esteem. This grounded theory study sought to capture the actual voices of the women 

studied and how their cultural identity also played a role in how Black women perceived 

themselves when reflecting upon beauty and the standards utilized to measure that beauty 

(Hesse-Biber et al., 2010).  

In The Unchosen Me, author Winkle-Wagner (2009) revealed how racial and gender 

inequities remain among college students despite the toiling work that is intentionally exerted to 

overcome these unwanted outcomes. Centered in her book, Winkle-Wagner (2009) accentuates 

the voices of women who faced difficulty in establishing their sense of self during their college 

journey and gives a safe platform for the participants to speak freely and openly about their lived 

experiences as they struggle against the racism, stereotypic beliefs, detachment, and lack of 

confidence of others within the predominantly White college environment. Similarly, editors, 

Patton and Croom (2017) assembled written contributions of authors within the publication of 

Critical Perspectives on Black Women and College Success to increase the body of scholarship 

that centers on the voices of Black women and their struggles and successes in higher education.  
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Summary 

This chapter represented a comprehensive review of historical, theoretical, and empirical 

literature describing the journey of Black women and their role and value within society. Black 

women’s experiences and contributions have made transformative impact and defined their 

intellect and abilities. The literature review captured insight into the lives of Black women and 

highlighted many of the concerns that are important to this group of achievers. The history of 

Black women in higher education, Black women in higher education, college enrollment, college 

graduation rates, Black women and student loan debt, Black student experiences at PWIs, Black 

women in the labor force and educational attainment, frameworks for understanding Black 

women’s experiences, intersectionality, psychological well-being, and Black feminist thought 

emphatically give pause to the standpoint of how Black women are viewed and how systems of 

power have interacted with this marginalized group over the course of time. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

This researcher employed a phenomenological approach to explore the lived experiences 

of Black female students who graduated from predominantly White institutions located in 

southeastern United States. This chapter presents the research rationale and research design. Also 

presented is a reiteration of the research question and discussion of the research site, population, 

sample, and participants. The researcher also provides a subjectivity statement and methods of 

validation, data collection procedures, and data analysis techniques. The chapter ends with a 

discussion of how results will be reported and a summary of the chapter content. 

Research Rationale 

The focus of this study highlighted the inequities within graduation rates for Black 

female students and explored the institutional factors that support and impede Black female 

undergraduates at predominantly White institutions (PWI). Musu-Gillette et al. (2017) and Tate, 

(2017) reported that Black undergraduate females completed a baccalaureate degree at the lowest 

rate (45%) among White, Hispanic, Asian American, and Pacific Islander female student 

populations. The current study underscored that the racial gap in college graduation rates served 

as an indication of underlying issues that mandated the exploration of reasons impacting this 

status for Black female students and the need for implementing innovative methods to address 

and sustain practices to erase the disparity in college graduation rates among races (Anglin & 

Wade, 2007; Hall, 2017; Jones & Nichols, 2020). Results from this study stimulated value in the 

voice of the Black female undergraduate and brought awareness to encourage institutional 
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leaders to take action in generating improved graduation rates resulting in the achievement of 

successful outcomes from this marginalized student population.  

Research Design 

The researcher used a phenomenological framework for the qualitative interview study. A 

phenomenological study describes and highlights the individual or groups’ experiences from 

their own perspective (Creswell, 2013). The researcher designed the study to examine and probe 

the, academic, social, physical, emotional, psychological, and financial experiences of Black 

female undergraduates who attended a predominantly White institution for their degree. To 

explore the questions invoked by the study, a qualitative approach was the most appropriate. 

Creswell (2013) recommended the utilization of qualitative research when exploring the 

perspectives of participants who experience the same phenomenon. Interviewing Black females 

who graduated from a PWI resulted in being the most favorable approach to hear and gather the 

data. Therefore, through this study, the researcher was able to establish that within higher 

education the voices of Black female undergraduates hold value, and furthermore, demonstrate 

the critical need for institutional leadership to embrace and recognize that Black female 

undergraduates are the experts of their stories. The qualitative approach enabled the researcher to 

investigate and develop fundamental themes derived from the following research question. 

Research Question Reiterated 

The following research question guided this study: What are the shared experiences of 

Black female undergraduates at predominantly White institutions that defined their lived 

experiences, the expectations placed upon them, and how they maneuvered through their 

educational journey? 
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As Creswell (2013) explained, “Qualitative research begins with assumptions and the use 

of interpretive/theoretical frameworks that inform the study of research problems addressing the 

meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or human problem” (p. 44). Further research is 

necessary to focus on what works to improve the Black female undergraduate graduation rates at 

PWIs. As has long been the case, most students who abruptly end their college journey leave in 

the first-year, citing various adjustment issues as the cause (Tinto, 1987, 1993). Black female 

undergraduate students experience the collegiate environment differently (Patton & Croom, 

2017). Therefore, the researcher sought to discover, understand, and present the narratives of 

Black female students who successfully navigated the challenges they encountered at PWIs to 

inform future black females seeking to attain a college education, as well as enlighten PWIs of 

strategies to improve their potential to graduate. 

The PWI was defined as a small, private predominantly white institution whose students, 

faculty and staff make up 50 percent or greater of the population (in enrollment and employment, 

respectively). 

Research Site 

The researcher interviewed Black females who graduated from small, four-year, private 

predominantly White institutions located in the southeastern region of the United States. The 

criteria of small institution entailed that the student enrollment population was 5000 or less and 

White students, faculty, and staff made up 50% or greater of the population. The researcher had 

historically established professional connections with recent and former graduates of 

predominantly White institutions. Initial participants informed researcher of their successful 

higher education achievements. Verification of the completion status of participants was 
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facilitated through the National Student Clearinghouse and Institutions, as well as membership 

listing of private institutions within each state. This repository serves as trusted agents of higher 

education institutions and compiles enrollment status data of students in compliance with 

FERPA, The Higher Education Act, and other applicable laws. The enrollment reporting process 

is required of higher education institutions by the U.S. Department of Education. Institutuin 

verification was attained through the College Navigator System of the National Center for 

Education Statistics 

Population 

The population for this study consisted of Black females who successfully graduated 

from a PWI in the southeastern region of the United States. African American students between 

the ages of 18-24 years old account for approximately 14% of undergraduate students enrolled in 

college (Krogstad & Fry, 2014). When reviewing college undergraduate enrollment by race, 

students of color comprise nearly half of the student population (Espinosa et al., 2019). As 

college enrollment among diverse populations has increased, research places Black females as 

having the highest enrollment status when comparing gender and race. 

Sample 

The researcher obtained Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval from Mercer 

University (see Appendix A). IRB approval is important to ensure the protection of human 

participants and guarantee that no psychological or physical harm will come to them due to the 

research (Lincoln & Tierney, 2002). The researcher assigned pseudonyms to the participants and 

named institutions to maintain anonymity and confidentiality.  
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The researcher used purposeful sampling because according to Creswell (2013) 

purposeful sampling enables the researcher to “select individuals and sites for study because they 

can purposefully inform an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon in 

the study” (p. 156). Using this sampling strategy requires the researcher to determine “who or 

what should be sampled, what form the sampling will take, and how many people or sites need to 

be sampled” (Creswell, 2013, p. 156). This was important for this qualitative research study 

because, as, Creswell (2013) advised, it is important that “you select people that can best help 

you understand the central phenomenon” (p. 155). Black female undergraduates who attended 

and graduated from a PWI were able to expound upon their lived experiences and provide insight 

into the phenomenon under study.  

Participants 

The process of inviting the right participants (Creswell, 2013) to this study was critical 

because it involved education inequities intersected by race and gender centered within 

institutions with historical implications of oppressive environments, which ultimately can impact 

the lived experiences of Black female undergraduates. As Alase (2017) concluded, 

“Appropriately inviting the right participants for this study allowed for the best chance of 

collecting rich and accurate data” (p. 15). Therefore, the following were criteria for participating 

in this study: 

 female who identified as Black or African American, 

 at least 19 years old, and 

 graduated within five to six years from a PWI.  
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The researcher had historically established professional connections with recent and 

former graduates of predominantly White institutions. Initial participants informed researcher of 

their successful higher education achievements. Therefore, after receiving IRB approval and 

verifying potential participants’ graduate status and institution, the researcher sent a recruitment 

invitation to each, along with an informed consent form that included the criteria for 

participating and criteria for the predominantly White institution (PWI). The researcher then 

employed snowball sampling from the initial potential participants to identify additional subjects 

for the study. Snowball sampling, also known as chain referral sampling, is useful when reaching 

out to individuals who belong to a vulnerable population (Naderifar et al., 2017). 

Eleven participants met the eligibility criteria. After signing informed consent forms, the 

participants engaged in semi-structured interviews with the researcher within locations that were 

accessible and appropriate for the participants. Semi-structured interviewing allowed participants 

to freely express their views and permitted the researcher to capture the interpersonal, in-depth 

thoughts and ideas that were revealed. 

Subjectivity Statement 

As a higher education professional familiar with the nature and culture of small private 

colleges and universities, the researcher exerted caution and resisted imposing personal 

experiences and biases to avoid the potential of tainting responses from the participants who 

could restrict the fluidity of dialogue and hamper full disclosure (Creswell, 2013). Upon 

acknowledging the researcher’s experiences within higher education for 25 years and undergoing 

employment primarily at small predominantly White institutions, the researcher practiced 

discretion and respected the nature of the qualitative approach design during investigation.  
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Validation 

Placing trust in the collected data was critical to understanding the outcomes of low 

graduation rates of Black female undergraduates at PWIs because information collected and 

presented to institutional leaders has impactful outcomes for future policy decisions. Therefore,  

the researcher applied rigorous validation techniques to ensure trustworthiness of the data. The 

researcher used Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) foundation of four criteria for trustworthiness of data. 

Communicating and reinforcing the premise that trustworthiness of data is essential cannot be 

overemphasized (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Lincoln and Guba (1985) laid the foundation of four 

criteria for trustworthiness of data. The first criterion is “member checking with participants to 

ensure that data, interpretations, and conclusions are correct and error-free will promote 

credibility, or confidence in the ‘truth’ of the findings” (p. 314). Thus, following the completion 

of the interviews, the researcher engaged in member checking by completing a summary and an 

initial interpretation of the interview sessions and asked the participants if they perceived the 

interpretations as accurate. If the participants agreed, the researcher concluded the interview 

accurate. In instances where participants disagreed with the researcher’s interpretation, the 

researcher reiterated questions with examples and gained clarification from the participants to 

achieve correct analysis of the data. 

Secondly, Lincoln and Guba (1985) indicated that providing “rich, thick, description and 

ensuring that enough contextual information is given regarding the fieldwork will enhance 

transferability, which is applicable in other contexts” (p. 316). To accomplish this, the researcher 

provided thorough descriptions of each Black female participant’s undergraduate experience at a 

PWI. Inquiry of specific locations, circumstances, actions, statements, and behaviors were asked. 
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Essential to the process, it is important that the researcher acquires dependability, which is the 

ability to “repeat the findings because they are consistent, by describing the processes for 

executing and repeating the study in detail” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 299). Although research 

supports that the Black undergraduate females encounter unique experiences in their higher 

educational journey (Patton & Croom, 2017), the researcher relied on the research design, which 

was flexible enough to allow the researcher to go into great lengths to achieve an abundance of 

detail. Lincoln and Giba’s final criterion, confirmability, involves ensuring the “data and 

interpretations of the study are grounded in events rather than the inquirer’s personal 

constructions” (p. 318). Therefore, to achieve confirmability, the researcher maintained a written 

journal to detail decisions and reflective content relevant to the study.  

Data Collection 

The researcher conducted individual, semi-structured interviews with participants using 

questions based on the theoretical framework of Black feminist thought to facilitate the dialogue. 

The questions centered on gender, race, and the tenets of the guiding framework for the study. 

The researcher fashioned the interview questions to generate insights and themes from the lived 

experiences of the participants as they interacted with other students, faculty, staff, and campus 

leadership and navigated campus climate and campus support systems during their 

undergraduate experience (see Appendix B).  

The interviews, which lasted from 45 to 60 minutes, were recorded via Zoom video 

conferencing to ensure accuracy in transcriptions. For any potential participants who were not 

comfortable utilizing Zoom, or who did not have easy access to this tool, the researcher offered 

the option of a recorded telephone interview as an alternative. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
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requisites of social distancing protocols as established by the Center for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) were observed.  

Data Analysis 

Following the conducting and recording of interviews, the researcher transcribed and 

analyzed the data. The researcher verified transcriptions for accuracy and analyzed and coded all 

data. Within transcription of the data from the interviews, the researcher used thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clark, 2006) to assist in identifying, capturing, and explicating believable patterns 

within the data into themes and recorded ideas as they emerged from the data to understand 

institutional factors that supported or impeded the success of the Black female’s pathway to 

degree completion. The six phases of thematic analysis encompasses the following:  

Phase 1: familiarizing yourself with the data;  

Phase 2: generating initial codes;  

Phase 3: searching for themes; 

Phase 4: reviewing potential themes;  

Phase 5: defining and naming themes; and  

Phase 6: producing the report (Braun & Clark, 2006).  

The researcher used thematic method of analysis as an effective investigative tool that 

provided a more illustrative view of the data. Guest et al. (2012) reported, “Thematic analysis 

serves as a practical need to encapsulate the density obtained in the interviews” (p. 55). The 

range of themes gained from the interviews with the Black female participants allowed the data 

to drive the process of interpretation.  
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Reporting Results 

Chapter 4 presents the experiences shared by Black female undergraduates who 

graduated from a PWI in narrative form. Included are participant quotes and excerpts. Also 

presented are themes generated by the data from the interview responses. Tables and narratives 

provide descriptions of the participants and themes. 

Summary 

The technique of interviewing represented an appropriate method for acquiring and 

interpreting the detailed lived experiences of Black female undergraduates as they navigated 

their academic journey on the campuses of small, private predominantly White institutions. This 

chapter reported the research design used to investigate the academic, cultural, and social 

experiences that Black females encountered during their undergraduate studies. The researcher 

designed the study, research question, and interview questions as a means to understand the 

inequity of the graduation rates for Black female undergraduates of PWIs. Chapter 4 presents the 

results of this analysis.  
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore the lived experiences of 11 

African American female graduates from predominantly White institutions (PWI) located in the 

southeastern region of the United States. The study highlighted the participants’ perceptions and 

lived experiences related to campus climate and institutional factors that supported and impeded 

their degree completion. This study sought to emphasize the racial gap in college graduation 

rates in terms of the underlying issues to encourage their exploration in an effort to not only 

identify them, but also highlight the need for interventions and possibly determine methods to 

decrease and hopefully erase the gap in college graduation rates. By interviewing Black female 

graduates of a PWI, the study captured the lived experiences of Black women through the 

structural domain of power found in social transforming institutions of higher education. The 

study further examined how the participants experienced intersections of race, gender, and class 

within the setting of the predominantly White collegiate environment and how their social 

identities influenced their perceptions of being an African American female at a PWI. 

The research question that guided this study was as follows: What are the shared 

experiences of Black female undergraduates at predominantly White institutions that defined 

their lived experiences, the expectations placed upon them, and how they maneuvered through 

their educational journey? 

The 11 participants provided detailed accounts of their shared experiences drawn from 

semi-structured interview questions created by the researcher and organized by the theories of 

Black feminist thought and the interpretive framework of intersectionality. The researcher 
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invited participants to reflect on their experiences, the expectations placed upon them, and how 

they successfully maneuvered through their educational journey, despite the collective and 

individual challenges faced as a Black female enrolled at a PWI. The interviews were either 

audio recordings of phone conversations or video and audio recorded via Zoom and then 

transcribed by the researcher accompanied by Temi.com, an online audio transcribing service, 

reproducing all spoken words to text.  

This chapter begins with a contextual background of the political climate and national 

health pandemic within the United States during the timeframe of the study, followed by 

narrative descriptions of each of the participants. Next are the findings in relation to the guiding 

research question, as well as the themes relevant to each finding. The next section relates the 

findings in terms of the intersectionality of race and gender in the participants’ experiences. 

After this is the presentation and discussion of the themes revealed through data analysis. The 

chapter concludes with a brief summary. 

2020-2021 Political and Social Climate and National Health Pandemic in U.S. History 

The political and social climate and the state of health conditions within the United States 

during the time of this phenomenological study were unprecedented and worth documenting to 

bring clarity to the context and intensity in which the participants processed their answers and 

reflected on their lived experiences. In 2016, all of the participants witnessed as the majority of 

U.S. constituents (Thompson, 2016) voted into the highest seat of influential power the 

Republican nominee, Donald Trump, as the 45th President of the United States. Donald Trump 

portrayed a dominant media personality (Jacobson, 2020) and came into office as a billionaire 

real estate mogul with high-powered business shrewdness and served as president from 2017 to 
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2021. Trump only served one term; however, he became the first president in U.S. history to be 

impeached twice. He was acquitted both times. 

His election victory was an astonishing upset and throughout his presidency political, 

social, and racial unrest (Jacobson, 2020; Trimbur, 2018) and division was reportedly intensified 

among U.S. citizens, and the country’s progress towards embracing cultural diversity and 

inclusion spiraled downward to a tumultuous state. Postelection tensions surfaced on college 

campuses, grocery stores, and shopping centers and even created tensions within the U.S. 

National Football League (Trimbur, 2018) and the National Basketball Association. Under 

Trump’s leadership existed a fever of hate and political violence (Nacos et al., 2020) in which 

groups of Trump followers (which included members of the KKK, the Proud Boys, and other 

reported hate organizations) became comfortable at displaying and inciting demonstrations that 

resulted in the death of innocent victims (Peters & Besley, 2017). Despite the labor from social 

justice groups, such as the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the 

National Action Network, and social justice movements, such as Black Lives Matter, to cultivate 

unity, cultural awareness, and inclusivity of race, class and gender issues, disruption to these 

human matters were exacerbated to levels of behavior that threatened to revert the people of the 

United States back to the era of pre-Civil rights and segregation. In a culmination to the end of 

his administration (with just a week left in office), Trump was impeached (Jacobson, 2020)  for 

inciting a violent insurrection which took place on January 6, 2021 at the U.S. Capitol. He was 

acquitted. 

Moreover, a pandemic disruption (Spinelli & Pellino, 2020) to health matters surfaced in 

the form of COVID-19 and turned the year of 2020 into a time of uncertainty and unrest in the 
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healthcare and safety of the U.S. people, and more specifically to lives of several of the 

participants (Roxie, Grace, and Kyla) during their collegiate journey to degree completion. In 

early 2020, after a December 2019 outbreak in China, the World Health Organization identified 

SARS-CoV-2 as a new type of coronavirus (Baloch et al., 2020). COVID-19 is a disease caused 

by SARS-CoV-2 that triggers respiratory tract infection. The infection spreads mainly through 

person-to-person contact; therefore, the outbreak quickly spread around the world (Baloch et al., 

2020). Despite government efforts and rigorous daily updated guidance from the Center for 

Disease Control and Prevention that literally shut down the United States—impacting the 

corporate and business sectors, primary K-12 schools, colleges and universities, religious 

congregations, local, state, and federal government agencies—the coronavirus had taken the lives 

of over 500,000 people in the united States as of February 22, 2021. 

Narrative Descriptions 

Eleven participants met the criteria for the study of Black female graduates from a small 

PWI. Each participant received a pseudonym. This section provides pertinent details of the 

participants. Also included are participants’ quotes and a table of relevant demographics.  

Elise 

Elise was from South Florida and graduated from a PWI in the state of Georgia. She was 

25 years old, and she graduated with a bachelor’s degree in nursing in May 2019. Elise 

transferred from a public college in Florida that had a significantly diverse population after 

receiving her associate’s degree. The BSN (Bachelor of Science in Nursing) program at the 

public college was very competitive; therefore, in her search for a comparable nursing program, 

she discovered Retreat College (pseudonym). The Christian foundational aspect of the college 
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also influenced Elise’s decision to enroll. At the time of this interview, Elise was still trying to 

pass her Boards and was also engaged to be married in 2021. Due to the unknowns of the 

COVID-19 pandemic, the couple decided to hold a private ceremony (via Zoom) in November 

2020 with family and friends.  

During her undergraduate work, Elise also served as the president of the Black Student 

Fellowship Association for two years at Retreat College. She was outspoken in her efforts to 

bring awareness to Black culture and helping the campus community understand why Black 

culture should be highlighted and celebrated. Elise did not believe in dimming the light on other 

races for her race to shine. She advocated for all cultures to be equally in the spotlight.  

Roxie 

Roxie was 23 years old and from a prominent city in Georgia. She came from a single 

parent home. Her mother utilized government assistance but also worked to make sure Roxie had 

everything she needed. Roxie grew up in a poor neighborhood. Her high school was 

predominantly Black, and she could easily distinguish between the wealth and class statuses 

among herself and her high school peers. Roxie’s life growing up was a struggle and made even 

more painful in many ways because she grew up without her dad. Therefore, graduating college 

was truly a personal triumph. Roxie felt as if she had broken a generational curse by not getting 

pregnant in high school or college.  

Roxie graduated with her bachelor’s degree in English from a PWI in the state of Georgia 

in May 2020. Roxie was considering graduate school and seeking the most affordable 

opportunity for this decision. Roxie felt the PWI she graduated from tried to incorporate 
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diversity, but limited its efforts by primarily utilizing White males to steer the direction of what 

diversity and inclusion exemplified. 

Grace 

Grace was 21 years old and from a metropolitan city in Georgia. She worked part-time, 

and she was married in 2019. She indicated early in the conversation that she was an introvert; 

therefore, she was a little shy at the beginning of the interview. However, she began to become 

comfortable as we progressed through the interview. Grace had two other siblings, and she was 

the youngest. She attended a private Christian high school, and she loved being involved in 

different activities, such as dance, choir, and civil air patrol. Grace felt like she was naturally 

smart, but when she got to college and things became hard, she found herself thinking, “Oh, I 

actually have to study.”  

Grace was very articulate, and she appeared to carefully think over her answers before 

speaking aloud. Grace grew up in a home where both parents had college degrees, so going to 

college was not a “foreign concept”. She also grew up in a family environment that was not 

afraid to step out and do things, “no matter the odds against you.” It was ingrained in her to “take 

action.” Grace also believed that going to college was not for everyone, but obtaining an 

education was important. She admiringly referred to her sister, who enrolled for one year in 

college but then decided to “go a different route” and opened up her own business. During her 

undergraduate years, Grace experienced frustrations with decisions made by the institution that 

could make Black students “feel left” out or invisible. She graduated (via a virtual platform) 

from a PWI in the state of Georgia in May 2020. This mode of commencement was due to the 

COVID-19 pandemic. Grace’s major was Cross Cultural Adult Education.  
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Jan 

Jan, who was 22 years old, grew up in Gainesville, Georgia in her single mother’s 

household. She knew her dad, but he was not active in her life growing up. Jan did not have a lot 

of parental support throughout high school; therefore, she was more “self-motivated to go to 

school, come home and do her homework, and take care of cleaning the house.” She “knew her 

mom was working and couldn’t always come to the events and the clubs” she was involved in, 

but she “learned to deal with it.”  

Jan felt very confident and proud of herself for going to college and graduating. She also 

was awarded several academic scholarships in college, and she was very humbled and proud to 

be the recipient of some prestigious institutional awards. Money was tight, and Jan did 

everything she could to help with the tuition costs. Jan graduated from a PWI in Georgia in May 

2019 with a degree in Early Childhood Education. Jan also went to graduate school and 

graduated with her Masters in May 2020 from the same PWI. At the time of the interview, Jan 

had completed her first year of teaching. With the health threat of the COVID-19 pandemic, Jan 

was very concerned about her students and the upcoming school year. She was working on a 

plan of safety and how best to navigate her classroom through such unprecedented times. Jan 

became very animated when talking about her first graders. Jan was very personable and excited 

to share her story. 

Ashleigh 

Ashleigh was a 23-year old student athlete who graduated with a Bachelor’s degree in 

Media Communications from a PWI in upstate South Carolina in May 2019. At the time of the 

interview, Ashleigh was currently enrolled as a graduate student at River Arts College 
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(pseudonym). Ashleigh experienced both being a commuter student and a residential student 

during her undergraduate experience. She grew up in the area close to the location of the PWI 

she attended. It was a religious university, and she thought the institution did a good job of 

“representing itself in that manner.” Ashleigh played basketball and felt she received extra 

attention to make sure she succeeded academically. She was a part of an academic support 

program that was not “targeted towards Black students necessarily, but a lot of Black students 

were in it.” She felt more supported may have been provided to her because she was an athlete. 

Lynn 

Lynn was 25 years old and from a suburb town in South Carolina. She graduated from a 

PWI in the state of South Carolina with her Bachelor’s degree in Chemistry and a concentration 

in Forensics Chemistry in May 2017. Lynn chose to attend this particular PWI because it was 

one of the few universities that offered the major she was seeking. After vising the institution, 

Lynn expressed that “it felt like I was at home.”  

At the time of the interview, Lynn was preparing to begin a new job in her field. In the 

interview, Lynn spoke highly of her alma mater. Even though no university is perfect, she felt 

overall “Walker-Wilson University (pseudonym) was very intentional” in their efforts to honor 

all cultures. Lynn, along with other students of color, thought that it was important to have Black 

representation in the student government association on campus; therefore, along with other 

students, she made sure she “chose, supported and voted for minority candidates who were 

qualified to serve.” She desired to see more Black females in roles of leadership and authority; 

however, she was very grateful to have support from one of her male professors who was a 
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bridge in helping other professors and Black students connect and understand each other when it 

came to critical racial topics of discussions.  

Jasmine 

Jasmine was a bright 25-year-old young lady from a suburb town in South Carolina. She 

graduated with her Bachelor’s degree in Political Science from a PWI in the state of South 

Carolina in December 2016. Jasmine chose Walker-Wilson University (pseudonym) because of 

its “reassuring vibe” and affordability. After graduation, she worked temporarily for a few 

months, and the following August of 2017, she completed one semester of law school at North 

Carolina Central. In January 2018, Jasmine landed a job at the Attorney General’s office in 

Columbia, SC. Her pre-law advisor from the PWI she attended was impactful in her attaining 

this position.  

Jasmine credited her overall good experience at the PWI to having formed a bond with a 

circle of friends whose lifestyles and race were similar to hers. She expressed the importance of 

connecting with all students and getting involved with activities offered within the institution. 

She also had a lot of support from one of her professors, who took great care for the Black 

student population. 

Hope 

Hope was 26 years old and from a small town in South Carolina. She graduated in May 

2017 from a PWI in the state of South Carolina with a Bachelor’s degree in Accounting. Hope, a 

first-generation college student, felt the pressure was real to succeed academically. She did not 

want to be a “negative representation of her race.” Hope said she felt that overall her college 

experience was enjoyable because the PWI she attended was intentional on diversity and 
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inclusivity. Hope later returned to graduate school at the same PWI and earned her Master’s 

degree in 2019 in the same major.  

Hope was currently working as a Staff Accountant. Since she was a first-generation 

college student, she expressed that going to her parents for advice on getting through was 

sometimes a little challenging because they were not familiar with the protocols of higher 

education. However, Hope was intent on being successful; therefore, she forced herself away 

from her comfort zone of shyness. 

Joy 

Joy was 26 years old and from the mid-state of South Carolina. She earned her 

Bachelor’s degree in Integrated Marketing Communications from a PWI in the state of South 

Carolina in May 2017. Joy chose this major because it involved more of the creative writing side 

as opposed to the Marketing degree (which entailed a lot of math courses). Joy chose Walker-

Wilson University (pseudonym) because of its smaller, intimate class sizes, and the institution 

was the perfect distance (one hour and a half drive) from her home. Joy recalled that when 

researching where to attend college, she did not put too much thought into the ethnic 

demographics of the college. Her focus was more about location, programs offered, and the 

reputation of the college. Joy’s sister had graduated from the same PWI 11 years before; 

therefore, she was somewhat familiar with the campus.  

In speaking with Joy, it was evident that her lived experiences were different from the 

other participants. Joy spent most of her weekends going home. She did not feel as though she 

had any negative experiences that she could recall, and she was the only participant who did not 

recall an experience that was unique to her race or gender. As we were ending the interview, Joy 
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revealed that she was “very low key,” and she stayed to herself. She mingled with only a few 

friends and mainly interacted with people who looked like herself. Within six months after 

graduating, Joy was able to find employment in her field. 

Kyla 

Kyla was a 22-year-old student athlete who ran track. She graduated from a religious, 

liberal arts four-year PWI in May 2020 with a degree in Business Administration. She focused 

on two concentrations: Management and Entrepreneurship. Kyla was from the upstate of SC, and 

at the time of the interview, she worked third shift at a job not in her major. 

Kyla’s mother passed away after her sophomore year of college, which she revealed was 

a real challenge. She had thoughts to give up; however, Kyla also had something to prove 

because she had to try and care for two younger brothers. Kyla also expressed that she struggled 

with her spirituality during college as well. The death of her mother was hard to cope with. 

Furthermore, she had several other family members to pass away, so the emotional pressure took 

a toll on her. Her friends, professors, and coach showed lots of concern for her by “checking in” 

to ask how she was feeling. Although she felt the stress, Kyla thought that remaining in college 

and staying connected helped her to get through to completion.  

Her choice “wasn’t wrong at all.” She learned to “just put everything in God’s Hands.” 

She decided not to stress about things she could not control (such as death). Kyla had a strong 

will to finish and wanted to make her mother proud. During the interview, Kyla had a lot to 

share, as some of her answers even included experiences during her middle and high school 

years.  



 

81 

Kaitlyn 

Kaitlyn was 27 years old and from upstate South Carolina. She graduated in December 

2016 with a degree in Sociology from a four-year private institution in South Carolina and 

worked for the Department of Social Services. Kaitlyn seemed a bit timid and nervous during the 

start of the interview, and she revealed she felt as if she did not have anything to say. As I 

explained the study to her and discussed the data that the current literature revealed about the low 

graduation rates for Black females, she appeared more at ease and more confident in the fact that 

she possibly could have something to add by sharing her story. Sometimes it took her a moment 

to remember specific information, but once she found her voice and began reflecting more 

intensely, Kaitlyn had a great deal to share.  

One racial experience that had remained with Kaitlyn was an incident that took place at 

the bookstore on campus. Kaitlyn was “doing something, and the lady behind the counter . . . she 

said something like racist to me.” Although she could not recall the exact phrase of the 

discriminatory remark, Kaitlyn remembered how traumatized she felt to the extent that right 

away she went looking for someone of authority to inform. She told one of her professors and 

someone in “another office at the university.” This person in the office actually returned back to 

the bookstore with Kaitlyn and together they “confronted” the lady at the book store. The person 

was surprised at their return, apologized to Kaitlyn, and indicated that she did not mean what she 

said to come across in the manner it did. Table provides a description of the participants with 

pseudonyms used for participants and their PWIs. 

 

 



 

82 

Table 1  

Description of Participants  

Participant/ 

Home State 

Age Graduation 

Date 

Major PWI Name PWI Type Reason for 

choosing PWI 

Elise/ 

Florida 

25 2019 Nursing Retreat 

College 

4-yr., private, 

Christian, 

liberal arts 

Spiritual 

confirmation 

Roxie/ 

Georgia 

23 2020 English Retreat 

College 

4-yr., private, 

Christian, 

liberal arts 

Spiritual 

reasons 

Grace/ 

Georgia 

21 2019 Cross Cultural 

Adult Education 

Retreat 

College 

4-yr., private, 

Christian, 

liberal arts 

Scenic view: 

“mountains” 

Jan/ 

Georgia 

22 2019 Early Childhood 

Education 

Johnson 

University 

4-yr., private, 

women’s 

liberal arts 

Location: “10 

minutes from 

home” 

Ashleigh/ 

South 

Carolina 

23 2019 Media 

Communication 

Marshall 

University 

4-yr., private, 

Christian, 

liberal arts 

Sports; 

“Basketball” 

and more 

Lynn/ 

South 

Carolina 

25 2017 Chemistry/ 

Forensics 

Walker-

Wilson 

University 

4-yr., private Specifically 

had major 

Jasmine/ 

South 

Carolina 

25 2016 Political Science Walker-

Wilson 

University 

4-yr., private, 

Christian, 

liberal arts 

“Small-town 

atmosphere” 

Hope/ 

South 

Carolina 

26 2017 Accounting Walker-

Wilson 

University 

4-yr., private, 

Christian, 

liberal arts 

“Accounting 

program and 

close to home” 

Joy/ 

South 

Carolina 

26 2017 Integrated 

Marketing 

Communications 

Walker-

Wilson 

University 

4-yr., private, 

Christian, 

liberal arts 

“Small college, 

intimate class 

size, perfect 

distance from 

home” 

Kyla/ 

South 

Carolina 

22 2020 Business 

Admin., 

Concentrations: 

Management, 

Entrepreneurship 

Marshall 

University 

4-yr., private, 

Christian, 

liberal arts 

“Close to home 

because mother 

was sick” 

Kaitlyn/ 

South 

Carolina 

27 2016 Sociology Essence 

College 

4-yr., private, 

Christian, 

liberal arts 

“Initial college 

did not have 

desired major” 
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Findings Related to the Research Question 

At the start of each interview session, the researcher introduced herself to the participants 

and provided the background and purpose of the study. A summation of the literature was 

provided on current research on the inequity of graduation rates among White, Hispanic, Pacific 

Islander and Asian-American female student populations. The participants’ reacted startled when 

they learned about the data because the majority of the participants had little to no knowledge of 

the research data on college graduation rates of Black female undergraduates. 

Findings of Overall Lived Experience of Being a Black Female in College 

The participants’ standpoint of their overall lived experiences showed great similarity 

along with a few differences. In an effort for the young women to establish their truth and 

wisdom and to understand their shared lived experiences of being Black and female at a 

predominantly White campus (PWI), the researcher took the participants through a series of 

semi-structured, open-ended questions that prompted them o recall their thoughts and 

perceptions of what it was like to be a Black female enrolled in college overall. Taking it further, 

the researcher then asked participants to expound on being a Black female enrolled at a PWI.  

Unanimously, all 11 participants agreed that overall, they had good experiences during 

their college years. Hope shared that she would never forget her time because it afforded her the 

opportunity to meet different people and learn about different cultures and racial backgrounds. 

As she learned about others, she gained a sense of enlightenment about who she was becoming 

as an educated woman. Ashleigh shared that she felt her overall experience during the four years 

was good. She never had a problem with her professors or the staff. Although Elise had a lot of 

challenges with feeling accepted, acknowledged, and validated, she felt attending a PWI “was a 
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good experience ’cause she was able to see students being open to understanding other people’s 

experiences.” 

Kaitlyn’s overall perception of being a Black female in college revealed the following: 

Well, I thought it was great for me to, you know, for me to be able to go to college to 

further my education cause that's something that I always wanted to do. Um, I did, I 

guess when I went to college, I did want to go to a historically Black, an HBCU, but I 

eventually just transferred to Essence College (pseudonym). 

 

Grace shared the following thoughts of her overall view of being a Black female in 

college: 

Hmm . . . I honestly have never viewed it as an odd thing . . . like I’ve always believed 

like it’s possible for anyone regarding like you know learning new things and just getting 

that degree. I did realize at my college I was one of the minorities regarding population. 

But, as an African American woman in college, I just viewed it as like this is the path I 

want to take. 

 

Jan shared her overall lived experience in the following manner: 

Well.. I was a little hesitant at first about coming to Johnson University (pseudonym) . . . 

’cause I wanted to go to like a Black college like Spelman or Clark Atlanta. I felt weird at 

first cause in a lot of my classes, I was the only Black girl in the class, and that was the 

same thing in high school. I was the only one in the honors classes, AP classes and I 

guess I kind of got used to that in a way. 

 

Jasmine felt overall that she had a very good experience and that it helped to be among 

other students that resembled her. She stated the following: 

I think it was actually a very good experience. I think, um, one of the things that helped 

was I had a random roommate, but she was also African-American, and she also 

introduced me to some people that was African-American. And then when I met someone 

that I went to high school with and Lynn, I think it just helped overall with the experience 

of having similar people there. And also, when I joined the pre-law fraternity and sorority 

that I joined, they had a lot of African-Americans. So just being around people that was 

the same race as me and also having a teacher in Dr. Bridge (pseudonym) that was also 

African-American and could relate to some of the struggles that we may have at a PWI, 

that also helped a lot. 
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Lynn’s reaction to being a Black female in college proved to be an overall positive 

experience. Her expressions were as follows: 

Um, back then, it was almost like my high school because my high school was 

predominantly White as well. So, with the transition, I would say was really fun because I 

had friends from back home that also went to Walker-Wilson University (pseudonym). 

We were in the same dorm room, well, dorm hall. We were all on the same floor. I was 

able to meet more African American women than I actually expected. 

 

Findings of Being Black and Female at a Predominantly White Institution 

New experiences can bring about a little uncertainty, especially when faced in unfamiliar 

places. Therefore, to highlight their lived experiences of being a Black female at a PWI, the 

researcher asked participants to recall their thoughts on how they felt. Hope expressed her 

feelings of being a Black female at a PWI with the following words: 

It was kind of scary especially being a first-generation college student and coming from a 

small town. So, it was scary at first going in ‘cause I didn’t see a lot of other people that 

looked like me in the classroom. So, I really felt like I needed to prove myself more than 

others did in the classroom . . . to just get, not even recognition, but to get noticed—to see 

that I am doing what I’m supposed to do. I did feel like I had to work harder and actually 

take advantage of school because, you know, it doesn’t come easy. It was just an 

experience to be able to be in and just go to school period. 

 

Ashleigh was aware of the racial demographics of the PWI she chose because it was near 

her hometown, and she had some familiarity of the university. She expressed the following: 

Umm . . . I didn’t really have too many thoughts . . . I mean, I knew like the college that I 

attended, not many Black people were there. I think starting out . . . it wasn't nothing to 

me, but now that I’ve actually graduated, I see how much of an impact it has. Um . . . I 

had more to prove—that I always had like a chip on my shoulder or something . . .(but 

that’s like in the back of my mind) . . . It wasn’t really something that I like thought about 

. . . it didn’t come from anything, it was just you know, I’ve grown up in the area . . . that 

was predominantly White anyway. 
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Along with her reflection of being a Black female at a PWI, Roxie included a description 

of common, structural oppressive thoughts about Black teenage girls and young Black women 

who she continuously battled. In her reflection, Roxie expressed the following:  

That I made it . . . like I was supposed to be here . . . it’s like I was breaking, you know, 

generational curses that Black women don’t go to school . . . or all they’re meant to do is 

be a mom like . . . I didn’t get pregnant at an early age . . . I was able to you know 

graduate high school with honors and come to college and be successful. I was able to do 

the things that my mom couldn’t do . . . that my sister couldn’t do . . . that my grandma 

couldn’t do. So, it was like a big deal for me, and really a great personal triumph of a 

struggle. The journey was hard but for me it was really, really good. It was a monumental 

moment in my life and my family’s life. 

 

Grace specifically noted that since the enrollment population of her elementary, middle, 

and high schools were of the White majority, it eventually became the norm for her. Although 

being surrounded by a culture and race that was somewhat familiar, in college she began to give 

it more critical thought. Grace emphasized that she started to pay more attention to the racial 

differences and social injustice occurring in society and how that was beginning to impact her 

personally. At the PWI Grace attended, she began to ask more questions and really probe into 

what she was experiencing within her collegiate world and whether or not all students’ interests 

were being served. She even had reservations about her safety. She would ask leadership “was 

the institution intentionally catering to all of its students and their cultures and their needs?”  

As her experiences revealed that there seemed to be a lack of interest for her culture, she 

stated, “In some ways it brought more frustration.” Grace began to feel a disconnect because she 

did not feel as if she (as a Black female) was being thought of as those in authority at the college 

made important decisions. Grace’s awareness of the outcomes from the decisions made by those 

at the decision table, as they related to curriculum, student support, campus events, guest 

speakers, and worship style for chapel, was that the decisions favored one race over other 
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enrolled student populations. However, Grace did not just accept what was happening. She took 

the following action in regard to making her role as a student leader more visible:  

I think one of the most important things that I did as an African American student at a 

majority White college was in seeing the lack of African American leadership in certain 

roles and then attempting to step into those roles when possible. Like becoming an RA 

(resident assistant) and being one of the few Black ones to do that. Like, I realized I could 

sit and complain about it, or I could help make that change and become that person that 

the next Black girl sees and go, “Oh, wow, I do have a Black RA.” I think that's 

important as a Black student, um, at a majority White college, if you choose to stay there. 

I think it's important to step up and attempt to make those changes that you want to see. 

And also not be afraid to voice those changes to leadership because they could have no 

clue, or maybe they don't know, or are not sure how to go about it, but you may have a 

solution. 
 

Grace’s response represented an example of courage to make a difference for her and for future 

Black females who may enroll at the PWI from which she graduated. Grace credited her 

confidence to growing up in a family who was not afraid to “step out and do things no matter the 

odds against you, and that was kind of ingrained in me.” Grace emphasized that she really did 

not think so much about whether the institution supported her in her efforts. This could be 

viewed as delicate assertiveness. She stated, “Honestly, I just went for it. And if it didn’t work 

that way, then I’d go for it another way.” Through her actions, Grace’s lived experience revealed 

that she was not afraid to break down barriers. Because of her increased self-awareness at the 

PWI, Grace was empowered to confront systemic oppression (no matter the scale) and lead 

efforts to build bridges and pathways to improve campus conditions and ultimately progress 

towards completing her degree.  

As the participants spoke and became more at ease, their truths and gained wisdom began 

to translate confidently through their statements. They were women who had matured and 

established their voices within their young adulthood. 
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Findings About the Expectations Placed Upon the Participants 

The findings from the interview revealed that the participants began college at different 

levels and stages in life. Each had her own goals and anticipations of enrolling in college and 

obtaining a college degree. Often high school students are introduced to college life through 

college-related movies, or they watch siblings or older friends go through the process. Some of 

the participants revealed that their interests in college peaked when representatives from nearby 

colleges visited their high schools. One of the participants had watched her sibling attend years 

prior, and another participant had both parents who were college graduates. Taken together, the 

participants’ pre-college familiarity with predominantly White spaces from high school offered a 

type of mental expectancy but still did not fully prepare them for what they would eventually 

face once they reached the college campuses.  

Expectations from the Participants 

Grace, Lynn, Ashleigh, Kyla, Joy, Jasmine, and Kaitlyn grew up in primarily White 

environments and therefore attended high schools that were predominantly White and mostly 

comprised of White faculty and staff. Being somewhat familiar with predominantly White 

education structures, in a sense, provided an advantage to their expectations of how attending a 

PWI would be. To understand their initial mindset in attending a PWI, and what they expected to 

encounter, the researcher asked participants why they enrolled in their chosen institution. Grace 

and Jan shared their expectations and the encounters that influenced their decision to attend 

college in the following manner: 

I’m a huge outdoors person. So, I didn’t choose it based on major or the history of the 

college. It was basically like, where did I want to spend my four years—location wise. I 

loved that I could spend it up in the mountains. 
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Well, Johnson University (pseudonym) was really a close ride. I’m only about 10 minutes 

away from Johnson University (pseudonym), and I really liked their education program. 

They had some of the professors actually come to my high school, and they came and 

talked to us. So, I thought that would be a really great school to go to. 

 

Joy’s expectation of her presence on campus was not an overwhelming ordeal. Therefore, 

her expectation of whether she would be represented on the campus did not give her any anxiety 

because she was already familiar with the PWI since her sister had graduated from the same 

institution; therefore, she shared: 

Um, it was a smaller college with more intimate class sizes. It was only an hour and a 

half away from home, which was like the perfect distance. It wasn’t too close. It wasn’t 

too far. My sister also went to Walker-Wilson University (pseudonym). She graduated 11 

years before I did. 

 

Ashleigh was recruited to play sports; therefore, she just expected her time on campus 

would be focused on athletics. However, after being on the campus, her expectations changed to 

a wider view. Ashleigh reflected the following: 

I just feel like . . . well, my initial thought was basketball. But, then I seen it had more to 

offer. So that’s why I chose Marshall University (pseudonym). I thought it was a great fit 

for me. 

 

Kaitlyn’s expectation and reason for choosing the PWI she enrolled in was because of a 

change in interest for her major. She revealed the following: 

Well, I chose Essence College (pseudonym) because I wanted to major in nursing. In my 

freshman year, I had went to Carlton University (pseudonym), but they didn’t have 

nursing. So, that’s why I changed and went to Essence College. 

 

Part of Roxie’s decision in choosing Retreat College (pseudonym) was because it was a 

religious institution. Roxie’s religious background was of the Baptist faith. Although the college 

she attended was founded upon a different denomination, Roxie stated, “I felt like the Lord really 

did lead me there.” She recognized some differences in the worship style during chapel 
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attendance. In the classrooms, some of her professors prayed in class before giving their lectures. 

However, Roxie did not expect to have to take so many religious classes because she majored in 

English. She expressed: 

Like, I understand it’s a Christian college and you have to take Christian classes, like 

those entry level classes, but we shouldn’t feel pressured to take those classes being an 

English major. It’s nice learning about the Lord and the Bible, but to have it fed into you 

like constantly is overwhelming. And to be solicited to go to this church and that church 

is overwhelming, too, because you’re stuck making these choices. 

 

Roxie was also feeling the pressure from other students and their solicitations urging that “you 

should be a part of the Organization (pseudonym).” The Organization was the “only 

denomination talked about” and that the college advocated for.  

The participants noted a variety of reasons for choosing their alma mater, ranging from 

location to having a spiritual connection to the PWI. Although a few of the participants were first 

generation and fearful to begin their postsecondary education, they indeed had expectations to 

finish and were determined to be successful. Many had families with expectations, too. 

Expectations from Their Families 

As she was making her decision of where to attend college, Jan reflected on several 

occasions of how her aunts would remind her of the historical make-up of the student body at the 

PWI she chose. Jan recalled one of her aunts stating, “Jan, you know Johnson University is lily 

White, and it’s not going to change.” These attitudes, however, did not deter Jan from enrolling 

at Johnson University. Jan felt that although that was the institution’s historical foundation, 

“times are changing and this institution needs to really reflect the current day situations.” Jan 

believed she could be a catalyst for that change.  
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Roxie experienced ridicule from some of her friends and former teachers about her 

choice to attend a PWI. Some of her friends expressed that she should attend a “Black school” 

and “be with your people.”  

Kaitlyn’s father thought that her initial choice to attend an HBCU was somewhat of a 

“culture shock” coming from a predominantly White high school environment. Therefore, her 

father thought she would be more likely to choose to attend a PWI. However, Kaitlyn’s choice to 

attend the PWI was more because she realized that she wanted to major in nursing instead. 

Reflecting back on her time of enrollment, Kyla was dealing with the crisis of her 

mother’s deteriorating physical health. Kyla shared: 

At the time, my mom was sick, and she like was paralyzed and stuff like that. So, I didn't 

want to go too far knowing like the conditions at home. I have two younger brothers, too. 

So, I decided to just stay close and just do track and go to school at Marshall University 

(pseudonym). 

 

Findings Revealing How the Participants Maneuvered Through Their Educational Journey 

The scope of how successfully the participants persisted through to degree completion is 

broad and filled with strategies that relied heavily on self-motivation, self-efficacy, and faith-

based inspiration. The majority of the participants also relied on emotional support from family 

and close friends who wanted to see them succeed. Two of the participants, Ashleigh and Kyla, 

were athletes. They revealed that they had adequate institutional support because they were 

involved in competitive sports. When support services were found lacking or not sufficient 

through the institution, the majority of the young participants found their internal strength of 

resilience and did what they had to do to be successful.  
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Findings about Institutional Factors That Supported or Impeded Participants’ Journeys  

This section addresses the supports and barriers that impacted the participants’ efforts to 

attain their degrees. First is a discussion of student support services. Following this is a 

discussion of the climate students encountered on the campuses of their PWI. 

Student Support Services 

The researcher asked participants to recall their perceptions of the institutional support 

systems designed to help them to succeed and available to them as a Black female at the PWI 

they attended. Ashleigh felt as if she received a great deal of support being an athlete and 

believed that a lot of attention was given to her academic standing. Therefore, she maintained a 

“good relationship” with her advisors. Ashleigh revealed that the institution “automatically kept 

you accountable” and was quite adamant about the fact that if you “don't pass, you won’t get to 

play”. Knowing that the institution valued her academic standing over her time on the court 

motivated Ashleigh to stay focused on being a “student” athlete.  

Jasmine’s experience revealed a different viewpoint on institutional support: “They gave 

a few details, but I feel like it was still something I had to chase instead of people trying to come 

to me and help me.” 

Elise also had a similar viewpoint as Jasmine. She stated the following: 

I feel it didn’t have enough support . . . I think that specifically for me, as an African 

American female, I would say there wasn’t much support. I think that ’cause there was 

like probably three Black females in the nursing program. I think that with the majority of 

the program being White females, I feel like we had to work extra hard to prove that we 

can do this. It’s not one of those things where you can be on the same level as a White 

female. and you guys make it the same way . . . I felt like it was—with some professors—

I feel like it was almost an expectation that I might fail out of the program. 

 



 

93 

Grace, in her reflection on whether support services were offered specifically for Black 

females, found it easy to recall that “there weren’t any unless I just didn’t know about all the 

support services.”  

Similarly, Joy noted, “Um, I can’t remember if any, like, service was targeted toward 

Black women . . . not that I can think of.” However, she did recall that there were some 

supportive organizations that were for minority Black students. 

Campus Climate 

As the conversations continued, the researcher asked participants to recall or describe the 

campus climate as it related to the atmosphere or tone of the institution. From a political 

perspective, Roxie revealed that there were a “great number of Trump supporters at Retreat 

College (pseudonym), and they were loud and proud.” Roxie also shared that it was difficult to 

have conversations surrounding social justice issues because students seemed “closed minded” to 

hearing all sides. With the heightened threat and exposure of police brutality towards African 

American men, the momentum of the Black Lives Matter movement on the national level, and 

the COVID-19 pandemic, Roxie recalled “because everything” was happening at once, that the 

impact of COVID-19 was in some sense a “breath of fresh air” from the racial tensions that had 

stirred on campus. From Roxie’s perception, “they didn’t have to say anything.” As positive 

COVID-19 cases continued to rise locally and nationally, Retreat College (pseudonym) followed 

mandates from the state’s governor and halted face-to-face instruction and sent students home. 

Roxie and all residential and commuter students were required leave campus and change to a 

virtual online instructional platform. Roxie elaborated more to explain that she felt “this whole 

quarantine stuff” took the pressure off the institution to deal with the discussions of racial unrest 
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and ongoing inequalities that continued to perpetuate in communities throughout the United 

States and permeated through the campus. Moreover, Roxie was disappointed in the fact that her 

alma mater, Retreat College (pseudonym), remained neutral when leadership from other 

prominent organizations, colleges, and universities were directly addressing and making 

statements to denounce the police brutality and other forms of injustices taking place against 

people of color. Instead, her alma mater took the time to first highlight injustices focused on the 

Asian community, who were experiencing hatred and discrimination out of fear related to 

COVID-19. Roxie emphasized that she was not being insensitive to other racial groups. She just 

did not feel the support for African Americans was genuine. 

Within her college experience related to campus climate, Joy recalled the following that 

depicted dramatic campus climate scenarios: 

Um, we can talk about elections. I experienced a dichotomy between when Obama was 

elected for his second term and when Trump won the last election. So, back when Barack 

Obama was elected, I was in middle school when he was elected the first time, I believe. 

And, um, my middle school was predominantly White. And that next day, you could cut 

the tension with a knife. Like, students were upset. And then you had the Black student 

population, like, you know, we never thought we would see a Black president even in our 

lifetime. So, we had this like excitement and, um, that it was just, it was just an off day. 

In college, when Trump won, I had professors that said, “Listen, I understand if you can’t 

come to class today”, like, “If you need to, take time to let things process.” It was just a 

complete shift. I think my mind went to kids who were probably in middle school or high 

school at that time, like, what were they experiencing? Whereas, um, the majority of their 

student population might be celebrating this election. And when I was in college, like, it 

was like, uh, a mourning on campus.  

 

Joy’s experience revealed clearly how the campus climate can mentally impact students of 

different racial backgrounds at all levels of learning.  

Lynn also had a similar experience and shared the following example of the political 

impact on campus climate: 
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I’ll give you an example because back in, what was that, was it 2016 when Donald 

Trump became president? So around that time, I didn’t know of like the amount of 

racism, I guess you could say at Walker-Wilson University (pseudonym). Because like 

the students were like really just blatant. They started wearing you know confederate 

flags. They never used the derogatory terms, but it was like it kind of shifted. Because for 

me, Walker-Wilson was very inclusive, and then around that timeframe, it was like whoa 

. . . like, what happened? Like I’d never realized that this is exactly like how you all are. 

 

Jan felt, at most times the campus climate at Johnson University (pseudonym) was 

positive. Johnson University was a small college; therefore, she liked how the faculty “knew you 

by name.” She liked the “10:1 student teacher ratio” that was the case in most of her classes. She 

especially liked that she attended an all-women’s college. Laughing and blushing she stated, 

“We’re all here to learn . . . not here to look at boys . . . you know, it’s less distraction, and that’s 

what really drew me.”  

As far as being accepted on the campus, Jan felt that “minorities really didn’t have a good 

say” or ways to express themselves other than during the annual MLK (Martin Luther King) 

event. Jan expressed, “We don’t ever have other experiences throughout the year. So, I just feel 

like as an African American student, you can kind of feel left out and not really valued.”  

To improve campus climate, Ashleigh thought that the institution could create more 

organizations or clubs to feature more about Black women. She passionately stated, “Like, there 

were so many powerful Black women that we just kind of graze over and we put it all into like 

this one chapter of Black people and what they did in history.” To Ashleigh, encompassing all of 

Black history into “one chapter” was inadequate. 

Overall, answers from all the participants in regard to their perception of the institutional 

support systems available to them as African American females at a PWI highlighted the reality 

that most predominantly White colleges and universities fail to contemplate the unique 
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characteristics and circumstances of Black females when developing student services. Therefore, 

support tailored for this marginalized group was found lacking. 

Findings About Barriers Participants Had to Overcome 

Barriers revealed by the participants in the interviews were consistent with the literature. 

The participants faced challenges ranging from feelings of isolation, stereotype threat, belittling 

of their intellect, and instances of racist encounters. Because of the heightened awareness of 

racial ills taking place in the United States at the times of the interviews, the participants, without 

hesitation, provided details of barriers they encountered in particular to race. Having the 

opportunity to give voice to their experiences was empowering and liberating. 

Findings About Race and Gender 

The participants revealed meaningful insight about their navigation through antiquated 

beliefs and negative stereotypes that could potentially have caused their educational journey to 

fail. Barriers in terms of race and gender were evident in the participants’ responses. Therefore, 

to further explore into their lived experiences, the researcher asked participants to recall any 

experiences where outcomes were attributed to their race and gender. Roxie reflected on the 

following: 

I was able to navigate my way through being at a PWI because I held on to my faith and 

also I remembered who I was. There are a lot of students, you know, ethnic students that 

want to blend in, you know, whitewashing themselves. I wasn’t doing that. It took a long 

time to just get my voice heard or to share my opinion about this or that, especially things 

that were about race and female oppression. 

 

Grace took on a challenge that portrayed her leadership and creative strengths as a Black 

female to dispel oppressive perceptions. She described her experience: 

During my sophomore year, I wanted to start up the dance team, and I felt it would be a 

great way for—well, dance itself is a great expression in general—but also for some of 
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the Black girls on campus and anyone else. As a Black female, that was exciting to do 

and something to get my other Black friends, get them doing it. And, it was just a cool 

way to offer another form of expression that wasn’t previously on campus. Also, we had 

the Black Student Fellowship Association (BSFA) for a few years, started out by another 

Black student. So that was a way for African Americans to express themselves and get 

involved with each other. 

 

The barrier in this scenario was related to helping herself and other students to overcome 

isolation and exclusion. Grace wanted to create a space of unity for Black students and anyone 

else who chose to engage.  

Grace also shared another experience that she attributed to her race and a desire to bring 

about unity:  

I was a RA (resident assistant) for two years, and I was one of (on the women’s team), I 

was the only Black RA. It was different because being the only Black RA and all the 

other RAs are White, of course there are different experiences in culture, and just point of 

views. So, I tried to make the events like . . . I tried to diversify the events in a way where 

it would be more intriguing to more than one type of person on campus—to make every 

type of student feel included. So, it wasn’t like a negative experience, but I did see where 

like some things could be fixed. 

 

Roxie also experienced encounters she attributed to her race and gender: 

Well . . . being a female in the English Department, I feel as though it was favoritism 

toward male students and of course favoritism towards White female students . . . . As far 

as professors given their time to those students or even if I’m asking for help, I don’t get 

it. But other students got the help. Also, I remember maybe my sophomore year, I was in 

the library printing off like a couple things for a class, and a White boy, I guess he didn't 

see me standing there, he says something racial about Black people. I had to tell him like, 

“You sound really ignorant,” and I had to like, you know, educate him . . . it was about 

like Black people and drugs or something, and I was like, “You sound so ignorant.” But 

the way he said it and his friends around him laughing about it, like they were laughing 

about Black people, and . . . you know, it wasn’t funny . . . it wasn’t okay. I just told him 

about himself . . . in an appropriate manner versus being like the angry Black female that 

people assume at Retreat College (pseudonym). I was just calm, and I was like, “That’s 

not okay . . . that’s not funny . . . you shouldn’t say things like that. 

 

Jan’s similar experience in the classroom was evidence of barriers she had to overcome 

because of her race:  
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I had one faculty member. I didn’t feel like they graded fairly because I was the only 

Black in the class. Every time I said something like, it will be wrong. You, you can tell 

when a teacher—(like, I know as a teacher, you’re supposed to be fair to all students)—

but you could tell when some teachers favor another, and half the time, it’s sad to say, it 

is because of the race. I had about two incidents like that. But I kind of dealt with it. I 

didn’t go to like, you know, the Dean, though. 

 

Being a Black female student within her major, Ashleigh shared a lived experience that 

she recalled being related to race and gender: 

I am in a major where it’s mostly males, mostly White males. I always felt the need to 

like speak up and to speak for Black women in my major because there was like, not a lot 

of us. There’s probably like three out of like, I don’t know, maybe like 50. 

 

Jasmine shared one of her lived experiences involving extracurricular activities where 

normally people who resembled her did not participate. Therefore, she attributed this encounter 

related to being Black and female at a PWI:  

I was actually an intramurals referee when I was at Walker-Wilson University 

(pseudonym), and it was maybe two African Americans and then most of the rest of the 

staff was Caucasian males. And so that was, um, a different experience and mainly with 

them having a lot of privilege being Caucasian males, and it only being two African-

American females. There was, um, that feeling of being dominated, and also seeing some 

of the privilege they got and the things they could get away with that us as African-

American females couldn’t get away with. 
 

Kaitlyn’s racist treatment at the bookstore of the PWI she attended was a clear depiction 

of a lived experience provoked because of her race. When asked if she could recall an experience 

she encountered because of her race or gender, Kaitlyn remembered: 

I can think of something about that. It was something that happened in the bookstore. I 

was doing something and the lady that worked in the bookstore. She was staff and said 

something like racist towards me. And all I remember is going to tell all these people . . . 

I went to my, um, I went to one of my professors. Then I went to someone else, it wasn’t 

registrar . . . but I just went to someone else in another office of the university.  
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Findings About Motivation 

The findings revealed that self-determination was evident and a key factor of innate 

motivation within each of the 11 participants’ journeys to graduation. For many of the 

participants, enrolling into college was one thing, but maintaining and persisting through took on 

a whole new meaning. Several of the young scholars came to a staggering realization that college 

was hard. Grace “felt she was naturally smart.” However, when she went to college, she quickly 

realized that assignments and tests were harder and that she actually “had to study”.  

As the enriched dialogue transpired, time within the interview process to interject follow-

up questions provided additional insight. Therefore, when the researcher asked participants to 

reveal their motivation strategy that helped them maneuver through to degree completion, the 

participants shared that the expectancy from their parents to complete college was a big 

influence. Kyla, Lynn, and Hope cited their mothers, in particular, along with other family and 

friends as part of their motivational promoters to degree completion. Kyla shared the following 

in memory of her mother: 

My biggest motivation was definitely finishing because I knew the type of position I was 

in. I said not many people go to JU (Johnson University; pseudonym). I mean, many 

people go to college, but many don't finish . . . I was just thinking about that and then 

thinking about my momma, like how I wasn’t gonna go back after that semester, my 

sophomore year (that she passed away). . . . But, I was just thinking I was already two 

years in at that point. So why not finish? Why not just do what my mom wanted me to 

do. So, I was just like, “I’m going to do it.” 

 

Lynn’s motivation was grounded in her faith and her mother’s reminder to her that she 

had the academic capability to succeed. Lynn remembered the following sentiment: 

 I would say my mom. There were times when I would be crying, and I’d be like, I was 

ready to leave Walker-Wilson University (pseudonym). I was ready to drop out because 

of like that one class with the professor. There was another class where it just seemed like 

I couldn’t grasp it, like I couldn’t get a hold of it. Like, how could I do this . . . or how 
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could I not do this and this is in my major. This is what I want to do for the rest of my 

life. Why is this not working? And my mom was just like Lynn, your major is hard. Like, 

it’s not just something simple. It is very hard. . . . She was just like, “You have to keep 

pushing. You have to be encouraged.” She told me to keep praying because what I want 

will come to pass. So, I did all of those things, and I am where I am today because of it. 

 

Hope’s motivation also stemmed from her mother’s support. She cheerfully reflected by 

sharing the following: 

I would say my biggest motivator was definitely my mom. She really did sacrifice a lot 

for myself. I wanted to be able to do this for her, and to be able to give back to her at the 

end of the day. 

 
As Joy thought about what motivated her to degree completion, she gave credit to several 

ideas: 

Um, my biggest motivation would be just to do good in life and to make a career for 

myself and a career where I’d be able to help other people and, um, yeah, make a living. 

And, my biggest motivation was just accomplishing good stuff. My parents, um, you 

know, were very proud that I was going to college. So that was also a big motivation to 

make sure that I made my family proud. 

 

Jasmine was motivated to complete her degree by her friends, financial obligations, and 

future goals she wanted to pursue. She expressed the following: 

I think one of my main motivations was my friends and all of us succeeding at the same 

time. We had set in our minds ahead of time to graduate. So that was one of my main 

motivations. Also, my parents helped pay my tuition, so I definitely felt like I owed it to 

them to, um, finish and keep pushing on until the end. And I knew I wanted some other 

goals that needed a degree, so that was some of my main motivations. 

 

Similarly, Kaitlyn stated that she knew going in that she wanted to graduate and to make 

everybody in her family proud.  

Ashleigh’s experience represented a different view point in that she shared that her 

motivation mostly came from having the support of faculty and her advisors. She was not afraid 

to make the effort to seek and reach out for help when needed.  
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Grace’s thoughts on motivation were goal oriented and revealed a futuristic outlook: 

My goals go beyond how I am treated and how I look. I knew that I wanted to teach, and 

I knew that the major at that college, it is unique to Retreat College (pseudonym). And I 

kept looking into the future of how I was going to use it and what I could do with it. And 

even though I did not have Black professors, I still had some great professors who did 

care, and those things kept me going.  

 

Findings on Participants’ Lived Experiences and Intersectionality 

Intersectionality is an extension of Black feminist theory, and exploring its ideals allowed 

for a second lens to understand and analyze the complexities of the world in which the 

participants lived (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Crenshaw, 1989). Legal scholar, Kimberlé Crenshaw 

introduced the term “intersectionality” to the academy in 1989 to demonstrate how U.S. 

institutions of structures (in particular the legal systems and for this study higher education) 

paired with discussions focused on race and gender can imply that one’s experiences are isolated 

with no connecting reasons as for why one’s experiences occur in the manner they do. 

Crenshaw’s (1989) work in intersectionality was critical because it served to focus attention on 

the experiences of women of color and for this study, the experiences of the participants. 

Crenshaw’s (1989) theory has transcended time and robustly explained the interconnecting 

complexities in the lives of the participants. The study utilized intersectionality as an analytic 

tool to understand the lived experiences of Black female undergraduates and highlighted the 

systemic barriers structured within predominantly White institutions (PWIs) these young women 

attended. Collins and Bilge (2016) stated, “College classrooms may be the place where students 

learn about intersectionality; yet their experiences in the dorms, dining halls, libraries, sporting 

events and their jobs become the places where intersectionality is lived” (p. 47). 

 



 

102 

Within intersectionality, the theory functioned to understand the combination of two 

overlapping dynamics of being female and being Black at a PWI. Crenshaw (1989) explained 

that social systems are complicated and that many forms of oppression (such as racism, sexism, 

and classism) might be present at the same time in a person’s life. Intersectionality is about 

understanding and addressing all potential barriers to an individual or group’s well-being. The 11 

participants indeed faced multiple lived experiences that clearly depicted their encounters 

through the lens of intersectionality. Roxie and Kaitlyn encountered negative and hurtful racial 

experiences. Because of their race, the women were treated in a demeaning manner that left 

hurtful memories to share. Specifically, within their classrooms, Jan, Roxie, Elise, Lynn, and 

Hope encountered experiences of feeling they had to work extra hard to prove themselves. 

Additionally, they encountered stereotype threat and experienced micro-aggressions. 

Simply adding up oppressions and addressing each one individually is not the best practice 

according to Crenshaw (1989) because, in reality, there is no separation of the individual’s race, 

gender, or class. The participants’ interactions with these seen and unseen forms of oppression 

were all dealt with at the same time because each identity was present in the individuals at the 

same time. Intersectionality acknowledges that unique oppressions exist; however, it is dedicated 

to understanding how they change in combination (Crenshaw, 1989).  

Findings and Description of Main Themes 

The detailed lived experiences from 11 Black female participants who graduated from 

predominantly White institutions in the southeastern region of the United States revealed key 

findings derived from the collected interview data and the data analysis process of thematic 

analysis (Braun & Clark, 2006) discussed in Chapter 3. Institutional factors of influence found to 



 

103 

be of support or an impediment for the participants yielded the following themes: Academic 

Support Services, Campus Climate, Student Support Services for Black Females, Retention 

Climate, Belonging, Community, and Mentoring Programs. Several participants also experienced 

Stereotype Threat, Micro-Aggressions, and Invalidation. The themes indeed aligned with the 

current literature. Although all of these themes were significant to the research study, the four 

main themes developed from the findings are the following: Non-Relatability and Non-

Affirmation, Increased Self-Awareness Within PWI Spaces, Lack of Mentorship, and Retention 

Team. Table 3 displays a description of these themes. 

 

Table 3 

Description of Themes 

Theme Example Quote of Participants’ Lived Experience 

Non-Relatability and Non-Affirmation Somebody has to be within this leadership that 

looks like me. In order for me to know and realize  

. . . I can do it. 

Increased Self-Awareness Within PWI Spaces One of the most important things that I did as an 

African-American student at a majority white 

college was in seeing the lack of African 

American leadership in certain roles and then 

attempting to step into those roles when possible. 

I think it's important to step up and attempt to 

make those changes that you want to see. 

Lack of Mentorship Have a mentor they can go speak to because 

transitioning from high school to college, that's 

quite a change. Like, you have to be your own 

manager of time ‘cause really you’re independent, 

but you still need someone to help you transition. 

Retention Team When you see a problem with Black students 

leaving and you don’t address it, then you’re just 

letting things happen. You’re voicing that you 

don’t care about the retention of the Black 

students. You really just care about the numbers, 

but do you care about the names of these people 

that left? 
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Theme 1: Non-Relatability and Non-Affirmation 

In segments of the introductory conversation with participants, the researcher spoke of 

how, for many disenfranchised groups, the ability to see success within others of the same 

resemblance empowers one’s own journey to success (Gadsden-Williams, 2018). As the 

researcher probed within their lived experiences on the campuses of historically White colleges 

and universities, the participants revealed their concern surrounding the lack of opportunity to 

have someone to relate to in positions of authority and someone who could affirm their 

intellectual abilities. Being affirmed in one’s identity development instills confidence and value, 

and helps individuals build upon a foundation of assurance regarding who they are. Ashleigh, 

Jan, Lynn, Joy and Grace all indicated that they wished their institutions would hire more Black 

women—“somebody who looks like me.” Ashleigh further advocated for more Black women to 

be hired in the Communications department because communication itself is huge. She stated, 

“We need more Black women speaking out and more Black women standing up with politics.” 

The participants spoke candidly about the need to relate with someone from the same culture and 

racial background as being critical to their student identity development. The participants felt 

that their intellectual knowledge was often overlooked and taken for granted, or they had to 

strive harder to prove that academically they belonged. Because these women represented voices 

of empowerment, the researcher asked participants what their response would be if they were 

given the opportunity to speak to leadership within the institution, such as the president or the 

board of trustees. The participants echoed the following similar views: 

Jan’s message to institutional leadership entailed the following: 
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I will say to be more strategic and hire more minority teachers, especially Black teachers. 

I know it's hard to find teachers in general . . . I understand it’s a White school, but you 

should, you should hire more Black teachers.  

 

Lynn and Joy’s communication to leadership would be the following: 
 

I would say to be more inclusive and to keep an open mind because you have a different 

culture coming in and you need to be more diverse. Somebody has to be within this 

leadership that looks like me. In order for me to know and realize . . . I can do it. But to 

actually see someone there that’s doing it is a completely different story . . . I’m going to 

get there because I see it in front of me. I see her in this leadership position, and I know I 

can get there. And if I can talk to her about it, I know my issues are going to be resolved. 

So, I feel like having someone in office that looks like me helps. 

 

I would definitely ask the question about seeing more Black people represented in the 

faculty and staff. Because you would see lots of Black staff and faculty, but the hierarchy, 

like, you know, where you would see the Black people, um, would be completely 

different. You know, it would be more the service jobs around campus and stuff like that.  

 

Grace expressed that she would relay the following message to campus leadership: 
 

There are Black students who feel like drowned out, or just not seen. And each Black 

friend, all of my Black friends that I've spoken to and asked them about what they would 

have liked to have on campus, they've all said that they want events that cater more to 

their culture. Even just as far as like having a Black teacher for African American 

Studies—something as simple as that. There are students here who feel like they’re not 

known, and a lot of them leave because of that, because they feel like, “Okay, there’s no 

place here for me.” And that’s a problem. 

 

Collectively for the participants, they felt more diversity in the academe would have 

facilitated the ease of connectedness and shared relatability, leading to an exhibition of 

understanding and more compassion toward their racial and gender identities. 

Theme 2: Increased Self-Awareness Within PWI Spaces 

Patton and Croom (2017) contended, “Where Black women attend college matters 

because it has implications for (four-year and advanced) degree attainment, career choice, and 

lifetime earnings” (p. 3). When Black women enroll and their presence is welcomed by the 

campus community, stability and a sense of harmony are felt (Booker, 2016). By the same token, 
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when diversity is seen within the faculty, staff and administration, academic success for the 

Black female is more likely to occur.  

Most of the participants felt a sense of belonging and connectedness to the PWIs they 

attended, which impacted their commitment to remain persistent and graduate. Before entering 

college, the majority of the participants had experienced academic environments in which 

enrollment of students and the education employment of faculty and staff were more Caucasian 

than any other races. Taken together, the participants’ pre-college familiarity with predominantly 

White spaces offered a type of mental preparation, but it still did not fully prepare them for what 

they would eventually face once they reached the campus. Grace, Lynn, Ashleigh, Kyla, Joy, 

Jasmine, and Kaitlyn grew up in primarily White environments and therefore attended high 

schools that were predominantly White and mostly comprised of White faculty and staff. Being 

somewhat familiar with largely White higher education systems, in a sense, established their 

expectations of what attending a PWI would be like. Grace specifically noted that, since her 

elementary, middle, and high schools were of the White majority, it eventually became the norm 

for her. Although being surrounded by a culture and race that was familiar to her, in college she 

began to give it more critical thought. Grace emphasized that she started to pay more attention to 

the racial differences, especially with the social circumstances occurring in society at the time. 

At the PWI she attended, she began to ask more questions and really probe into what she was 

experiencing within her collegiate world and whether or not all students’ interest were being 

served. Was the institution intentionally catering to all of its students and their cultures and their 

needs? As her experiences revealed that there seemed to be a lack of interest for her culture, she 

stated, “In some ways, it brought more frustration.” Grace began to feel a disconnect because she 
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did not feel as if she (as a Black female) was being thought of as important decisions were being 

made by those in authority at the college. Grace became aware that these decisions were racially 

biased. However, Grace did not just accept what was happening. She took the following action:  

I think one of the most important things that I did as an African American student at a 

majority White college was in seeing the lack of African American leadership in certain 

roles and then attempting to step into those roles when possible. Like becoming an RA 

(resident assistant) and being one of the few Black ones to do that. Like, I realized I could 

sit and complain about it, or I could help make that change and become that person that 

the next Black girl sees and go, “Oh, wow, I do have a Black RA.” I think that's 

important as a Black student, um, at a majority White college, if you choose to stay there. 

I think it's important to step up and attempt to make those changes that you want to see. 

And also not be afraid to voice those changes to leadership because they could have no 

clue, or maybe they don't know, or are not sure how to go about it, but you may have a 

solution. 

 

Grace’s response revealed her courage and sense of personal accountability for Black females 

who would enroll at her PWI. Grace’s family background gave her the confidence to “step out 

and do things no matter the odds against you.” Grace admitted she did not worry about if she 

gained institutional support. She stated, “Honestly, I just went for it. And if it didn’t work that 

way then I’d go for it another way.” Grace’s actions were evidence of her willingness to confront 

barriers. The self-awareness she gained at her PWI empowered Grace to face what she perceived 

as oppressions and devise efforts to correct it. 

Theme 3: Lack of Mentorship 

Embedded in his research on retention, Tinto’s (1993) theory examines how mentoring is 

an effective tool that positively impacts student learning experiences. Within the literature 

review on mentoring, researchers have agreed on the importance of campus mentorship to 

student matriculation. Furthermore, mentoring plays an important role in engagement of social, 

personal, and professional experiences. When the researcher asked participants how PWI 
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institutions could improve campus climate and to provide suggestions for the types of 

institutional support they would like to see for Black female students, Lynn expressed that 

“having mentors would be helpful.”  

Jan expounded her thoughts on mentorship in the following manner: 

Have mentors especially for first year students . . . like all the first-year education 

students have a mentor they can go to speak to because transitioning from high school to 

college, that’s quite a change. Like, you have to be your own manager of time ’cause 

really you’re independent, but you still need someone to help you transition.  

 

Ashleigh did have an advisor who was male and served as her professor and mentor. 

Although she was grateful for the relationship, she still expressed her desire for increased 

representation of African American female mentors.  

As evidenced through the participants’ quotes, young scholars need mentors to serve as 

advocates, and more importantly, to be culturally trained advocates. Increased enrollment of 

diverse student populations supports the need. As the presence of young Black females on the 

campuses of PWIs grows, the institutions must have mentors who possess cultural competencies 

and the ability to address the unique experiences of Black female students. Uniquely in the 

experiences of Jasmine, Joy, Hope, and Lynn within the PWI they attended, each had the support 

of Dr. Bridge (pseudonym), who was a central figure of influence in the campus community and 

the only African American male professor in the political science program. Jasmine noted that 

Dr. Bridge productively removed gaps between other professors and students of color to 

breakdown generalized stereotypes of Black students at Walker-Wilson University. 

Theme 4: Retention Team 

Past discussion on student retention has treated the issue as if one solution will fix the 

problem for all types of schools (Tinto, 1987, 1993). However, smaller intimate campuses have 
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the opportunity to develop retention plans that will recognize the fact that situations experienced 

by different types of students will be diverse. Therefore, smaller PWIs should be more creative 

and intentional in discovering ways to keep marginalized groups. Elise felt that the PWI she 

attended could have been more engaged in developing a retention team to discover why students 

were leaving and creating strategies to cater to retain marginalized groups, especially Black 

females who withdrew. Student retention was an important concern for Elise. Although the PWI 

she attended spoke of efforts to retain students of color, their plan appeared unproductive. Elise 

felt there were unanswered questions to the increased attrition statuses of Black females at the 

PWI she attended. More discouraging was the notion that no one seemed to care. Elise shared the 

following stance in her thoughts on retention: 

So, I think a retention team would help on this campus. How are we retaining our 

minority students? We already know that the White students are staying and graduating 

and getting jobs and doing what they want to do. But when you see a problem with Black 

students leaving and you don’t address it, then you’re just letting things happen. You’re 

voicing that you don’t care about the retention of the Black students. You really just care 

about the numbers about like this wave left already, ok, but do you care about the names 

of these people that left? Or are you just adding a new cycle of students to play basketball 

and just make it seem like the campus is diverse? 

 

When given choices where to invest scarce resources, institutions should be mindful that 

where and on whom they spend funding speaks volumes as to what the institution values. Elise 

spoke extensively about the lack of resources at the PWI she attended. She felt if more resources, 

such as financial assistance or academic support, were available, then maybe the Black student 

population would remain intact.  

Elise also expressed that simply acknowledging accomplishments of Black females and 

students of color would go a long way in making the Black student population feel connected 

and valued. For example, Elise expressed that there should be conversations that speak highly of 
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Black achievement when recommending peer tutors. “It can’t be a certain amount of primarily 

White students tutoring . . . as if Black students can’t tutor.” Elise recalled several times where 

she was in the library tutoring at least 3 to 4 students on math just because it’s her “favorite 

subject.” Her point was that Black students can qualify as tutors to help other students be 

academically successful.  

Roxie also felt that attrition rates were important to understand and that institutions 

“should be transparent with their statistics.” Like Elise, Roxie thought more inclusivity in the 

recruiting practices at the PWI she enrolled were necessary. When asked to expound on her 

thoughts, Roxie indicated that during “freshman weekend” for example, at events where music is 

played, the institution could play “Spanish music” not just “White music.” She stated, “Play 

music for everybody to give a different vibe.” 

Summary of Results 

This chapter provided rich, thick, detailed narratives of the lived experiences of 11 Black 

female participants who graduated from predominantly White institutions in the southeastern 

region of the United States. This chapter presented the thematic findings that derived from the 

data collected and the data analysis process. The participants’ experiences brought awareness of 

their personal thoughts and communicated the actions and behaviors encountered on the 

campuses that impeded or supported their academic journey to degree completion. Institutional 

factors of influence found to be of support or an impediment for the participants yielded the 

following themes: Academic Support Services, Campus Climate, Student Support Services for 

Black Females, Retention Climate, Belonging, Community, and Mentoring Programs. The four 

main themes were Non-Relatability and Non-Affirmation, Increased Self-Awareness Within PWI 
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Spaces, Lack of Mentorship, and Retention Team. Chapter 5 encompasses a discussion of the 

four main themes and how they bring together Collins’s (1990) four dimensions of the theory, 

Black feminist thought. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION, SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter represents a discussion of the findings from the data collection of 

institutional factors of support and hindrance to degree completion, the phenomenological study 

encompassing the four themes from the theoretical framework Black feminist thought, 

conclusion, recommendations, and initiatives. The reporting of the inequity in college graduation 

rates among racial female groups continues to plague colleges and universities, and the outcry 

for systemic change warrants attention. Higher education leaders indeed must recognize that 

these inequities are a reasonable complaint, and it is a critical time in higher education to take 

inventory of institutionalized policies and practices. Black female undergraduates in higher 

education are engaged in the continuous plight of high enrollment but low graduation rates when 

compared to females of other races (Winkle-Wagner, 2015). The purpose of this study was to 

add to the body of scholarship by and for African American women in higher education and to 

advance their voices. This was accomplished by the participants answering interview questions 

designed to address the research question: What are the shared experiences of Black female 

undergraduates at predominantly White institutions that defined their lived experiences, the 

expectations placed upon them, and how they maneuvered through their educational journey.  

Summary of the Study and the Four Dimensions of Black Feminist Thought 

From each of the interviews, the participants described their lived experiences entailing 

concerns and realities encountered during their undergraduate enrollment at a predominantly 

White institution. The data collected from the interviews revealed the following main themes: 

Non-Relatability and Non-Affirmation, Increased Self-Awareness Within PWI Spaces, Lack of 
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Mentorship, and Retention Team. Common findings that each participant spoke on related to 

institutional factors included the following: Academic Support Services, Campus Climate, 

Student Support Services for Black Females, Retention Climate, Belonging, Community, and 

Mentoring Programs. Analysis of the data supported and aligned with conclusions from past 

research efforts, and thus established that more work is still necessary and that improvement on 

predominantly White campuses and universities in terms of engagement with Black female 

undergraduates is a worthy cause. The following sections offer discussions of the themes in 

relation with the study’s framework of Black feminist thought. 

First Dimension: Lived Experience as a Criterion of Meaning 

The first dimension of Black feminist epistemology, “lived experience as a criterion of 

meaning” (Bucholtz, 1996, p. 269), begins with understanding the difference between knowledge 

and wisdom. It speaks to a connected-knower, someone who knows what they know because of 

occurrences they have encountered from personal experiences. The participants were easily able 

to account their lived experience because of its legitimacy and authenticity. The participants 

were the true sources to consult. Each of the participants had experiences—whether negative or 

positive—from which to generate responses.  

Additionally, while describing their past experiences, the participants referenced different 

impactful statements from parents, family and other people of influence that also enhanced their 

belief and understanding that they could achieve. Statements such as “you have to keep pushing 

and keep praying because what you want will come to pass,” “do what my mom wanted me to do 

because I’m already at the finish line”, and “just do what you need to do and find that one faculty 

member you can really connect with” were critical words of encouragement to Lynn, Kyla and 
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Jan in moving forward and finding uplift within their academic setting. Collins (2000) explained, 

“Living life as Black women requires wisdom because knowledge about the dynamics of 

intersecting oppressions has been essential to U.S. Black women’s survival” (p. 257). The 

participants had a clear understanding of what life would mean to them as young Black females 

if they did not graduate. As the participants’ interviews revealed, even in the 21st century, being 

Black and female presented challenges related to race and gender in which the participants still 

had to endure. Therefore, even in the moments of feeling discouraged or not seeing accurate 

representation, the participants made up in their minds to positively push through the cemented, 

stereotypical images.  

In Black feminist thought theory, Collins (2000) discussed the idea of controlling images 

or representations of Black women that serve to control Black women and produce negative 

stereotypes that place Black women in positions of servitude and sexual bondage. It is a 

viewpoint that seeks to place Black women at a lower status or social plane than other groups. 

However, as the participants showed, their intellectual abilities equipped them to speak and 

define their path to degree completion. Rooted with wisdom and knowledge instilled within from 

parents and concerned family, and relentless familial emotional support, the participants’ 

knowledge of themselves and understanding of their purpose for a higher education dismantled 

adverse images created to block their journey to academic success. 

Second Dimension: The Use of Dialogue in Assessing Knowledge Claims 

The second dimension of Black Feminist Thought addresses “the use of dialogue” 

(Bucholtz, 1996, p. 269)—dialogue that implies the presence of at least two subjects interacting 

and exchanging knowledge. Black feminist thought provided a framework to understand how to 
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empathize and sympathize with people who come from different social backgrounds. Attending a 

PWI meant the participants often found themselves in spaces among people of other races and 

cultural backgrounds. Black feminist thought motivates an individual’s thought process to 

understand how oppression works in society. Furthermore, it brings a viewpoint to understand 

how groups considered to be oppressed operate to overcome obstacles and challenges. Members 

of marginalized groups often find the ability and wherewithal to make it through times of 

hardship and pain through dialogue that entails meaningful discussion. Pronouncing victory over 

defeat is the desired outcome from the struggle. In this study, the participants nourished their 

dialogue to overcome struggle with mantras of encouragement that helped push them through 

adversity. From dialogue, the bonds formed can empower the oppressed group. Collins (2000) 

helped individuals to understand that humanizing speech challenges and resists domination. 

Dialogue paves the way for connecting with others instead of separating them, and it remains 

critical in the knowledge validation process. The ability to empathize with others (Brown, 2012) 

allows individuals to imagine or put themselves in the space or environment of the individual or 

group experiencing the oppression. When an individual or, for this research in particular, higher 

education leaders can choose to respond with empathy to the oppression of another, he or she 

becomes vulnerable and shares in the susceptible plight of the oppressed. A willingness to own 

another person’s vulnerability takes courage and strength. The data have shown that Black 

female undergraduates need this transformational support. Black female undergraduates fight 

through a system seemingly constructed to deliberately constrict the academic journey for this 

marginalized group. However, within this group of Black female achievers resides resiliency—a 

trait that is cultivated by the lived experiences within the Black female student’s struggles.  
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Third Dimension: The Ethics of Caring 

In Collins’s (2000) third dimension of Black Feminist Thought, the ethic of caring 

“suggest that personal expressiveness, emotions, and empathy are central to the knowledge 

validation process” (p. 263). The Black female undergraduate within the academic environment 

persists through a false expectancy syndrome, meaning that, despite the consistent evidence of 

the Black females external validation of their academic achievements (i.e., high GPAs, high 

SAT/ACT scores and high-class rankings), individuals who succumb to unconscious biases lack 

the discipline of acknowledging the Black females’ intellectual abilities and values. Elise, 

Jasmine, Lynn, and Hope shared experiences of struggle and of non-academic support within 

their classrooms and how stereotype threat impacted their ability to perform. Such accounts may 

be difficult to understand or accept; however, as the lived experiences of Black women, these 

experiences become a collective wisdom and form the basis of Black women’s standpoint—the 

plight and fight that Black undergraduate females face in their journey to attaining their degree. 

When support systems for Black females remain lacking in academic environments, the lack of 

attention sends a resounding message of perceived inferiority and enables missed opportunities 

of advocacy and understanding of the Black females’ need to be successful. Black female 

undergraduates and their humanity are of primary concern. Faculty, staff, and administrators are 

limited in their experiences in communication and learning what motivates and moves the Black 

female.  

The sociology of attention researched by Zerubavel (2015) can further extend 

understanding.  Zerubavel (2015) argued that individuals have the dual capacity to focus on 

certain aspects while ignoring others. The aftermath of this selective or tunnel vision results in 
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seeing only one perspective to observe the world and risks the failure to recognize that there are 

other ways to observe the world. As a result, limited campus interactions with Black female 

students are rooted in negative existing racial narratives. The aftermath administration may face 

from not placing value on the individual expressiveness, the appropriateness of emotions, and the 

capacity for empathy depicts a bleak pathway to completion for Black females and could 

potentially hinder their pursuit of a college education. Perpetuating this type of behavior can be 

counteractive to facilitating a welcoming and engaging environment at PWIs. Creating 

environments to positively interact with the Black female is important in dismantling 

unwarranted, preconceived notions and fallacies of Black intelligence. Increased interactions will 

help the campus community as a whole to witness challenges this marginalized group faces and 

in turn build an advocacy culture at PWIs for Black female undergraduates. In analyzing one of 

the six distinctive features that Collins described in Black feminist thought, namely, Diverse 

Response to Common Challenges within Black Feminism, Collins (2000) stated, “On the one 

hand all African Americans faces similar challenges that result in living in a society that 

historically and routinely derogates women of African descent” (p. 25). Although the common 

challenges of intersectional oppression confronting Black women within the United States are 

experienced as a group, Black women have diverse responses to those modes of oppression 

(Collins, 2000). 

Fourth Dimension: The Ethic of Personal Accountability 

The fourth dimension, ethic of accountability, centers participants’ focus on being 

accountable---displaying good stewardship over their personal knowledge claims. Moral and 

ethical connections derived from a credible foundation of knowing as participants began to 
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remember instances of significance and gave meaning to those experiences. Who Black women 

are and what they say and believe stem from a foundation of core beliefs and values instilled by 

their upbringing. Even if negative impacting decisions are made early on in their lives, Black 

women are still capable of change and can make redeeming choices of accountability to put their 

lives on a more promising path. For many Black women, it is this expectation of values that 

shape their decisions to determine their lifestyles and contributions to society. When educated 

Black females engage within society, a college education has the potential to bring about diverse 

creativity, positive engaging performance within their communities.  

Additionally, for the Black female, the way in which society perceives this marginalized 

group indeed drives the behavior of how powerful systems within society interact with the Black 

woman. One participant in the study brought focus to a national highly profiled case of the 

horrific murder of Breonna Taylor on March 12, 2020. Although interviews with the participants 

took place months after this tragedy, national attention remained high, and many viewed the 

murder as an abuse of power by policing organization. Unfortunately, Miss Taylor paid the 

highest price through a senseless and avoidable death. Imagine the possibilities of justice if a 

system of power (law enforcement in this case) designed to equally protect and serve its 

constituents had not been tainted with false imagery of Black women and had extended the 

benefit of doubt to Miss Taylor and not believed in racial stereotypes and negative false imagery 

of Black women. Systemic powers engulfed with racial predispositions can easily engage in 

racist behavior and stereotype threat (Neal-Jackson, 2020; Oppel & Taylor, 2021; Spencer et al., 

2016; Trinker et al., 2019). Society’s collective mentality should be challenged to reflect heavily 

upon a convincing depiction of the oppressed and the oppressor. The corrosive effect brought on 
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by impaired thinking toward marginalized groups promotes biases that continue to devalue the 

lives of marginalized populations. The participants all realized the importance of a good 

education and because of graduating from college, several of the young women were already 

working in sustainable careers. Jan was a first grade teacher, Kaitlyn worked with Department of 

Social Services, Jasmine worked in the Attorney General’s Office, and Hope worked as a Staff 

Accountant. In listening intently to responses from the participants, their knowledge claims 

revealed that the majority of the participants came from homes where the parents had instilled 

the importance of obtaining an education. 

Summary of Findings for PWIs 

Grown and nurtured within the systemic barrier of predominantly White institutions of 

higher education live ideas and false beliefs that Black women are not intellectuals, provide no 

significant contribution, and cannot lead. With this type of oppressive depiction, Collins (2000) 

pointed out that as a means of survival or a way to escape, Black women have produced social, 

creative intellect to oppose oppression through poetry, music, and essays in addition to their 

academic abilities. Support systems in any capacity are vital for progress and success. 

Particularly in higher education settings, recognition of student success can be fully materialized 

when specialized academic support services become part of the solution to minimize the 

disparity in academic success among student populations. It does not have to be at the expense of 

the majority student groups. Social institutions shape consciousness through manipulation, ideas, 

symbols, and images (Collins, 2000).  

This study sought to analyze the institutional factors that played a role in the outcomes of 

inequity in graduation rates for Black female student populations. The complex, cumulative 
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design in which the effects of multiple forms of discrimination (i.e., racism, sexism, and 

classism) combine, overlap, and intersect, especially in the experiences of marginalized 

individuals or groups (Crenshaw, 2015). Although graduation rates have increased for Black 

females within their own race, their six-year rate of graduation comparison of all female student 

populations remains significantly low and lagging. This study has shown that the space of 

predominantly White institutions impacts graduation rates for Black female students. The 

participants’ lived and shared experiences at predominantly White institutions uncovered 

common experiences, expectations placed upon them, and how they maneuvered through their 

educational journey. The participants experienced barriers of belittling intelligence, stereotype 

threat, racist interactions, and challenges related to gender.  

Based on the data analysis, the main themes derived from the participants lived 

experiences included: Non-Relatability and Non-Affirmation, Increased Self-Awareness Within 

PWI Spaces, Lack of Mentorship, and Retention Team. When Black females choose to enter 

academic spaces, they are prone to face abusive language, demeaning, subtle messaging, and 

sometimes, bold and clear examples of structural and interpersonal racism that work to objectify 

them continuously. Black female undergraduates sadly receive a lower return on their higher 

education investment. This is a problem because the benefits of a college education have specific 

relevance to underserved populations, particularly African American women, who experience 

disproportionate poverty, poor housing, unemployment, health disparages, and shortened 

lifespans (Chang, 2020). The demeaning and painful lived experiences of Black female 

undergraduates on college campuses should not lead to a failed outcome of high attrition 

resulting in a continued lifestyle of disparity. When looking for solutions to close equity gaps, 
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implementing the findings from this study should cause higher education administrators to 

empathetically lean into the uncomfortable realities of Black female undergraduates and direct 

their focus on transformative, sustainable solutions. 

Implications 

New preliminary data for the Spring 2021 term reported by the National Student 

Clearinghouse Research Center (2021) has tracked a 2.9% decline in college enrollment across 

all institution types in comparison to Spring 2020. An unprecedented healthcare crisis leading to 

academic disruption, the upheaval of racial injustice, and increased reports of students and their 

psychological well-being underscore supporting reasoning to this decline and place emphasis on 

why institutional leaders and administration must be vigilant in developing specialized policies 

and support services for Black female undergraduates. When institutions are caught off guard 

and are unprepared for life-altering disruptions, the risk to academic success can be more 

damaging to marginalized student populations who are already being neglected. As reported by 

research, the pandemic disproportionately impacted the Black and Brown communities (Johnson, 

2020). Therefore, African American female undergraduates were more likely to be emotionally 

impacted by the pandemic, knowing that the health of family members was being compromised. 

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, reviewed literature reported struggles with stress (Pascoe 

et al., 2020), anxiety, depression, and even suicidal thoughts among college students. Mental 

health issues among young scholars is a growing reality, and when marginalized student 

populations already face barriers and challenges of racial interactions, isolation, and operating in 

unwelcoming spaces, a continuance of non-affirming and non-relatability environments can only 
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exacerbate gaps in degree completion for Black female undergraduates (Ahkter, 2015; Anderson, 

2020).  

Furthermore, concern for future funding is cause for PWIs to rethink retention efforts for 

marginalized student populations. As state and federal policy makers make decisions of where to 

send dollars they continue to look at performance-based funding models. If high attrition rates 

continue to increase and low graduation rates continue to manifest among marginalized student 

populations, these factors could impede funding that is desperately needed by small, private 

colleges with less lucrative financial resources (Hillman et al., 2014; Kelchen & Erickson, 2020). 

Moreover, higher education stakeholders face a lower return on their investment when 

marginalized student populations fail academically. Government, social organizations, and 

higher education institutions are tasked to create opportunity and access for student learning in 

which positive, successful outcomes increase the upward mobility of individuals within society. 

When quality education is strong, economic growth is strong. Higher education and government 

stakeholders understand that the higher the degree credential obtained, the greater the potential 

for increased tax revenues. Therefore, increased retention and completion efforts can reduce state 

and federal government spending towards social welfare programs (Blagg & Blom, 2018). As 

the discourse on the student loan debt crisis among stakeholders continues, borrowers face an 

accumulated student debt responsibility at a disturbing amount of $1.4 trillion (Miller, 2017). 

While this growing amount is problematic, deeper issues that policymakers, stakeholders, 

and taxpayers need to address also include the population of students who are struggling the 

most, and where the underlying issues of debt, default, and repayment reside. According to the 

U. S. Department of Education, the fiscal year 2017 official national cohort default rate for 
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private, four-year institutions stands at 6.5% with 64,411 being the number of borrowers 

defaulted (Federal Student Aid, 2021). A cohort default rate is the percentage of a school’s 

borrowers who enter loan repayment on their Federal Family Education Loan (FFEL) program or 

William D. Ford Federal Direct Loan (Direct Loan) Program loans during a particular federal 

fiscal year (defined from October 1 to September 30), and within this timeframe move into 

default on these loans prior to the end of the following fiscal year. In her study, Scott-Clayton 

(2018) reported that, after controlling for measures of income, family wealth, student 

background, and other identified factors of college attainment, earnings, and employment, 

federal data depicted that “17 percent of all students who entered college in 2004, and 28 percent 

of those who took on student loans, defaulted by 2016” (p.2). Additionally, Scott-Clayton (2018) 

found, “Among black borrowers, 48.7 percent defaulted, compared to 21.4 percent of white, non-

Hispanic borrowers. Roughly 35 percent of Hispanic borrowers defaulted” (p.3). 

Recommendations and Proposed Initiatives  

Predominantly White institutional leadership must foster an understanding and 

appreciation of the challenges faced by Black female students and use them as a catalyst for 

positive change on campus. College and university leaders who want to hold themselves and the 

campus community accountable must respond with empathy and not sympathy (Brown, 2012) to 

the Black female student’s vulnerability. Additionally, along with Collins’s (1990) Black 

feminist thought and Crenshaw’s (1989) theory of Intersectionality, critical race theory (CRT), 

developed in 1970 by leading scholars such as Derrick Bell, Kimberlé Crenshaw, and Richard 

Delgado, can provide a structural analysis of racialized barriers that impede the success of 

marginalized student populations. At its core, CRT examines policies and how they operate in 
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historical and cultural context to promote racial subordination of marginalized groups (Delgado 

& Stefancic, 2017; Smith et al., 2002). CRT challenges the ideas of colorblindness and 

meritocracy and highlights the disadvantage that these ideas bring upon people of color as they 

further advance the agenda of the dominant race (Smith et al., 2002). In support of the academic 

success of Black female undergraduates, colleges and university leadership need to seek 

understanding of and utilize historical, scholarly frameworks that effectively explain and support 

the foundational lived experiences of students of color and particularly acknowledge important 

data on its Black female student population, then take steps to educate the rest of the campus 

community. Smith et al. (2002) explained: 

[CRT] recognizes that racism is endemic to American life; expresses skepticism toward 

dominant claims of neutrality, objectivity, color blindness, and meritocracy; challenges 

ahistoricism and insist on a contextual/historical analysis of institutional policies; and 

works toward the end of eliminating racial oppression as part of the broader goal of 

ending all forms of oppression. (p. 245)  

By championing to operate institutional practices based on theories of Black feminist thought, 

intersectionality, and critical race theory, campus leadership define their commitments and 

clearly communicate their support to this marginalized student group. 

Proposed Initiatives Derived from Themes from the Study 

Based on the data generated by the study, a summary of proposed initiatives derived from 

the themes revealed from the lived experiences of the participants (amidst the intersection of 

gender and race while attending a PWI) have helped shaped the following initiatives for PWIs 

compelled to improve graduation rates of this marginalized student population. Invested 
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leadership can additionally establish effective working relationships for Black female 

undergraduates (as a result of these initiatives) that produce positive, successful academic, career 

development and employment outcomes. These working relationships can include strengthening 

relationships with African American alumni who have become successful in their careers. The 

outreach would focus on being able to increase a pipeline of students that can be recommended 

for potential job opportunities. 

Initiatives for Theme: Non-Relatability and Non-Affirmation 

To address non-relatability and non-affirmation, create empathetic programs and support 

services that will attract Black female students to campus. The empathetic approach design of 

support services specifically for Black female undergraduates must be developed and 

implemented to establish an inclusive atmosphere that will successfully transition Black females 

to the campus. The support, mentorship, alliance, and success-building nature of this initiative 

advocates for an enriched program to enable Black female undergraduates to adapt to the 

academic environment, engage in the campus community, and persist through to graduation. 

Maintaining this approach is vital to ensure the student population can continue pursuit of their 

dream of higher education. The design of the program should include leadership that resembles 

the marginalized population and provides a safe space for transparency and open dialogue to 

exist. The design detail of the support program can be written for and managed by Black female 

administration, student personnel, and alumni delegation. The building nature of this program 

design advocates empathizing with the perspective of the unique needs of Black female 

undergraduates through connectivity (Collins, 1990). 
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Another way to address non-relatability and non-affirmation is to build successful 

strategies and campus wide partnerships to offer advising, counseling, tutoring and career 

education for Black females. When specific steps can be taken to assist Black female 

undergraduate students overcome a sense of isolation, working relationships have the potential to 

arise and produce positive, successful academic, career development and employment outcomes. 

Initiatives for Theme: Lack of Mentorship 

To address lack of mentorship, equip faculty and staff members who interface with Black 

female students regularly with the proper training they need to understand and embrace the 

African American culture. Institutions must ensure the existence of tailored, culturally competent 

academic advising, career services and campus counseling to support Black female students 

without perpetuating stigmas or stereotypes. This level of intentional care may foster a 

collaborative approach to service this population to ensure they succeed as students and as 

professionals in the work force. 

Another way to address lack of mentorship is to develop basic knowledge of key 

inclusion, diversity, and equity concepts including dialogue, micro-aggressions, implicit bias, 

and antiracism. Channeling and exploring strategies to address moments of micro-aggressions 

and bias within the faculty or staff’s sphere of influence may better manage campus friction. 

Initiatives for Theme: Retention Team 

To improve retention, utilize dialogue and other tools to prevent exclusionary behaviors, 

policies and stifling structures of power that hinder progress of retaining marginalized student 

populations. Action taken to identify and change embedded bias or unintentional negative impact 

on Black female undergraduates may help combat and address on-going debates of stereotype 
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images that stifle progress and spread confusion and frustration. Effective action and dialogue 

will help all to move to a greater space of understanding and strengthen retention team efforts. 

Another way to improve retention is to capitalize on diversity training to understand the 

unique issues that surround racial relations. Providing faculty and staff the skills and tools not 

only to understand but to embrace and respect cultural diversity will justify consequences and 

hold faculty and staff accountable for their behavior in addressing situations arising within the 

campus community. 

Finally, to improve retention, institutional staff and faculty should vocalize and clearly 

define the mission and vision of the institution and help Black female undergraduates see their 

place of value. When the mission and vision is clearly defined and structured, it not only helps 

the institution determine what behaviors and precedents it will practice, but equally important, it 

relates what behaviors and precedents it will not tolerate.  

Final Thoughts 

Black feminist thought served as an effective framework to address and hear the 

challenges and experiences of the participants in their own words. Intersectionality provided an 

extended lens into understanding how systems of power and domination impacted the daily 

interactions of Black female undergraduates in predominantly White spaces. In the lived 

experiences of the participants, evidence of the marginalized treatment of Black female students, 

in particular, have routinely been questioned about their value and fit on predominantly White 

campuses that should feel welcoming, regardless of their historical nature. The lived experiences 

of the participants strongly argue that PWIs can reproduce inequity in education, creating an 
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environment that feels less like home and more like spaces to defend the presence of the Black 

female scholar. 

The aim of the study was to assist university leadership and administration in realizing 

that institutional environments that produce different outcomes for minority student populations 

may also provide the necessary solutions to developing and implementing more culturally 

appropriate supports and interventions to promote degree completion (Eakins & Eakins, 2017; 

Espinosa, 2011). Postsecondary research that addresses the lived experiences of African 

American females and their unique challenges on the campuses of historically White institutions 

exist in small quantity and because of the scarcity of research proves difficult to argue. The gap 

in higher education graduation rates among gender and race exist with preponderance of 

evidence (Shapiro et al., 2017a, 2017b; Shapiro et al., 2016; Shapiro et al., 2018; Tate, 2017; 

NCES, 2017) and depicts that intentional action from college leadership and administration to 

implement change is necessary. Therefore, intentional partnerships and programs that embrace 

Black female undergraduates’ unique academic and social needs are necessary to be in place in 

order for these students to truly succeed. Leadership must spearhead much more meaningful 

change. The time is now for PWIs to take the walk of intense integrity to move this marginalized 

student population forward to degree completion in increased rates. Assessing the political, 

social, and economic impact that higher education has on society informs higher education 

leaders that unless the inequity among female graduates is critically addressed, America will 

remain vulnerable to repeat damaging outcomes that impact the economic and social livelihood 

of the Black female. 
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Institutions of higher education across the nation have an important role and 

responsibility as producers of knowledge to intervene and do the essential work of graduating all 

student populations at acceptable rates. Accountable professional leadership within institutions 

of higher learning are expected to recognize the cumulative effect of race on a student’s life and 

academics, show empathy and support, and, overall, ensure that all students of racial 

backgrounds are truly having an equitable experience (Hendrickson et al., 2013; Smith et al., 

2002; Taylor & Cantwell, 2019). To dismantle negative campus climate, institutions can manage 

the friction that exists between students to facilitate conversations that avoid defending one’s 

right to be. Therefore, institutions can encourage high quality dialogue that does not question 

others’ validity; instead, it facilitates the creation of a safe learning environment for all students 

regardless of racial identity. Fostering meaningful, personalized interactions between students 

and the institution is critical to student success. Establishing an intentional, transformational 

cultural shift to communicate and embrace diversity, equity, and inclusion are necessary 

foundational tools to engage, retain, and catapult increased postsecondary graduation rates for 

African American female students.  
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APPENDIX B 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
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Introductory/Demographic questions: 

 Respondent 1 Respondent 2 Respondent 3 Respondent 4 Respondent 5 

Name:      

Date of 

Graduation: 

     

Major:      

PWI Attended:      

Age:      

City/State:      

Why did you 

choose this 

institution? 

     

(Location)      

(Reputation)      

(Affordability)      

Other)      

 

 

Lived Experiences on being a Black/African American Female at a Predominantly White 

Institution (PWI) 

 

1. What were your thoughts of being a Black/African American female in college? 

2. What were your thoughts of being a Black/African American female at a PWI? 

3. In thinking of your high school, how would you describe the enrollment population? 

4. What role did diversity play in your choosing this institution? 

 

In my research, I am utilizing the theoretical framework of Black Feminist Thought developed 

by Patricia Hill Collins to help guide the study. Collins (2000) contends that “Black women 

possess a unique standpoint on, or perspective of their experiences that are shared by Black 

women as a group; however, although there are commonalities, there still exist a diversity of life 

experiences because the impact (interpretation and perception) of the experience is still unique to 

the individual.”  Therefore, with this concept in mind, let us discuss the following: 

 

5. Can you recall a positive or negative experience that you attribute to you being a female? 

6. Can you tell me about a positive or negative experience you attribute to being 

Black/African American?  Being both black and female? 

7. What is your overall perception of your college experience as a Black/African American 

female? 

8. Do you feel the Black/African American perspective was represented in the college 

curriculum? Why or why not? 

9. How were you represented in the college/university activities, programs, marketing, etc.? 
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Lived Experiences Related to Campus Climate 

1. How would you describe the campus climate? 

2. What experiences do you recall in which you were or were not included or respected as a 

Black/African American female? 

3. In what ways can institutions improve the campus climate for Black/African American 

females at predominantly white institutions? 

4. In what ways do you think that Black/African American women encounter experiences 

within the campus climate different than other genders or races? 

 

Lived Experiences with Institutional Support 

 

1. Reflecting back on your experiences what unique challenges did you face? 

2. What was your perception of the institutional support systems available to you as a 

Black/African American female at a predominantly white institution? 

3. In what ways did the institution support you through your college experience? 

4. What types of institutional support would you like to see for Black/African American 

female student populations at predominantly white institutions? 
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