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ABSTRACT 
 
BRANDON JOSEPH WRIGHT 
 
“I JUST CAN’T GIVE UP NOW”:  AN INTERPRETATIVE PHENOMENOLOGICAL 
ANALYSIS OF THE ROLE OF SPIRITUALITY IN THE PERSISTENCE TO GRADUATION 
OF AFRICAN AMERICAN MALE STUDENTS AT FOUR-YEAR INSTITUTIONS  
 
Under the direction of Dr. CAROL A. ISAAC, Ph.D. and Dr. PAMELA A. LARDE, Ph.D.  

African American males have had the lowest baccalaureate graduation rates compared to all 

other races/ethnicities and genders in higher education (NCES, 2019). Researchers have 

identified salient factors that contribute to or impede this population’s persistence to graduation 

to mitigate this problem. One factor contributing significantly to African American males’ 

college persistence is spirituality (Herndon, 2003; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018; 

Walker & Dixon, 2002; Watson, 2006; Wood & Hilton, 2012b). Thus, the purpose of this 

qualitative study was to explore the role of spirituality in the persistence to graduation of African 

American male students at four-year institutions.  

Smith et al.’s (2009) interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was chosen as the research 

methodology for the study. Using criterion, homogenous, and snowball sampling techniques, the 

researcher recruited 14 participants. All participants were African American males who had 

graduated from a four-year institution in the 2018-2021 year span. The researcher employed one-

on-one, semi-structured interviews (12 participants) or an electronic, open-ended questionnaire 

(2 participants) as data collection methods. The researcher used an audit trail, a reflexivity 

journal, triangulation, member checking, and rich, thick descriptions to ensure trustworthiness.  

The researcher used Smith et al.’s (2009) six-steps of data analysis and NVivo to analyze the 

data presented. The seven superordinate themes that emerged were (1) Spiritual Beginnings, (2) 
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Embracing Identity, (3) Interconnectedness, (4) Oppositional Stimuli, (5) Spiritual Coping 

Practices, (6) The Spiritual Resolutions, and (7) Spiritual Enrichment. The results of this study 

suggest that spirituality functioned as a transcendent source of support that provided connection, 

operated as a coping mechanism, and enriched the lives of African American male college 

students. In sum, these three auxiliary functions of spirituality supported the participants’ 

persistence to graduation.  

Based upon the findings, the researcher recommends a future mixed-methods longitudinal study 

utilizing the College Students Beliefs and Values (CSBV) survey to track Black males from 

admission to degree completion. The spiritual and religious measures of the CSBV are 

comparable to the findings of this study. The researcher also recommends studies to focus on the 

intersectionality of spirituality, sexuality, and Black identity development of Black queer college 

males; African American spirituality in Black male college persistence; and spirituality and 

academic disidentification of Black college males.  



 

1 

CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

To me, my spirituality is my spiritual (soul) connection as opposed to my physical earthly 
connection. God told us in scripture before He formed us in our mother’s womb, He knew us. 

This spiritual connection allows me to stay in relationship and be guided by the One  
that knew me even before I became a physical being.  

– First Lady Tarsha Jefferson 
 

One of the greatest rewards of attending college is obtaining a college degree. The 

diploma signifies an individual’s successful completion of all requirements in a program of 

study. Obtaining a college degree can also serve as a benefit for individuals entering the 

workforce or pursuing graduate-level degrees. Career security, transferrable skills for 

employment, professional standing, career mobility, and social networking are some of the 

benefits of obtaining a college degree described by Nevarez and Wood (2010). These benefits 

can function as tools that assist college graduates in successfully acclimating themselves into 

society.  

This chapter offers a discussion of African American male baccalaureate degree 

completion and external factors of African American male persistence. This chapter also serves 

as an introduction to the study. Thus, it presents the statement of the problem, research questions, 

theoretical framework, significance, research methodology, limitations and delimitations, and a 

glossary of terms for this study.   

African American Male Baccalaureate Degree Completion 

Degree completion differs across races/ethnicities and genders in the United States. In 

2019, the overall degree completion in the United States increased from 39.4% to 44.7% with the 

2013 cohort of first-time, degree-seeking students (National Center for Education Statistics 
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[NCES], 2019). Although the number of college graduates has significantly increased, the 

graduation gap of African Americans and other races is still growing (Camera, 2016). In 2019, 

African American students had the lowest graduation rate (25.7%) in comparison to Hispanics 

(32.7%), Whites (49.8%), and Asians (53.9%) (NCES, 2019). African Americans also had the 

highest college attrition rates (30.6%) as compared to Asians (10.4%), Whites (17.6%), and 

Hispanics (21.4%) at four-year institutions (Bustamante, 2019). This statistical data show an 

apparent graduation gap for African American students. 

The disaggregation of graduation rate data by race/ethnicity and gender is even more 

alarming. As previously mentioned, the completion rate for African American college students 

was 25.7%, but African American males had an individual graduation rate of 19.8%. The African 

American male graduation percentage was the lowest percentage of all races and genders in this 

baccalaureate educational report (NCES, 2019). African American female students’ individual 

completion rate was 30%, a 10.2% difference in comparison to Black male college students. In 

striking contrast, Asian males had a completion rate of 48.3%, White males had a degree 

completion of percentage of 43.7%, Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander males had a 

completion rate of 28.1%, Hispanic males had a completion rate of 27.6%, and American 

Indian/Alaska Native males had a completion rate of 23.1%. Figure 1 provides a graphic 

representation comparing the baccalaureate graduation rates of African American, White, Asian, 

Hispanic, American Indian/Alaska Native, and Native Hawaiian/other Pacific Islander male 

students from 2011-2019. This figure shows that African American males have consistently had 

the lowest graduation rates in comparison to other male ethnic groups for the past nine years. 
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Figure 1  

Comparison of Postsecondary Graduation Rates of Males (2011-2019) 

 
Note. Adapted with permission from Graduation Rate Data for Bachelor’s Degree Seeking Cohort, by 
Race/Ethnicity: August 31, 2019, by National Center for Education Statistics. 
(https://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/SummaryTables/report/812?templateId=8123&year=2019&expand_by=1&number_or_pe
rcent=1&tt=aggregate&instType=1). Copyright 2019 by U.S. Department of Education. 
 
 

In order to assess why African American male college students are not persisting to 

degree completion, researchers must understand salient factors that contribute to or either impede 

their persistence. Understanding the possible factors that may have an adverse effect on the 

degree completion of African American male college students is important in creating ways to 

increase their retention and persistence rates.   

External Factors of African American Male College Persistence 

Wood and Palmer (2015) identified noncognitive factors that are critical to the success of 

African American male students in higher education. These factors include racial and masculine 

identity, familial support, spirituality, and financial support.  
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Wood and Palmer (2015) postulated that these external factors impact the academic success and 

persistence of African American males. 

Specifically, researchers have identified spirituality as a factor that aids in the academic 

success, persistence, and degree completion of African American male college students 

(Herndon, 2003; Patton & McClure, 2009). Although there is some research on the role of 

spirituality in the lives of African American male college students, the research that explores the 

intersectionality of spirituality and college persistence to graduation for this population is sparse. 

Therefore, this study examined how spirituality played a role in the persistence to graduation of 

Black male college students from various colleges and universities.  

Statement of the Problem 

African American male college students have had the lowest graduation rates among all 

races and genders in higher education (Harper, 2009; Kim & Hargrove, 2013; National Student 

Clearinghouse Research Center [NSCRC], 2018; Robertson & Mason, 2006). While a large 

quantity of literature has focused on the deficiencies that contribute to the graduation rates and 

attrition rates of this population, some literature has identified factors that aid in their persistence 

(Cuyjet, 2006; Harper & Wood, 2016; Hyatt, 2003; Wood & Williams, 2013). Literature 

suggests that spirituality is one of those factors that bolsters resilience, acts as a coping 

mechanism, and fosters connectedness within the institutional environment for African American 

male college students (Herndon, 2003; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018; Walker & 

Dixon, 2002; Watson, 2006; Wood & Hilton, 2012b).     
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Research Questions 

The central research question for the study was: How does spirituality play a role in the 

persistence to graduation in the lived experiences of African American male college students at 

four-year institutions?  This question generated the following sub-questions: 

a. How do African American males describe the meaning of spirituality throughout their 

college experience? 

b. In what ways do African American males engage in spiritual expressions throughout 

their college experience?    

c. How does spirituality influence the academic success of African American male 

college students? 

Theoretical Framework Overview 

The theoretical framework for this study was comprised of the expressions of spirituality 

theory proposed by Michael K. Herndon (2003) and the five domains model conceptualized by 

Wood and Harris (2014). This theory and conceptual framework, coupled together, created a 

theoretical framework to explore the role of spirituality in the persistence to graduation of 

African American male college students.    

Michael Herndon (2003) proposed the expressions of spirituality theory following his 

initial study where he interviewed 13 African American male students attending a four-year 

university. The purpose of his study was to explore what role spirituality played in the lives of 

African American male college students (Herndon, 2003). His findings revealed three themes, 

which became the tenets of the expressions of spirituality theory. These tenets were as follows: 

spirituality bolsters resilience; spirituality provides a sense of purpose; and spiritual support from 
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religious institutions is necessary. Herndon (2003) suggested that these three expressions of 

spirituality supported the persistence of the African American male participants in his study. 

Wood and Harris (2014) created the second component of the theoretical framework used 

in this study, the five domains model, to identify factors that contribute to the academic success 

and persistence of African American male students in higher education. This model is comprised 

of three main constructs: precollege considerations, the five domains, and outcomes. Each 

construct consists of specific factors that foster persistence for this population of college 

students. 

Significance of the Study 

Although Chickering et al. (2006) explained that faith and spiritual development are 

important areas of students’ development during college, many researchers, administrators, and 

professionals in higher education believe that spirituality has no place in the academy (Astin et 

al., 2011; Laurence, 1999; Lowery, 2005; Tisdell, 2003). The researcher sought to understand 

how spirituality was integrated into the experiences of African American male college students. 

Specifically, this study focused on how spirituality facilitated the persistence to graduation of 

this population of students from a four-year institution.  

Research has shown that two-thirds of African American males who enroll in college do 

not graduate (Cuyjet, 2006). Furthermore, NCES (2019) reported that African American male 

college students have had the lowest baccalaureate graduation rates among all races/ethnicities 

and genders in higher education. This study is significant because it specifically investigated 

spirituality as a mechanism that positively influences the persistence to degree completion of 

Black males. Increasing degree completion among African American males will increase this 
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population’s representation among degree-holding citizens of the United States, which can 

increase their competitiveness in obtaining graduate degrees, employment opportunities, and 

societal status. Levin et al. (2007) suggested that increasing the academic success of African 

American males is beneficial to the overall health of the society. These societal benefits include 

lower mortality rates, improved health status, and the ability to contribute financially to the 

society.  

This study is also significant because it advances the knowledge and literature of the 

experiences of African American male college students at four-year baccalaureate institutions. 

Specifically, this study adds to the existing body of literature that focuses on factors that 

contribute to the persistence to graduation of African American males in postsecondary 

education. More importantly, this study afforded an underrepresented population of students in 

higher education the opportunity to share their lived experiences of college and how they 

persisted to degree completion. 

Procedures 

To gain an understanding of the role of spirituality in the persistence of African American 

male students’ college experiences, the researcher employed Smith et al.’s (2009) interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) approach. IPA focuses on “examining how individuals make 

meaning of their life experiences” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014, p. 7). Each participant’s lived 

experience was important to the unfolding of the true essence of how spirituality fostered 

persistence within the collegiate experiences of this population of students.  

The target population of this study was African American males who graduated from a 

four-year baccalaureate institution between 2018 and 2021. The settings for this study were four-
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year historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) and four-year predominantly White 

institutions (PWIs). Specifically, the researcher desired participants from the following types of 

institutions: a four-year, private HBCU, a four-year public HBCU, a four-year, private PWI, and 

a four-year, public PWI.  

The first step in the data collection process of this study taken by the researcher was to 

gain Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval. Criterion, homogenous, and snowball sampling 

were the sampling techniques used in this study to identify and recruit the preferred sample of 

participants. To capture demographic information associated with each student, the researcher 

administered a preliminary questionnaire to the participants. One-on-one, semi-structured 

interviews were the primary mode of data collection. The researcher also provided the 

participants with the alternative option of completing an electronic open-ended questionnaire in 

the place of completing the interview. All interviews were recorded and securely stored via 

Zoom Communications, which also provided transcripts for each participant. The researcher 

used the qualitative data analysis software known as NVivo to analyze all transcripts. Following 

transcription, the participants engaged in member checking. The researcher employed Smith et 

al.’s (2009) six steps of data analysis, which included reading and rereading, initial noting, 

developing emergent themes, searching for connections across emergent themes, moving to the 

next case, and looking for patterns across cases. 

Limitations of the Study 

Creswell (2012) defined limitations as issues or deficiencies within a study predicted by 

the researcher. Limitations are also characterized as complications beyond the researcher’s scope 

of control (Peoples, 2020). There were limitations associated with this study.  
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One limitation was the restricted generalizability of the findings of this study. The 

participants and institutions of this study were not a representation of all African American males 

attending four-year institutions. However, although the findings were not generalizable, they 

were transferable. To ensure transferability, the researcher provided rich, thick descriptions of all 

participants and profiles of each institution of attendance.  

Another limitation to this study was the current COVID-19 pandemic and its impact on 

data collection. Due to COVID-19 protocol, the researcher conducted all interviews virtually, or 

participants completed an electronic open-ended questionnaire. To ensure credibility, the 

researcher employed member checking as a trustworthiness technique. 

Delimitations of the Study 

According to Simon (2011), delimitations are “characteristics that limit the scope and 

define the boundaries of a study” (p. 2). The delimitations of this study were related to the 

classification, gender, and race/ethnicity of the participants. All of the participants were 2018, 

2019, 2020, or 2021 African American male graduates of a four-year institution. By excluding 

other genders, races/ethnicities, and freshmen-junior African American males, this study only 

explored the lived experiences of African American male college graduates. 

In addition to the previous delimitations, this study’s sample was religiously 

homogenous. All participants were religiously-affiliated with Protestant Christianity. There were 

no participants from any of the other world religions (i.e., Hinduism, Catholicism, Buddhism, 

Islam, Judaism).  

Glossary of Terms 

In this study, the following terms were defined as follows: 
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Achievement is the academic outcomes that signify the extent to which a student has 

achieved their academic goals (Top Hat, n.d.). 

African American or Black male student refers to a self-identified male college student of 

African descent attending a four-year baccalaureate institution.  

Attainment is the highest level of a student’s degree completion (NCES, n.d.). In this 

study, it refers to earning a Bachelor’s degree. 

Attrition is “the unit of measurement used to calculate the rate of dropout of students who 

do not reenroll to an institution of higher learning after their first year of college” (Stein, 2018, 

para. 2).  

Campus racial-gender climate refers to “the current attitudes, behaviors, and standards of 

faculty, staff, and administrators and students concerning the level of respect for individual 

needs, abilities, and potential” associated with race and gender (University of California, 2014, 

para. 1). 

Degree completion refers to a student’s graduation from an institution of higher education 

with a four-year baccalaureate degree. 

Degree utility is the degree to which students believe their academic pursuits are 

worthwhile (Wood & Harris, 2014). 

External peers are agents outside of the campus environment that provide the support and 

encouragement that students require to be successful in college (Harris & Wood, 2016). 

Familial responsibilities refer to external obligations related to students’ families outside 

of college. 

Focus is the “center of activity, attention, or attraction” (Merriam-Webster, n.d., p. 1). 
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Historically Black College and University (HBCU) is an institution of higher education 

established before 1964 and accredited by the Secretary of State. Its primary mission is to 

educate African Americans (Higher Education Act, 1965).  

Institutional characteristics refer to an institution’s attendance intensity, geographic 

region, institutional size, and degree of urbanization (Urias & Wood, 2014). 

Life stress refers to stressful events students experience in their lives while enrolled in 

college (Wood & Williams, 2013). 

Locus of control is the “amount of personal control they assume they have for their 

successes” (Harris & Wood, 2016, p. 38). 

Persistence is the “continued enrollment (or degree completion) at any higher education 

institution” (NSCRC, 2015, para. 1).  

Predominantly White Institution is an institution of higher education where Caucasian 

students make up 50% or more of the total student population (IGI Global, 2020). 

Religion is “an organized system of practices and beliefs in which people engage” (Mohr, 

2006, p. 175).  

Self-efficacy refers to a student’s beliefs about their potentialities and their capacity to 

grow, learn, and become the person they want to become (Brzycki & Brzycki, 2016). 

Sense of belonging, as defined by Strayhorn (2009), refers to the following:  

A student’s perceived social support on campus, a feeling or sensation of connectedness, 

and the experience of mattering or feeling cared about, accepted, respected, valued by, 

and important to the campus community or others on campus such as faculty, staff, and 

peers. (p. 4)  
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Spirituality is “a quality that goes beyond religious affiliation, that strives for inspiration, 

reverence, awe, meaning and purpose, even in those who do not believe in God” (Murray & 

Zentner, 1989, p. 259).  

Summary 

African American male college students have had the lowest baccalaureate graduation 

rates among all other genders and ethnicities of college students in higher education. In efforts to 

mitigate low graduation rates and increase the retention of this population, many researchers 

have focused their attention on factors that assist African American males in their persistence to 

degree completion. Although the various factors of persistence identified by researchers included 

spirituality, it has not been widely researched (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins 

et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018; Wood & Hilton, 2012a).  

The purpose of this study was to explore the role of spirituality in the persistence to 

graduation of African American male college students at four-year institutions. This study is 

significant because the researcher investigated how spirituality, a possible strength of African 

American millennials as reported by the Mohamed (2021), influenced the persistence to 

graduation of this population. This study could also inform the practices, programming, and 

initiatives of faculty, staff, and administrators at four-year baccalaureate institutions in 

promoting the persistence and retention of Black male college students.  

This chapter presented the statement of the problem, the research questions, a brief 

description of the data collection procedures, the limitations and delimitations, significance, and 

key definitions for terminology used in this study. Chapter 2 presents the review of literature 

related to the role of spirituality in the persistence of African American male college students. 
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Chapter 3 provides in-depth descriptions of the research design and methodology. Chapter 4 

offers the results of the data analysis, and Chapter 5 provides a discussion of the results, as well 

as implications and recommendations for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

As we have been created spiritual beings, spirituality and connection to God is vital.  
In a day where individuals are looking to outside sources for guidance, everything we need for 

every phase and stage of life is within and thus cultivated by our spiritual connection. 
– Bishop Nate’ M. Jefferson  

 
The purpose of this study was to explore the role of spirituality in the persistence to 

graduation of African American male college students at four-year institutions. As previously 

stated, African American males have had the lowest graduation rates in comparison to all other 

genders and ethnic/racial groups in higher education (NCES, 2019). Several researchers have 

identified salient factors that contribute to and impede the persistence of this population. This 

study was designed to target a gap within the research in reference to how spirituality is 

integrated into the lived experiences of Black male college students and how it influenced their 

persistence to graduation.  

The purpose of this chapter is to review existing literature related to African American 

male students in higher education and the role of spirituality in their college experiences. This 

chapter consists of six major sections, in this order that address: “Spirituality,” “Spirituality in 

Higher Education,” “Spiritual Connections in the Life of African American Male College 

Students,” “Barriers to African American Male Persistence in College,” “Spirituality as a Coping 

Mechanism for African American Male College Students,” and “Spirituality Bolstering African 

American Male Resilience in College.” The final section, “Theoretical Framework,” introduces 

and explains the theoretical framework of the five domains model in tandem with the expressions 

of spirituality theory for African American males. Addressed in this section is how both the 
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theory and model, together, provided the structure and theoretical support needed to conduct this 

study. The chapter ends with a summary of the literature reviewed in the chapter.   

Spirituality 

This section is a review of the existing research and literature related to spirituality in the 

lives of African American males in college. Provided first is the delineation between religion and 

spirituality. Second is the introduction to African American spirituality. Third, under the 

spirituality in higher education subsection, is a presentation of the religious foundations of higher 

education, secularization of spirituality in higher education, criticism of spirituality in higher 

education, and spirituality in student development theory. The section ends with a review of 

literature that addresses spirituality in the lives of African American male college students. 

Delineation Between Religion and Spirituality  

Because religion and spirituality are frequently used synonymously, many view them as 

the same concept. Although often identified as interchangeable, religion and spirituality have 

different meanings (Astin et al., 2011). Tisdell (2003) stated, “Spirituality and religion are not 

the same, but for many people they are interrelated” (p. 28). This subsection includes definitions 

of religion and spirituality and a discussion of the interrelation of these concepts. 

Lerner (2000) defined religion as an organized group governed by a written doctrine and 

codes of behavior. Stamm (2006a) also characterized religion as “the conceptual framework and 

the recognized institution within which a society’s deep moral values and the rules governing 

what is defined as correct behavior for individuals are generally associated” (p. 37). In essence, 

an individual’s religious affiliation often dictates the type of religious practices to which they 

adhere. These practices may include fasting, praying, observing a liturgical calendar, 
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worshipping on a particular day, adhering to a faith doctrine, attending an organized worship 

service, or reading a particular sacred text.  

The term spirituality has been defined in several different ways. Teasdale (1999) defined 

spirituality as “an individual’s solitary search for and discovery of the absolute or the divine” (p. 

10). Meraviglia (1999) provided the following definition: 

[Spirituality is] the experiences and expressions of a person’s spirit in a unique and 

dynamic process reflecting faith in God or a supreme being; connectedness with self, 

others, nature, or God; an integration of the dimensions of the mind, body, and spirit. (p. 

90) 

Murray and Zentner (1989) contended that spirituality is “a quality that goes beyond religious 

affiliation, that strives for inspiration, reverence, awe, meaning and purpose, even in those who 

do not believe in God” (p. 259). Stewart (1999) distinctly identified spirituality as “a process by 

which people interpret, disclose, formulate, adapt, and innovate reality and their understandings 

of God within a specific context or culture” (p. 1). In another scholarly work, Tisdell (2003) 

viewed spirituality as making meaning with the elements of wholeness and interconnectedness. 

The common themes of each definition of spirituality focus on an individual’s connection and 

intrinsic journey of self, coupled with encountering a higher power.  

Interrelation of Spirituality and Religion 

As previously stated, Tisdell (2003) postulated that religion and spirituality are different 

yet also interrelated. Teasdale (1999) asserted, “Each great religion has a similar origin: the 

spiritual awakening of its founders to God, the divine, the absolute, the spirit, Tao, boundless 

awareness” (p. 11). His assertion identified spirituality or a “spiritual awakening” as the 
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foundation of every religion. Conversely, Tisdell (2003) believed that religious socialization and 

exposure serve as the foundations for spirituality.  

According to Tisdell (2003), spirituality and religion intersect when “spiritual 

experiences happen in the context of one’s religious life or religious community” (p. 30). Tisdell 

(2003) explained further that spirituality and religion intersect through “rituals, images, symbols, 

prayers, and music of religious traditions that provide a gateway to the sacred” (p. 50). This 

observation also supports Teasdale’s (1999) claim that human beings need religion but also 

require direct interaction with the divine (spirituality). Astin et al. (2011) agreed that some 

individuals, “view religious practice as the primary means for expressing their spirituality” (p. 5). 

In addition, Clark (2001) proposed that an individual’s spiritual journey may occur while 

participating in an organized religion. He also suggested that a religious organization can 

strengthen an individual’s spiritual development. 

While Teasdale (1999) agreed with the aforementioned assertions, he cautioned that 

religion “must not be allowed to choke out the breath of the spirit, which breathes where it will” 

(p. 11). This is noteworthy because, while religion is a communal, organized set of beliefs, 

spirituality is an intrinsic expression of connectedness and meaning. A religion’s governing 

beliefs could possibly stifle one’s spiritual expression if it directly contradicts any of that 

particular religion’s specific beliefs. Chickering et al. (2006) claimed the constraints of organized 

religion have caused many individuals to focus on their own personal spiritual experiences. 

African American Spirituality 

Although spiritualty is a personal experience for the individual, Tisdell (2003) proposed 

that a distinct connection exists between spirituality and the culture of specific racial/ethnic 
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groups. This unique connection has been identified with spirituality in the African American or 

Black culture, known as African American spirituality or Black spirituality (Bridges, 2001; 

Hayes, 2012; Stewart, 1997, 1999). Stewart (1997) stated, “One of the most significant elements 

shaping the character, culture, identity, and destiny of African Americans is the practice of Black 

spirituality” (p. 1). This section defines and discusses elements of African American spirituality.  

The numerous roles of African American spirituality in the lives of Black people have 

contributed to its definition. Newlin et al. (2002) proposed, “Among African Americans, 

spirituality appears to serve as a potent source of liberation, guidance, healing, coping, peace, 

comfort, and protection, especially when confronted with life’s challenges” (pp. 65-66). 

Additionally, Lewis et al. (2007) divided African American spirituality into four specific phases: 

believing in God or a greater, higher power; establishing one’s faith in God; developing a 

connection and relationship with God; and living a spiritual life.  

Creative and Resistant Soul Force 

Stewart (1999) asserted, “African-American spirituality connotes the possession of a soul 

force spirit that divinely mediates, informs, and transforms a human being’s capacity to create, 

adapt, and transcend the realities of human existence” (p. 2). Stewart (1999) also proposed that 

African American spirituality is comprised of a creative soul force and a resistant soul force.  

Creative soul force embodies the creativity of the Black spirit. Creative soul force also 

acts as a “cultural mechanism that enables African Americans to adapt, transform, and transcend 

reality through the creative construction of Black culture” (Stewart, 1999, p. 2). In other words, 

the creative element of Black spirituality empowers this population to overcome their reality and 

transform it through the perpetuation of Black culture.  
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Conversely, resistant soul force is “the power to create, transform, and transcend those 

barriers and constraints that enforce complete domestication to those values, processes, 

behaviors, and beliefs that reinforce human devaluation and oppression” (Stewart, 1999, p. 2). 

Resistant soul force “allows individuals to overcome human oppression through creating, 

transforming, and transcending, so one’s spirit can survive and thrive” (Watson, 2006, p. 114).  

This element of Black spirituality encourages the resilience within the Black culture, despite 

societal impediments and challenges.  

Dynamics of African American Spirituality 

In addition to creative soul force and resistant soul force, Stewart (1999) proposed the 

five functional dynamics of African American spirituality. Stewart (1999) perceived these five 

dynamics as formative, unitive, corroborative, transformative, and sacralative/consecrative 

functions. He believed that through these five functional dynamics, African Americans are able 

to create their own cultural norms, beliefs, societal structures, and practices that are unique to 

them.  

Formative Function. Stewart (1999) believed that African American spirituality was and 

is instrumental in the formation of Black consciousness, the Black community, and Black 

culture. The characteristics of the formative elements of African American spiritualty are a strong 

belief in God, obtaining spiritual tools that cultivate survival skills, and the use of prayer and 

other spiritual expressions (Stewart, 1999). Preaching, praying, singing, healing, and organizing 

provide the spiritual foundation and formation of the Black community (Stewart, 1999). 

Specifically, these spiritual resources allow Black people to worship together, support each 

other, and establish an organized community.  
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Unitive Function. African American spirituality functions as a unifying agent that 

strengthens the connection between one’s self, God, and their community. Stewart (1999) stated, 

“The spirit of God is the ultimate unifying force of Black existence” (p. 50). For the Black 

person, Black spirituality unifies the mind, body, spirit, and soul maintaining a critical balance, 

wholeness, and harmony. These aspects of spirituality also encourage the unification of Black 

people together as one community. In turn, the communal expressions of Black spirituality then 

serve as the roots for “the unification of Black life” (Stewart, 1999, p. 51).  

Corroborative Function. Stewart (1999) explained, “The corroborative function of 

African American spirituality is the reaffirmation of Black intelligence, personhood, humanity, 

and self-worth amid conditions of psychological debilitation and racial mythologization and 

social dehumanization” (p. 66). In essence, African American spirituality confirms the value of 

the African American existence and provides support in adverse life situations. Black spirituality 

corroborates Black life through the “reading and preaching of scripture, the fellowship and 

communitas of the Black church, the creation of culture through music, tales, literature, 

narratives, humor, prayer, worship, sexuality, and the spirit” (Stewart, 1999, p. 55). These 

actions, or spiritual realities, as defined by Stewart (1999) affirm the spiritual identity of African 

Americans, despite societal injustices. 

Transformative Function. African Americans have historically used their spirituality as 

a tool for positive transformation of self, as well as their environments (Stewart, 1999). The 

transformative function of Black spirituality empowers Black individuals to overcome and adapt 

to their current conditions, whether negative or positive. This function of transformation is 

grounded in the belief that God is the ultimate power of transformation and change. The 
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transformative function affirms that God has the power to change any situation and that He hears 

the prayers of His children. Black people also believe that God has gifted them with the 

necessary “adaptive mechanisms” (Stewart, 1999, p. 67) to thrive and positively transform their 

lives. 

Sacralative/Consecrative Function. The sacralative/consecrative function of African 

American spirituality finds its origin in African spirituality, which explains that all life is sacred, 

and it should be valued (Stewart, 1999, pg. 68). Black spirituality allows African Americans to 

affirm their identity as sacred children of God. The sacralative/consecrative function of African 

American spirituality also teaches Black people that their lives should be revered and respected 

as sacred.  

African American Spirituality in the 21st Century  

Even after 50 years following the Civil Rights Movement, racial injustice still plays an 

essential role in the spiritual lives of African Americans in the 21st century (Burnley, 2020). 

From 2014 to 2020, several African American men and women lost their lives due to police 

brutality and negligence. These deaths have impacted the spiritual ideals and beliefs of many 

African American young adults (Burnley, 2020).    

Due to social injustices in the deaths of Black adults such as Trayvon Martin, Michael 

Brown, Philando Castille, George Floyd, and Breonna Taylor, some Black young adults of the 

21st century have developed a fragmented spirituality. Parker (2003), as cited in Wright (2017), 

defined fragmented spirituality as “African American youth who boldly proclaim God’s ability 

to change their lives and to empower them for personal success, yet notes that these same youth 

are silent about God working in the realm of communal oppressions and injustices” (p. 2). In 
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other words, this population can believe in God for miracles, in the forms of healing and 

blessings, but do not believe He can deliver them from racism and discrimination. Due to this 

belief, Black young adults become less religious, develop their own sense of spiritualty, or 

convert to other spiritual beliefs.  

Voisin et al. (2016) conceptualized the spirituality of Black young adults into two 

categories, religious and non-religious. When viewed as a religious construct, spirituality is 

centered on a higher power or God, but it includes a “behavioral component focused on 

denominational affiliation and participation” (Voisin et al., 2016, p. 17). This function of 

spirituality involves religious practices, such as traditional church participation and the reverence 

of God. On the other hand, the nonreligious view includes the absence of the reverence to God or 

a higher power and focuses on individual and communal responsibilities. Instead of focusing on 

traditional religious practices as a means of spirituality, the emphasis is on an individual’s 

personal growth and service to the community.     

According to Burton (2020), many African Americans are returning to African and 

“Black Diasporic” spiritual traditions for “comfort, community, healing, and liberation” (para. 

1). During this time of a pandemic, racial injustice, and climate change, some Blacks believe 

connecting to their African roots, the Orisha, their ancestors, and community will bring them 

solace and liberation (Burton, 2020). This also holds true for Black students on college campuses 

who are rediscovering West African spiritual practices as more relevant and meaningful (Bryant, 

2020). Young African American students are at liberty to explore their “spiritual identities” 

(Bryant, 2020, para. 2) without being ostracized by family while in college. Some spiritual 

practices may include burning sage, reading tarot cards, meditating, and setting up altars—
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practices that some view as contrary to the Christian beliefs instilled in many African American 

college students in their childhood. Despite familial criticism, this new wave of Black spirituality 

is emerging among Black college students. 

Spirituality in Higher Education 

Some researchers believe that spirituality plays a significant role in higher education and 

more importantly in the lives of college students (Astin et al., 2011; Chickering et al., 2006; 

Tisdell, 2003). In examining the relationship between spirituality and higher education, Tisdell 

(2003) made seven assumptions: (1) spirituality and religion are different, but are interrelated for 

some; (2) spirituality is concerned with honoring wholeness, awareness, and the 

interconnectedness of everything through a higher power; (3) spirituality is about making 

meaning within our lives; (4) spirituality exists within educational settings; (5) spiritual 

development involves moving towards individuals expressing their true selves; (6) spirituality 

involves how individuals construct their own knowledge through fundamental symbolistic and 

unconscious processes; (7) spiritual experiences happen by chance. These assumptions provide 

insight as to how spirituality may operate in higher education, as well as how it may manifest in 

the lives of college students.  

Astin et al. (2011) concluded, “Spiritual growth enhances other college outcomes, such as 

academic performance, psychological well-being, leadership development, and satisfaction with 

college” (p. 10). Reymann et al. (2015) conducted a study with 216 students to examine the 

relationship between spirituality, psychological growth, and personality traits. The researchers 

discovered that creating a “culture that fosters students’ spirituality may have positive effects on 

some aspects of well-being” (Reymann et al., 2015, p. 114). This finding suggests that 
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establishing a college culture that encourages spirituality may benefit the wellbeing of the 

institution’s students. Similarly, Astin et al. (2011) maintained, “Spirituality is fundamental to 

college students’ lives” (p. 1). Astin and Astin (2006) also asserted, “In exploring the connection 

between spirituality and higher education, a good way to start is to take a look at the interior 

lives of today’s students” (p. vii). In this vein, the following subsections discuss the religious 

foundations of higher education, the secularization of higher education, the criticism of 

spirituality in higher education, and spirituality in student development theory. 

Religious Foundations of U.S. Higher Education 

Stewart et al. (2011) stated, “Institutions of higher education in this country were founded 

nearly four centuries ago with the recognition that the connection between the mind and spirit 

was fundamental to education” (p. 10). Stamm (2006b) also reminded, “The history of American 

higher education is integrally linked to the dominant role of Christian churches” (p. 66). During 

the Colonial Period in early American history, several colonists who settled in New England 

were also alumni of Oxford University and Cambridge University. They knew the value of 

higher education and sought to establish an academic culture in their new land. In addition to a 

new life, early colonists sought religious freedom from the Anglican Church of England. Many 

of the early settlers were persecuted for developing their own religious beliefs and practices, 

which contradicted those of the reigning religion of England (Stamm, 2006b).  

The establishment of the 13 colonies provided the religious foundation that influenced the 

early colleges of America. Stamm (2006b) explained, “The nine colonial-era colleges set the 

pattern for church influence in guiding the directions and setting the standards for higher 

education” (p. 73). The birth of U.S. higher education and the first predominantly White 
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Institution (PWI) began with the founding of Harvard College in 1636 by the Puritan colonialists 

(Lovett, 2015). Following Harvard was the establishment of eight more colonial-era institutions 

by specific religious groups (Chickering et al., 2006). The dominant religion of each colonial 

region was responsible for supporting their institution’s operations and maintaining a close tie 

with it (Chickering et al., 2006). The Anglican Church founded the College of William and Mary 

in 1693; the puritans founded Yale College in 1701. Together, all three of these founding 

institutions served as “adjuncts of their respective churches” (Altbach et al., 2011, p. 38).  

Secularization of Higher Education 

Despite the religious foundations of higher education, the academy began to shift towards 

a more secular focus during the late 19th century. The influence of the German model of higher 

education led U.S. colleges and universities to turn their focus from moral and clergy 

development to research and scholarship (Thelin, 2011). Universities began placing an emphasis 

on applied research and establishing institutions dedicated to the mechanical arts (engineering) 

and agriculture (Altbach et al., 2011). The curriculum within the new developing universities 

preserved the classical core of the early colleges but now included courses in business, science, 

English, and teaching (Atlbach et al., 2011). According to Stewart et al. (2011), the scholars of 

this time period were interested with academic processes of inquiry and discovery. These 

scholars felt they were being “constrained by Christian religious dogma and responded by 

rejecting anything other than intellectual engagement in the academy” (Stewart et al., 2011, p. 

10). This became the precedence of colleges and universities and eventually explicitly 

marginalized spiritual engagement within the academy (Stewart et al., 2011). Prayer before class, 
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mandatory chapel, and courses in Christian theology were “largely eliminated” (Stamm, 2006b, 

p. 75) and replaced by “research, vocationalism, and specialization” (p. 75).  

Stamm (2006b) stated that the “growing adherence in the academy to a scientific 

research-based approach to learning and teaching and to the development of new areas of 

knowledge propelled the transformation of American higher education toward secularization and 

total disengagement from its Christian foundations” (p. 78). Gross and Simmons (2009) claimed 

that secularization within the academy “did help solidify a distinction between religious and 

scientific/academic criteria for evaluating intellectual merit” (p. 105). By the 20th century, the 

secularization of U.S. higher education shifted the practice of spiritual and religious engagement 

at all institutions to almost exclusive practice at religious-affiliated colleges and universities.  

Criticism of Spirituality in Higher Education  

Influenced by the historical secularization of higher education, many individuals, such as 

administrators and faculty, feel that spirituality does not have a place or should not be discussed 

in higher education (Astin et al., 2011). Due to this notion, spirituality has been treated as a taboo 

in colleges and universities. Tisdell (2003) asserted that some officials believe that 

acknowledging spirituality in postsecondary education will cause colleges and universities to 

abandon the analytical and critical parts of higher education. Tisdell (2003) also explicitly stated, 

“Spirituality is not about pushing a religious agenda” (p. 11). This misconception promotes the 

apprehension of engaging in conversations and activities related to spirituality in higher 

education. Astin et al.’s (2011) reasoning to Tisdell’s (2003) statement is that individuals in 

higher education closely associate religion and spirituality as a single concept. As previously 
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discussed, individuals often use the terms of spirituality and religion synonymously; therefore, 

they define them as the same.  

Astin et al. (2011) divided the criticism of spirituality in higher education into two parts. 

First, the discussion of spirituality is a relatively new subject of interest among today’s 

academics in higher education. Consequently, academics are likely to intently question and 

criticize something that is unfamiliar to them. Second, most colleges are secular; thus, college 

officials believe that spirituality should only have an official place at religious-affiliated 

institutions. They also believe that the only time spirituality should be discussed at a nonreligious 

institution is when it is being taught as a subject area. 

Laurence (1999) explained that U.S. colleges have avoided issues related to religiosity 

and spirituality to preserve the secular atmosphere of the campus. In preserving the secular 

atmosphere of college campuses, college officials and faculty members are usually the most 

influential supporters. Some administrators do not understand the appropriate place for 

spirituality in higher education, and this impedes their ability to accept it (Lowery, 2005). Astin 

et al. (2011) reported that some academics feel that secular institutions should not engage in the 

spiritual lives of its students because it is not applicable to the scholarship of the academy. Due 

to the criticism of spirituality, higher education has neglected the inner development of students, 

which includes their values, beliefs, moral development, emotional maturity, and spiritual 

development (Astin et al., 2011). 

Spirituality in Student Development Theory 

Despite the criticism of spirituality in higher education, some researchers believe that 

students’ spiritual development actually takes place in college (Astin et al., 2011; Chickering et 
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al., 2006; Dalton & Crosby, 2007; Moran et al., 2008; Tisdell, 2003). Collins et al. (1987) 

proposed, “Spirituality rests on the balance of faith and experience” (p. 275). Faith is often 

considered comparable to spirituality because it “goes far beyond religious belief” (Parks, 2000, 

p. 7). Like spirituality, faith includes an individual’s personal seeking and discovering of 

meaning within their lived experiences. As previously noted, Chickering et al. (2006) believed 

that much of young adults’ faith development and spiritual discovery occurred because of their 

college experiences. Theorists James Fowler (1981) and Sharon Parks (2000) both developed 

theories acknowledged as foundational theories of faith development within college student 

development theories. 

Fowler’s Theory of Faith Development 

Fowler’s theory of faith development is a seminal theory related to faith development. 

From 1972 to 1981, James Fowler conducted a study with 359 participants from the cities of 

Atlanta, Boston, and Toronto to explore the development of faith throughout a person’s lifespan 

(Patton et al., 2016). The participants were 97.8% Caucasian ranging in age from 4 to 84 years 

old. The religious participation percentages of the respondents included Protestantism (45%), 

Catholicism (36.5%), Judaism (11.2%), Orthodox (3.6%), and other belief systems (3.7%). As a 

result of this study, Fowler (1981) developed the six stages of faith development: “primal faith, 

intuitive-projective faith, mythic-literal faith, synthetic-conventional faith, individuative-

reflective faith, conjunctive faith, and universalizing faith” (Patton et al., 2016, p. 1999). Each 

stage is divided into specific age groups (i.e., 3-7 years, 8-11 years.).  

As previously stated, 97.8% of the participants in Fowler’s (1981) study were Caucasian. 

Consequently, this pool of participants was not representative of a diverse population. Due to the 
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fact that the majority of the participants were Caucasian, Fowler’s (1981) faith development 

theory aligns more with White culture and experiences. African Americans may have other 

distinct experiences related to their faith development that differ from those of Caucasians.  

Parks’s Theory of Faith Development  

Drawing from Fowler’s (1981) theory of faith development, Sharon Daloz Parks (2000) 

developed her own faith development theory specifically for the young adulthood years of 

college-aged students. Stamm (2006a) contended that Parks’s “amplification of Fowler’s theory 

derives from her concern with fostering the spirituality of college students” (p. 57). Parks (2000) 

asserted, “Spiritual formation and religious faith development best happen in tandem with the 

whole flow of one’s life” (p. 64). According to Stamm (2006a), Parks (2000) even defined the 

process of faith development as “a spiritual quest to make sense out of life experiences and seek 

patterns, order, coherence, and relation among the disparate elements of human living” (p. 58). 

Parks’s (2000) theory of faith development is comprised of four stages: “adolescent faith, young 

adult faith, tested adult faith, and mature adult faith” (Patton et al., 2016, p. 203). Parks (2000) 

also identified the forms of knowing, dependence, and community as three areas developed 

within these four stages. 

Similar to Fowler’s (1981) study, Parks’s (2000) initial research utilized a predominantly 

White sample, with the difference being that Parks engaged college students as participants. 

Patton and McClure (2009) argued that although Parks (2000) targeted the students’ faith 

development in college, her theory “reveals less about the intersection of spirituality with race 

and gender, and does not highlight how spirituality factors into the experiences of African 

Americans” (p. 44).  
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Both Fowler’s (1981) and Parks’s (2000) theories of faith development are representative 

of White individual’s experiences related to faith. It is important to reference these theories as 

seminal works within the student development realm of research in higher education. On the 

other hand, referencing these two theories emphasizes the deficit of student development theories 

that are representative of African American students’ faith and spiritual development. This 

current study sought to explore the role of spirituality in the lived experiences of African 

American male college students, but it also highlighted the need for theories that may be tailored 

to the experiences of this specific population.     

Spiritual Connections in the Life of African American Male College Students 

Understanding how spirituality functions in Black males’ unique college experiences is 

important to researchers who seek to understand why African American males have had the 

lowest college graduation rates in comparison to other racial groups. Researchers have found that 

spirituality plays a vital role in the lives of African American male college students (Herndon, 

2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018; Walker & Dixon, 2002; Watson, 2006; 

Wood & Hilton, 2012a). This section is a discussion of how this population establishes spiritual 

connections within the areas of their academic success, campus life, and the community. 

Spirituality and Academic Success 

Jett’s (2010) research revealed that spirituality encouraged the African American males 

in his study to achieve academic success as college students. The participants attributed their 

academic success to the “spiritual connection” (Jett, 2010, p. 330) that they possessed. To be 

exact, their spiritual connection served as “one of the driving forces behind their academic 
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success” (Jett, 2010, p. 330). Participants also expressed that their spirituality enabled them to 

achieve their goals and remain academically successful.   

Wood and Hilton (2012) noted that spirituality also positively influenced the academic 

success of African American male community college students. Wood and Hilton’s (2012) study 

provided insight into the role of spirituality in Black males’ college experiences. Their findings 

suggested that spirituality promoted academic success in the lives of Black male college students 

by serving as a confidant, inspiring academic excellence, clarifying life purpose, functioning as a 

coping mechanism, and reducing distractions.   

Spirituality and Campus Life 

In addition to the academic success of African American male college students, 

spirituality is important to this population’s campus life experiences. The participants in Riggins 

et al.’s (2008) study reported that their spirituality encouraged their sense of belonging and 

connection with other Black males at a PWI. Participants were able to form relationships that 

provided brotherhood and a safe space to talk about their spirituality and college experiences as 

Black men. Participants also explained that their spirituality helped them abstain from negative 

temptations associated with campus life (Riggins et al., 2008). These temptations included 

female students, alcohol, drugs, and negative associations that could prevent their success in 

college. Spirituality’s influence on minimizing relational distractions was also a finding in Wood 

and Hilton’s (2012) study on spirituality in the lives of Black male college students. 

Spirituality and the Community 

Battle (2006) identified the Black church as the traditional community site for African 

Americans to be able to engage freely in “communal spirituality” (p. 11). Salinas et al. (2018) 
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also identified spirituality as the center of connection within the African American community. 

The church often functions as a community source of spiritual connection for African American 

male college students (Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018).  

Participants in Herndon’s (2003) study attributed a portion of their persistence to being 

able to use church as a spiritual outlet to express themselves. Attending church encouraged them 

to read their Bibles, meditate, engage in personal devotion, and fulfill their academic 

responsibilities. Thus, church did not only assist in their spiritual expressions, but also promoted 

their academic success. The Black males were also able to establish connections to other church 

members and form a support network within their community (Herndon, 2003). In a replication 

of Herndon’s (2003) study, Riggins et al. (2008) discovered that participants received 

encouragement, motivation, and financial support from the members of their local church.  

In a later study conducted by Jett (2010), church participation was one of the major 

themes expressed by his participants. Because his grandfather was a pastor, one respondent 

explained that he held multiple roles in his church. He sang in the choir, ushered, and assisted 

with the treasury department. He attributed his strong mathematical skills to working as an 

assistant in the treasury department of the church. The participants held positions in their 

respective churches that taught them leadership skills that assisted them outside of the church. 

Church members also provided spiritual guidance and spiritual mentorship that supported the 

persistence of the individuals in this study.  

Barriers to African American Male Persistence in College 

African American males have had the lowest baccalaureate graduation rates compared to 

all other races/ethnicities and genders (NCES, 2019). In order to mitigate them, researchers and 
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stakeholders must understand the barriers that impede the persistence of this population. This 

section is a review of specific barriers to the social capital, financial capital, and upward mobility 

of African American males while they are in college.  

Social Capital Within the Classroom and Extracurricular Activities 

 Social capital in higher education refers to institutional benefits that derive from social 

networks that help students achieve success (Almeida et al., 2019). Some of these institutional 

benefits include support, institutional resources, and information. African American male college 

students often encounter negative faculty-student interactions and the lack of campus 

involvement as barriers to their social capital in higher education.   

Negative Faculty-Student Interaction  

Faculty-student interactions play a substantial role in the persistence of African American 

male students in higher education. Tinto (1993) stated that faculty members are significant in the 

academic integration of students on college campuses. Negative experiences with faculty 

members can impede the academic integration process of African American male students.  

In Palmer and Gasman’s (2008) study, the Black male participants expressed their 

apprehension in sharing contradicting political views that challenged the perspectives of their 

professors in the classroom. They feared that the sharing of their counter-perspectives, would 

lead to ostracism or a negative effect on their grades. This type of discouragement can stifle the 

academic and intellectual growth that the college environment is supposed to cultivate within 

students.  

Other researchers found that many African American males felt that their professors did 

not respect them as collegiate-level scholars (Dancy, 2010; Ottley & Ellis, 2019; Robertson & 
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Chaney, 2017). Ottley and Ellis (2019) discovered that White faculty members did not take 

African American males seriously because they assumed many of these students gained college 

entrance acceptance based only their ability to play sports. This is an example of an apparent 

stereotype that perpetuates the idea of Black males are only achieving college admission due to 

athleticism. The participants also mentioned that faculty members still treated Black males who 

were not athletes as athletes (Ottley & Ellis, 2019). This stereotype places this population at a 

disadvantage when they attempt to establish their academic identity and obtain the needed 

assistance from their professors.  

Lack of Campus Involvement 

Research has shown that some African American males are not highly involved in 

extracurricular activities on their college campuses (Cuyjet, 2006; Harper & Wolley, 2002). 

Astin (1985) described student involvement as “the amount of physical and psychological energy 

that a student devotes to the academic experience” (p. 297). Tinto (1993) asserted that the way 

students integrate themselves into the social life of college is important to their persistence at an 

institution. Brooms (2017) also explained that the lack of social integration lowers the chances of 

Black males’ persistence as well as their likelihood of graduating.  

In their study, Palmer and Young (2009) found that more African American females were 

involved in campus activities in comparison to African American males. This finding was 

consistent with Harper’s (2003) study of observing the gender imbalances of extracurricular 

campus involvement between African American males and females. Participants in Palmer and 

Young’s (2009) study also suggested that the lack of Black male engagement was because the 

university did not understand what interested this population of students on campus. 
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Astin (1985) postulated that a student’s time in college is a resource, and students will 

devote time to activities they deem important and beneficial. In reference to Black males, Harper 

(2006) concluded that this population is more likely to invest time in activities that will provide a 

return on investment. African American males would rather engage in activities they perceive as 

more masculine in nature (Harper, 2003; Harper & Wolley, 2002). These activities include doing 

nothing in their dorms, engaging in romantic affairs, playing video games, playing basketball, 

showing off material possessions, exercising, and rapping.  

Lack of African American Male Financial Capital in Paying For College 

Tinto (1993) proposed that financial capital in the form of financial aid and financial 

resources may be more significant to the persistence of students from underrepresented, 

disadvantaged, and low-socioeconomic backgrounds than it is to White students. Specifically, 

insufficient resources to pay for college are significant to the persistence of African American 

males (Brooms, 2017; Bush & Bush, 2010; Palmer et al., 2014; Robertson, 2013; Rosser-Mims, 

2014). Bush and Bush (2010) proposed two reasons as to why insufficient financial support may 

negatively influence the persistence and success of Black male college students. The first reason 

was that African American males are more likely to come from lower socioeconomic families. 

The second reason was that African American males are more likely to come from “blighted 

urban communities” (Bush & Bush, 2010, p. 44). These two reasons highlight why financial 

resources may be scarce for this population due to the economic status of their family. 

The lack of financial literacy is another contributing factor to the financial capital of 

African American male college students. In Robertson’s (2013) study, respondents admitted that 

they were cognizant of financial aid, but lacked the financial literacy to obtain it. The lack of 
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financial literacy prevented one of the participants from receiving the maximum amount of aid 

he could be awarded. Another participant was able to learn about financial aid from his mother, 

but never received any institutional information concerning it. Robertson’s (2013) study revealed 

that some African American males are not receiving financial aid because of their lack of 

knowledge, not because they do not qualify to receive any.  

Rosser-Mims et al. (2014) also echoed the findings of Robertson’s (2013) study by 

explaining that accessing loans and grants can be a very stressful process for Black men. They 

also suggested that many students within this population lack the knowledge needed to locate 

and obtain the financial assistance available to them. 

Challenges to African American Male Upward Mobility in College  

Upward mobility in college refers to a student’s upward shift in their academic and social 

integration. This upward shift in the academic and social integration of college students is 

indicative of the likelihood of them persisting to graduation. This section is a discussion of 

academic unpreparedness, external familial responsibilities, and racial discrimination as 

challenges to the upward mobility of African American male college students.  

Academic Unpreparedness  

Tinto (1993) posited that not all college entrants are able to meet the required academic 

performance standards needed to be successful. Due to their lack of academic unpreparedness, 

these students do not persist to graduation. Many African American male students enter college 

lacking the academic skills and preparation required to ensure their success (Palmer et al., 2010; 

Palmer & Gasman, 2008; Palmer & Strayhorn, 2008; Palmer & Young, 2009).  



 

37 

Cuyjet (2006) argued that poor K-12 schooling was a significant contributor to African 

American males’ lack of academic preparation for college. Wood and Palmer (2015) elaborated 

on Cuyjet’s (2006) argument by identifying precollege factors of academic unpreparedness for 

this population. These factors included unqualified instructors, funding differences between 

affluent and low-income school districts, and low academic expectations of teachers and 

counselors. Wood and Palmer (2015) also identified high expulsion and suspension rates and 

underrepresentation of Black males in gifted programs and AP courses. The factors listed by 

Wood and Palmer (2015) place African American male college students at a disadvantage upon 

entering college.  

Similarly, the participants of Ottley and Ellis’s (2019) study explained that the Black 

community did not prepare them academically or socially for college in comparison to the 

support their White peers received. In another study, Brooms (2017) also reported that Black 

males did not receive the proper training in academic skills prior to entering college. One of the 

participants noted that he did not possess time management, study, or note-taking skills as a first-

year student in college. These particular skills are important to the academic success of African 

American males and how well they function in the classroom environment. 

External Familial Responsibilities  

Many African American males must still fulfill familial responsibilities, which Tinto 

(1993) described as “external obligations” (p. 63), while attempting to be successful in college. 

He also noted that external community obligations are factors that impede students’ persistence 

by removing them from their college experience. Guiffrida (2005) found that familial 
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responsibilities negatively influenced the academic success of some Black students, causing 

them to quit. 

Ottley and Ellis (2019) discovered that Black males’ familial responsibilities distracted 

them from focusing on their academic school work. The participants in this study identified their 

familial responsibilities as external obstacles that they faced while attempting to be successful in 

college. A respondent in Palmer et al.’s (2009) study reported having to withdraw from college 

due to his mother’s illness. In another study conducted by Palmer et al. (2010), the respondents 

reported they faced the challenges of home and local community problems. Specifically, taking 

care of their families took precedence over their education. Strayhorn’s (2011) study revealed 

that African American males felt overwhelmed with trying to balance familial responsibilities 

and attempting to thrive on the college campus. These studies showed that the struggle between 

family and academics could possibly hinder the persistence of this population of students. 

Furthermore, Brooms (2017) highlighted that Black males in his study expressed they felt an 

“accountability for the plight for their families” (p. 28). Their accountability to their family could 

function as a factor of motivation but also a distraction to their academic performance in college.  

Racial Discrimination 

While pursuing an undergraduate degree, African American males often face the 

challenges of microaggressions, stereotypes, and racial threats on their college campuses 

(Brooms, 2017; Cuyjet, 2006; Hall, 2017; Parker et al., 2016; Strayhorn & Devita, 2010; 

Robertson & Chaney; 2017). For African American males, these experiences are common at 

PWIs. Facing racial battles in the form of microaggressions, stereotypes, and blatant racism can 
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impede African American males’ persistence in the college environment (Brooms, 2017; Parker 

et al., 2016; Robertson, 2013; Robertson & Chaney, 2017; Smith et al., 2007).  

Downing (2017) defined microaggressions as “brief slights and insults that send 

demeaning messages to members of minority groups” (p. 153). The participants in Robertson 

and Chaney’s (2017) study shared their experiences with microaggressions from their Caucasian 

peers. These microaggressions pertained to Black male temperament, ethnic-related music, and 

race-related activities. The African American males in this study all mentioned that their White 

peers never noticed that their actions were slightly offensive (Robertson & Chaney, 2017).  

African American males pursuing postsecondary education are often stereotyped by what 

others see and hear in the media and books (Moore & Herndon, 2003). Societal imagery has 

associated African American males with violence, incarceration, and criminality (Jenkins, 2006). 

Participants in Ottley and Ellis’s (2019) study explained that Black males were stereotyped as 

being unintelligent, athletes, aggressive, and competitive at a PWI. The admission of Black 

males to college as athletes to play sports was the stereotype frequently battled by participants. 

Participants shared that they were automatically categorized as overly aggressive and 

competitive. As a result of this stereotype, White faculty members did not take African American 

males seriously in the classroom. Beamon (2014) discovered that Black male athletes shared 

these same sentiments as being stereotyped according to their athletic build, stigmas around 

athletes, and their race in the classroom (p. 128). These findings support Jackson and Hui’s 

(2018) assertion that Black males face racial alienation while navigating the college environment 

of PWIs.  
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In addition to stereotyping, African American males also experienced racial aggressions 

on college campuses (Beamon, 2014; Harper, 2015; Parker et al., 2016; Robertson, 2013; 

Robertson & Chaney, 2017; Robertson & Mason, 2006; Singer, 2005; Smith et al., 2007). Some 

of these racial aggressions include being called a “nigger” by White individuals, written racial 

slurs in public places on campus, and negative racial symbolism by White fraternities and 

organizations. In sum, Black males experience challenges related to their race/ethnicity. 

Spirituality as a Coping Mechanism for African American Male College Students 

African American males face barriers and challenges that impede their persistence to 

graduation. Studies have shown that African American males use spirituality as a coping 

mechanism to combat these challenges within the college environment (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 

2003; Riggins et al., 2008; Wood & Hilton, 2012a). Specifically, praying, reading the Bible, and 

attending church services are spiritual coping mechanisms in the lives of this population of 

students (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008, Salinas et al., 2018; 

Wood & Hilton, 2012a).  

Herndon’s (2003) study revealed that Black males used “prayer, church attendance, 

reading scriptures or inspirational writings” (p. 79) as spiritual coping mechanisms. These coping 

mechanisms helped Black male students combat stress that challenged their academic and social 

integration within their college campus (Herndon, 2003). Specifically, reading the Bible gave a 

participant  “an extra boost of encouragement” (Herndon, 2003, p. 81) when challenged with 

situations as a student. Spirituality also helped participants cope with academic barriers they 

faced as well as social interactions with Caucasian faculty, staff, and peers  
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Herndon (2003) discovered that the church provided spiritual support to the participants 

while they were in college. Participants attributed a portion of their persistence to being able to 

use church as a spiritual outlet to express themselves. One participant explicitly reported, “It [the 

church] is essential to my survival as a student” (Herndon, 2003, p. 81). Attending church 

encouraged them to read their Bibles, meditate, engage in personal devotion, as well as fulfill 

their academic responsibilities.  

Replicating Herndon’s (2003) study, Riggins et al.’s (2008) findings revealed that “being 

spiritual helped African American males to cope with certain academic stressors” (p. 76). 

Participants used prayer as their coping mechanism to calm themselves when faced with college 

stress (Riggins et al., 2008). In Dancy’s (2010) study, the African American male participants 

identified the following as challenges they faced on the college campus: “institutional 

engagement of African American men according to stereotypes; academic disengagement, 

particularly in interactions with faculty; limited opportunities for mentoring and to connect with 

off-campus communities that matter to them” (p. 247). Prayer was the primary spiritual act used 

by the participants to cope with stress and anxiety at both HBCUs and PWIs. Prayer also 

encouraged the young men to look within themselves and to God for solutions to external 

challenges of the campus environment (Dancy, 2010). Similarly, Wood and Hilton’s (2012) 

participants described their prayer life as an essential coping mechanism by talking to God about 

their challenges within their college experiences. Being able to talk to God at any time affirmed 

that they were never alone and could always talk with God.  
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Spirituality Bolstering African American Male Resilience in College 

In some studies, findings have suggested that spirituality fosters resilience in the college 

experiences of Black males (Herndon, 2003; Wood & Hilton, 2012a). Gardner et al. (2017) 

described resilience as “not giving up or quitting when faced with difficulties and challenges” (p. 

34) or rebounding from challenging situations. In essence, spirituality endows Black males with 

the tools they need to survive and rebound, despite the challenges of their college experiences. 

Herndon (2003) found spirituality bolstered the resilience of African American males. 

The participants also expressed an understanding that in spite of their academic “pitfalls” or 

“shortcomings,” they must be resilient and continue to strive for academic success (Herndon, 

2003, p. 79). In addition to academic assistance, the participants attributed their encouragement 

to remain at a PWI to their spirituality, despite racial challenges (Herndon, 2003). 

In another study, Wood and Hilton (2013) characterized spirituality as a “resiliency 

mechanism” (p. 41). When faced with opposition, participants relied on God to help them 

recover or rebound from adversity. Through prayer, the participants were able to communicate 

with God about their challenges. God’s spiritual assistance helped the young men in this study be 

resilient throughout their collegiate experiences.  

Theoretical Framework 

The purpose of the current study was to explore how spirituality played a role in the 

persistence to graduation of African American male students at four-year institutions. A 

theoretical framework was necessary to examine the relationship between spirituality and 

persistence in the lived experiences of this specific undergraduate population. Maxwell (2012), 

as cited in Merriam and Tisdell (2016), defined the theoretical framework as “the underlying 
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structure, the scaffolding or frame of your study” (p. 85). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) also stated 

that the theoretical framework of a study will “draw upon concepts, terms, definitions, models, 

and theories of a particular literature base and disciplinary orientation” (p. 86). The current study 

utilized a theoretical framework comprised of a conceptual model, the five domains model 

(Wood & Harris, 2014), in tandem with a theory, the expressions of spirituality theory (Herndon, 

2003).   

The researcher constructed this theoretical framework to examine areas of persistence 

related to African American males’ college experiences and how spirituality was integrated into 

each area. This theoretical framework was also tailored to the current study because both the five 

domains model and the expressions of spirituality theory were created specifically from research 

conducted on African American male students in higher education. This unique feature of the 

theoretical framework provided the ideal structure to explore the experiences of this population 

in college. The researcher created a schematic of the conceptual framework, based upon the five 

domains model and expressions of spirituality theory, for this current study, displayed in Figure 

2. 
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Figure 2 
 
Conceptual Framework 

 
 
 

This theoretical framework section has two subsections: persistence and spirituality. The 

persistence subsection provides an overview of persistence, as well as how the researcher used 

the five domains model as a model for examining Black male persistence. The spirituality 

subsection provides an overview of spirituality and discusses how the participants’ experiences 

may reveal elements of African American spirituality in the broader context of spirituality in the 

Black culture. The spirituality subsection also examines how the expressions of spirituality 

theory was integrated into the current study.  
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Persistence 

The first component of the theoretical framework was persistence. In this study, 

persistence is the “continued enrollment (or degree completion) at any higher education 

institution” (NSCRC, 2015, para. 1). Persistence relates to Vincent Tinto’s (1993) theory of 

student departure, which is the most frequently cited framework that focuses on student retention 

and attrition (Kim & Conrad, 2006). Tinto (1993) postulated that a student’s academic and social 

integration coupled with their goal commitments were predictors of whether a student would 

drop out of or stay at a college.  

However, despite the advances of Tinto’s (1993) theory of student departure, Guiffrida 

(2006) asserted that this theory was not created with cultural sensitivity towards minorities. Kim 

and Conrad (2006) also reported that Tinto’s (1993) theory was “based on traditional college 

students and serves for an ethnic and cultural majority population rather than for minority 

students” (p. 403). Like other seminal works, Tinto’s (1993) theory of student departure is more 

representative of Caucasian students’ college experiences.  

Other factors, in addition to spirituality, that contribute to the persistence of African 

American males in college include precollege programs (Brooms, 2017; Harper, 2007; Kim & 

Hargrove, 2013; Palmer et al., 2010; Palmer & Gasman, 2008; Palmer & Strayhorn, 2008; 

Palmer & Young, 2009), financial stability (Palmer et al., 2014; Riggins et al., 2008; Robertson, 

2013; Strayhorn, 2009; Warde, 2007), familial support (Brooms, 2017; Horne, 2007), peer 

relationships (Brooms, 2017; Dancy, 2010; Harper, 2007; Kim & Hargrove, 2013; Palmer et al., 

2010; Palmer & Gasman, 2008; Warde, 2007; Wood & Hilton, 2012b), positive faculty-student 

connections (Brooms, 2017; Dancy, 2010; Palmer et al., 2010; Palmer & Young, 2009; Shorette 
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& Palmer, 2015), campus involvement (Brooms, 2017; Harper, 2005, 2008; Johnson, 2013; 

Lindsey, 2012; Palmer et al., 2010; Palmer & Young, 2009; Reid, 2013; Simmons, 2013), and 

mentorship (Brooks et al., 2013; Brooms & Davis, 2017; Brown, 2009; Dancy, 2010; Palmer et 

al., 2010; Palmer & Gasman, 2008).  

The Five Domains Model  

Wood and Harris (2014) created the five domains model to identify salient factors that 

contributed to the academic success and persistence of Black males at community colleges. As 

shown in Figure 3, the five domains model is made up of three main constructs: precollege 

considerations, the five domains, and outcomes. Each of these three main constructs is comprised 

of specific factors. The precollege considerations area contains goals, background, and societal 

norms. The “social domain, noncognitive domain, academic domain, environmental domain, and 

institutional domain” (Wood & Harris, 2014, p. 178) are in the five domains within the 

conceptual model. Lastly, the outcomes section is comprised of academic success. Wood and 

Harris (2014) concluded, “Interactions between precollege considerations and the five variable 

constructs affect the success of Black males” (p. 176) in college. The following subsections 

provide a discussion of the specific constructs of the five domains model that the researcher 

explored as points of inquiry in the current study.  
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Figure 3 

The Five Domains Model 

 
Note. Reprinted with permission “The Five Domains: A Conceptual Model of Black Male Success in the 
Community College,” by J. L. Wood & F. Harris, III, 2014, p. 178. In F. A. Bonner, II (Ed.), Building on Resilience: 
Models and Frameworks of Black Male Success Across the P-20 Pipeline. Copyright 2014 by Stylus. 
 
 
Precollege Considerations 

Wood and Harris (2014) identified several precollege considerations that can be used to 

understand African American males’ experiences prior to entering postsecondary education. 

Goals, background, and societal norms are the three key factors within the precollege 
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considerations area. According to Wood and Harris’s (2014) model, spirituality is a factor within 

the background of Black males as a precollege consideration.  

Therefore, since the researcher of this study sought to understand the spiritual 

background of the participants in order to examine how spirituality had influenced their 

upbringing, use of the five domains model was appropriate. Observing the participants’ 

spirituality from the perspective of their upbringing presented the opportunity to explore their 

precollege and post-college spiritual development, growth, and practices. As previously 

mentioned, Black college students are exploring spiritual practices that may differ from the 

familial ones they experienced in their childhood (Bryant, 2020). The participants’ spiritual 

background provided a unique lens through which to observe how spirituality was integrated 

within the specific domains of inquiry for this current study. 

The Five Domains 

Wood and Harris (2014) proposed that African American males’ precollege 

considerations influence the five domains of their college experience. These five domains 

include the social domain, noncognitive domain, academic domain, environmental domain, and 

institutional domain. Each domain is comprised of factors identified as playing integral roles in 

Black males’ persistence and academic success during their time in college. Wood and Harris 

(2014) also asserted, “Interrelationships between the domains are complex; most of them have an 

effect on noncognitive and academic factors, which are believed to have a bidirectional 

relationship” (p. 178). Figure 3 shows the interrelationships of each of the domains within the 

model. In essence, each domain shares a unique, yet complex relationship that influences the 

academic success and persistence of Black males. This study sought to understand how 
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spirituality was woven into the complexity of the interrelationships of the domains of this model. 

Dalton (2006a) postulated, “Spirituality is rooted and sustained in higher education through the 

social and psychological connections of communal life on campus” (p. 165). Specifically, this 

study focused on the role that spirituality played within the social, noncognitive, academic, 

environmental, and institutional domains of the participants’ lived college experiences. 

Social Domain. In the five domains model, Wood and Harris (2014) posited, “Social 

integration has an effect (direct or indirect) on student success” (p. 179). This supports Tinto’s 

(1993) assertion that the more a student socially integrates into the campus environment, the 

more they are likely to persist. Campus involvement is an element of social integration for 

college students. Researchers have also found that campus involvement has assisted in the 

persistence of Black males (Brooms, 2017; Harper, 2005, 2008; Johnson, 2013; Lindsey, 2012; 

Palmer et al., 2010; Palmer & Young, 2009; Reid, 2013; Simmons, 2013). Extracurricular 

activities was the specific factor of inquiry within the social domain that the researcher was 

interested in. 

Noncognitive Domain. Wood and Harris (2014) proposed that the noncognitive domain 

“is composed of variables that are primarily psychosocial and captures students’ emotional and 

affective responses to social contexts and the person-environment interactions that take place 

within the institution” (para. 11). It has been noted that increasing the focus on noncognitive 

factors can enhance students’ success and persistence (Brzycki & Brzycki, 2016). Palmer and 

Strayhorn (2008) discovered that noncognitive factors promoted retention and persistence among 

the African American male participants in their study. Their findings suggested that “internal 

locus of control, hard work, focus, time management, and developing a cool passion for a major” 
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(Palmer & Strayhorn, 2008, p. 137) were the noncognitive factors that facilitated persistence for 

their participants. For this study, the factors of inquiry within the noncognitive domain included: 

sense of belonging, focus, degree utility, self-efficacy, and locus of control. 

Academic Domain. This study examined how spirituality influenced the academic 

success of African American male college students. Wood and Harris (2014) proposed that the 

academic domain of the college environment “consists of student interactions with faculty, 

student use of academic services, their commitment to their course of study, and other variables 

that are directly related to student academic experiences and outcomes” (p. 39). This further 

confirms the appropriateness of this framework since faculty-student interactions and major 

certainty were areas of specific inquiry within the academic domain in the current study.  

Environmental Domain. While the noncognitive domain represents intrinsic 

mechanisms associated with persistence, the environmental domain represents the extrinsic 

factors that may facilitate or impede a student’s persistence. The environmental domain is the 

domain that “captures important student commitments that occur outside of the institution” 

(Harris & Wood, 2016, p. 39). Some factors included in the environmental domain are variables 

“that pull a student’s attention and intensity away from their collegiate endeavors” (Wood & 

Williams, 2013, p. 5). These include “familial responsibilities, employment, life stress, external 

peers, family support, and finances” (Wood & Harris (2014, p. 181). Familial responsibilities 

(Brooms, 2017; Guiffrida, 2005; Ottley & Ellis, 2019; Palmer et al., 2009, 2010; Strayhorn, 

2011), employment (Wood & Palmer, 2015; Wood & Williams, 2013), life stress (Harris & 

Wood, 2016; Wood & Williams, 2013), and finances (Brooms, 2017; Bush & Bush, 2010; 

Palmer et al., 2014; Robertson, 2013) have been identified as barriers to the persistence of 
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African American males in college. African American males use spirituality as a coping 

mechanism to manage the components of their life located outside of the collegiate environment 

(Constantine et al., 2006; Donahoo & Caffey, 2010; Patton & McClure, 2009; Weddle-West et 

al., 2013). Conversely, external peers (Brooms, 2017; Harris & Wood, 2016; Herndon, 2003; 

Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018; Wood & Williams, 2013) and familial 

support (Brooms, 2017; Horne, 2007) have been identified as environmental factors that 

contribute to the persistence of this population of students. The researcher was interested in 

investigating life stress as a factor of inquiry within the environmental domain.      

Institutional Domain. The institutional domain is comprised of elements that are 

responsible for shaping a student’s collegiate experience and their success (Harris & Wood, 

2016). Harris and Wood (2016) also suggested that institutions are responsible for “fostering a 

culture that is conducive to the learning and success for men of color” (p. 41). However, because 

of African American males’ negative experiences at PWIs, many have often characterized the 

campus climate at PWIs as “chilly” towards this population (Allen, 1992; Brooms, 2017; Cuyjet, 

2006; Hall, 2017; Strayhorn & Devita, 2010). African American males frequently encounter 

stereotyping, racial threats, and microaggressions on their college campuses as they pursue an 

undergraduate degree at PWIs (Brooms, 2017; Cuyjet, 2006; Hall, 2017; Parker et al., 2016; 

Strayhorn & DeVita, 2010; Robertson & Chaney; 2017).  

In striking contrast, other studies have reported more positive and supportive experiences 

of African American males at HBCUs (Goings, 2017; Johnson & McGowan, 2017; Palmer & 

Gasman, 2008; Palmer et al., 2010; Palmer & Strayhorn, 2008; Palmer & Young, 2009; Shorette 

& Palmer; 2015). In comparing African American students’ levels of spirituality based upon 
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institution type (HBCU or PWI), research revealed those attending a PWI expressed higher 

spiritual levels than those attending an HBCU (Weddle-West et al., 2013). Weddle-West et al. 

(2013) assumed they required higher levels due to the challenges they faced as minorities at a 

PWI. Other research suggests that spirituality assists African American students in overcoming 

negative obstacles associated with campus racial-gender climate and institutional type, such as 

racial discrimination and stereotype threat (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2013; Woods, 2010). 

Institutional characteristics and campus racial-gender climate were the two factors of inquiry of 

interest within the institutional domain. 

The Outcomes 

Harris and Wood (2016) postulated that the interactive and interdependent relationships 

between the precollege considerations and the five domains shape a student’s success outcomes. 

The academic success of African American males is the desired outcome presented by the five 

domains model. The findings from Wood and Hilton’s (2012) study suggested spirituality 

promoted academic success by serving as a confidant, inspiring academic excellence, affirming 

their purpose, helping them overcome barriers, and reducing relational distractions. 

Spirituality  

The second component of this current study’s theoretical framework was spirituality. 

Meraviglia (1999) defined spirituality as follows: 

The experiences and expressions of a person’s spirit in a unique and dynamic process 

reflecting faith in God or a supreme being; connectedness with self, others, nature, or 

God; an integration of the dimensions of the mind, body, and spirit. (p. 90) 
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The first subsection is a discussion of how elements of African American spirituality assisted in 

the examination of the experiences of Black males in college. The second subsection explains 

how the researcher used the expressions of spirituality theory to explore the role spirituality 

played in the experiences of the participants of this current study.   

African American Spirituality 

As previously discussed, spirituality within Black culture has been termed Black 

spirituality or African American spirituality. African American spirituality provided a unique 

cultural and spiritual lens to explore the lived experiences of Black males in college. First, 

Stewart’s (1999) creative and resistant soul forces will be discussed. Second, the five functional 

dynamics of African American spirituality will be presented as elements used in examining the 

participants’ experiences as described by Stewart (1999). 

Creative Soul Force and Resistant Soul Force. Creative soul force and resistant soul 

force were two concepts that Carlyle Stewart (1999) associated within African American 

spirituality. Watson (2006) posited that African American students “use their creative soul force 

to interject their unique culture into every part of the collegiate experience” (p. 115). Their 

creative soul force allows them to be able to cope and survive in a college environment where 

they may experience racism or social injustices.  

Watson (2006) warned that when Black males are not allowed to interject their “unique 

cultural values or that the mainstream culture does not want to accept or acknowledge them, they 

begin to use resistant force to create separate organizations to affirm their identity, spirit, and 

values” (p. 115). The establishment of Black fraternities, sororities, and organizations occurred 

because of the African American students’ resistant soul force that sought a space to express 



 

54 

their experiences and receive acknowledgment. In sum, Black students use creative soul force 

and resistant soul force as coping mechanisms to create their own spaces of culture that are 

conducive to their Black identity. 

Examining how African American males use creative and resistant soul forces in their 

lived experiences was useful in identifying specific actions associated with African American 

spirituality. Exploring this population’s use of these two spiritual forces also provided insight to 

the specific role of African American spirituality in their experiences. Furthermore, observing 

these soul forces allowed for a deeper cultural understanding of African American spirituality in 

the lived collegiate experiences of Black males. 

Five Functional Dynamics of African American Spirituality. Stewart (1999) proposed 

five functional dynamics of African American spirituality: formative, unitive, corroborative, 

transformative, and sacralative/consecrative functions. For example, within the formative 

function, Black spirituality is influential in the formation of Black culture, community, and 

consciousness. In the current study, the researcher sought to discover whether African American 

spirituality played a role in Black male students’ formation of culture, community, and 

consciousness. The unitive function, another point of inquiry for the current study, included 

whether Black spirituality encouraged the unification of Black males within their college 

campus. Black spirituality reaffirming the participants’ intelligence and self-worth, despite their 

institutional environment or adverse life situations, would be indicative of the corroborative 

function. Also examining how Black spirituality empowered African American males to adapt to 

their current situations would support how the transformative function was important to their 

college experiences. Lastly, discovering if the sacralative/consecrative function reminded Black 
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males that their life is sacred and valuable in spite of societal stereotypes was another element of 

their lived experience. Collectively, these functions facilitated the researcher’s exploration of 

how African American spirituality encouraged Black males’ persistence through strengthening 

their Blackness as college students. 

Expressions of Spirituality Theory 

The second component of the theoretical framework for the current study was the 

expressions of spirituality theory developed from a study conducted by Herndon (2003) to 

examine the role of spirituality in the lives of 13 African American male students attending a 

four-year PWI. The findings from this study suggested that “spirituality bolstered resilience, 

spirituality provided a sense of purpose, and that Black males required spiritual support from 

their religious institutions” (Herndon, 2003, p. 75). These three findings became the tenets of the 

expressions of spirituality theory. The following subsections explain how each tenet of this 

theory facilitated the exploration of how spirituality explicitly played a role in the noncognitive, 

social, environmental, academic, and institutional domains examined in the current study.   

Spirituality Bolsters Resilience. As previously discussed, African American males face 

several challenges that can impede their academic success and persistence. This tenet was an 

avenue to explore in which of the domains of inquiry do the participants experience challenges 

and if spirituality strengthened their resilience to persist. The participants in Herndon’s (2003) 

study reported that spirituality bolstered their ability to “bounce back” (p. 79) when faced with 

the challenges. Their resilience was fostered through the application of spiritual “coping 

mechanisms” (Herndon, 2003, p. 79), such as prayer, attending church, and reading biblical 

scriptures and inspirational writings. The use of this tenet assisted in identifying what acts of 
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spirituality participants used to be resilient when faced with challenges and observing whether 

participants used specific spiritual coping mechanisms for specific challenges they faced.  

Spirituality Provides a Sense of Purpose. In Herndon’s (2003) study, the participants 

defined their purpose with their “current and future tasks that should be accomplished” (p. 80). 

Jett (2010) also discovered that spirituality guided his participants to their major and ultimately 

their career. Essentially, spirituality enhanced their commitment to their degree program and thus 

encouraged their persistence and academic success.  

Degree utility is a factor within the noncognitive domain closely related to the pursuit of 

“educational opportunities” needed to fulfill one’s purpose as described by Constantine et al. 

(2006). Wood and Harris (2014) defined degree utility as the degree to which students believe 

their academic pursuits are worthwhile. Wood (2012) also explained that African American 

males may experience conflicts in their perception of the importance of college and obtaining a 

college degree. Thus, this tenet assisted in the exploration of how spirituality provided Black 

males with a sense of purpose and how pursuing their purpose encouraged their persistence to 

graduation.  

Spiritual Support from Religious Institutions. The final tenet of the expressions of 

spirituality theory identified the importance of the spiritual support provided by religious 

institutions, such as churches. Teasdale (1999) identified the various types of religious 

institutions as a “church, synagogue, temple, or mosque” (p. 18). Findings from other studies 

have suggested that spiritual support from Black males’ fellow parishioners, pastors, and mentors 

has assisted in their collegiate persistence (Donahoo & Caffey, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; 

Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018). Herndon (2003) explained, “Local congregations are 
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pivotal, as they allow college students a formal venue to continue exploring their spirituality” (p. 

81). The participants in Salinas et al.’s (2018) study reported that their church family provided 

them with the encouragement, spiritual guidance, and spiritual mentorship they needed in their 

spiritual development as college students. Similarly, Herndon’s (2003) participants stated that 

their church supported their spirituality by encouraging them to read their Bibles, participate in 

personal devotion, and meditate.  

Summary 

This chapter was divided into two major sections, which included spirituality and the 

theoretical framework. The spirituality section functioned as a review of literature related to 

spirituality, African American spirituality, spirituality in higher education, and spirituality in the 

life of African American male college students. The spirituality in higher education subsection 

examined the religious foundations of higher education, the secularization of higher education, 

the criticism of spirituality in higher education, and spirituality in student development theory. 

The spirituality in the lives of African American male college students section included literature 

related to the lived experiences of African American male students in higher education. The 

theoretical framework section explained how the researcher used the five domains model and 

expressions of spirituality theory to examine the role of spirituality in the persistence to 

graduation of African American male college students. The following chapter describes the 

research methodology employed to explore the role of spirituality in the lived experiences of 

Black college males. 
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

“In all thy ways acknowledge Him and He will direct thy path.”  
Spirituality is a daily walk with God, his presence in all of our undertaking,  

and an example of love, peace, happiness, and success in our endeavors. 
– Mother Ruby Alexander Thompson 

 
The purpose of this study was to explore the role spirituality played in the persistence to 

graduation of African American male students at four-year institutions. African American males 

have had the lowest baccalaureate graduation rates among all other genders and races/ethnicities 

in higher education (NCES, 2019). Trends also show the largest gap in degree attainment lies at 

the baccalaureate level for Black males (U.S. Census Bureau, 2019). Most research has focused 

on the challenges and barriers that impede this population’s persistence to degree completion. In 

recent years, some researchers have identified several factors that contribute to this population’s 

persistence in higher education. Of these factors, spirituality has been identified, but not widely 

researched among African American male college students. Research has shown that spirituality 

provides purpose, promotes academic success, fosters resilience, and acts as a coping mechanism 

for African American males during their collegiate experience (Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; 

Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018; Watson, 2006; Wood & Hilton, 2012a). This study has 

the potential to benefit this specific population of students by helping researchers understand 

their lived experiences and factors that foster their persistence. This study could also inform best 

practices, initiatives, and programming efforts to support the retention of African American 

males to baccalaureate degree completion.    

This chapter presents the research methodology used to explore the role of spirituality in 

the persistence to graduation of African American male college students. The contents include 
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the research questions, research design, population, sample, the researcher’s subjectivity 

statement, instrumentation, data collection, data analysis, reporting results, and chapter summary. 

Research Questions Reiterated 

The two functions of research questions in a qualitative study are to give the researcher 

guidance on how to conduct the study as well as to help the researcher focus the study (Maxwell, 

2012). Creswell and Poth (2018) contended that questions that are more open-ended are better 

for exploring a participant’s experiences. The open-endedness of the question allows the 

researcher to listen carefully to the participant’s replies about their life experiences. The central 

research question for the study was: How does spirituality play a role in the persistence to 

graduation in the lived experiences of African American male college students at four-year 

institutions? The three sub-questions that guided this study were: 

a. How do African American males describe the meaning of spirituality throughout their 

college experience? 

b. In what ways do African American males engage in spiritual expression throughout 

their college experience? 

c. How does spirituality influence the academic success of African American male 

college students? 

Research Design 

In this study, the researcher used a qualitative research design to explore how spirituality 

played a role in the persistence to graduation of African American male college students. 

Qualitative research is “an inquiry process of understanding based on a distinct methodological 

approach to inquiry that explores a social or human problem” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 326). 
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Kaplan and Maxwell (2005) stated that the goal of qualitative research is to understand a 

phenomenon from the participants’ points of view in its particular institutional and social 

context. Qualitative research allows researchers to explore the perspectives of diverse groups and 

homogenous groups of people and unpack views within a community (Choy, 2014).  

Maxwell (2012) outlined five specific intellectual goals that make qualitative research 

useful. Of the five intellectual goals, the first four support why a qualitative study was 

appropriate for this current study. Maxwell (2012) explained that qualitative research helps 

researchers: 

1. Understand the meaning for participants in a study of the events or actions they are 

involved in and their accounts they give of their lives. 

2. Understand the specific context in which the participants act and the influence this 

specific context has on their actions. 

3. Identify unexpected phenomena and generating new grounded theories. 

4. Understand the processes by which occurrences and activities take place.   

5. Develop causal explanations. (p. 221)  

In this study, the researcher sought to understand how African American male students defined 

the meaning of spirituality throughout their collegiate experience. In addition to understanding 

the meaning, the researcher wanted to explore in what ways this population engaged in spiritual 

expression. Lastly, the researcher desired to examine how spirituality influenced the academic 

success of the participants.  

Crotty (1998) listed the four elements of a qualitative research design as the 

epistemology, theoretical framework, methodology, and research methods. Social constructivism 
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was the epistemological stance the researcher used. This study also employed interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) as the methodological approach. In addition to IPA, the 

researcher constructed a theoretical framework from the expressions of spirituality theory in 

tandem with the five domains model. Lastly, the researcher utilized one-on-one, semi-structured 

interviews as the primary research method. 

Epistemology 

Social constructivism is the epistemological approach that the researcher used for this 

study. In social constructivism, participants “seek understanding of the world in which they live 

in” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 24). Moustakas (1994) theorized that the social constructivist 

worldview is manifested in phenomenological research. Due to the nature of IPA research, social 

constructivism is the appropriate epistemological stance for this study. As an element of social 

constructivism, individuals develop meanings of their experiences, and the meanings are directed 

towards a specific thing or object. In this study, participants were able to describe the meaning of 

spirituality in their lived experiences of college. According to Creswell and Poth (2018), the 

researcher also relies heavily on the participant’s perceptions and views of the situation in social 

constructivism. It was the researcher’s responsibility to capture the participants’ views and 

understandings of spirituality in their varied experiences while in college. 

Theoretical Framework 

The expressions of spirituality theory coupled with the five domains model served as the 

theoretical framework in this study. Michael K. Herndon (2013) proposed the expressions of 

spirituality theory. The three tenets of this theory are as follows: spirituality provides a sense of 
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purpose; spirituality bolsters resilience; and the requirement of spiritual support from religious 

institutions.  

Wood and Harris (2014) developed the five domains model to identify factors that affect 

the academic success and persistence of Black males in community colleges. This model is made 

up of three major constructs. The first construct is precollege considerations, comprised of 

background, goals, and societal norms. The second construct is the five domains, comprised of 

the social, noncognitive, academic, environmental, and institutional domains. The final construct 

is the outcomes, which includes academic success.  

The expressions of spirituality theory coupled with the five domains model were 

appropriate for this study because both were uniquely tailored for African American males in 

higher education. Specifically, the expressions of spirituality theory provided a theoretical 

foundation for the researcher to observe African American males’ expressions of spirituality 

during their lived experiences in college. Similarly, the five domains model presents several 

factors of persistence that were fundamental areas of inquiry for this current study. Together, 

these two frameworks provided the lenses through which the researcher explored how spirituality 

played a role in the persistence to graduation in the lived experiences of African American male 

college students.  

Methodology 

The researcher employed Smith et al.’s (2009) interpretative phenomenological analysis 

(IPA) as the research methodology to explore the role of the spirituality in the persistence to 

graduation of Black male students at four-year institutions. Smith et al. (2009) explained, “IPA is 

a qualitative research approach committed to the examination of how people make sense of their 
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major life experiences” (p. 1) and proposed, “The aim of interpretative phenomenological 

analysis (IPA) is to explore in detail the participant’s view of the topic under investigation” (p. 

218). This research methodology was most appropriate because it allowed the participants to 

explore spirituality through their own meaning of how it manifested and was integrated into their 

lived experiences as college students. IPA is comprised of three theoretical underpinnings: 

phenomenology, hermeneutics, and idiography. The ensuing sections provide a brief explanation 

of each of these theoretical underpinnings. 

Phenomenology 

Phenomenology’s connection to IPA is its concern with understanding the lived 

experiences of an individual (Smith et al., 2009). Vagle (2016) explained that phenomenology is 

not about generalizing, finding information, or quantifying; instead, it seeks to gain a deeper 

understanding of everyday phenomena. In phenomenology, the unit of analysis is the 

phenomenon itself (Vagle, 2016). The role of spirituality in the persistence to graduation of 

African American male college students’ lived experiences was the phenomenon explored in this 

study.  

van Manen (1997) suggested that phenomenology has two distinctive descriptions, both 

of which directly align to two of the three sub-questions of this study. The first description states 

that phenomenology is the “lived-through quality of lived experiences” (van Manen, 1997, p. 

25). In this study, the first description related to the second research question of exploring ways 

that African American male college students express their spirituality during their college 

experiences. This description helped the researcher to understand the context in which Black 

males choose to express themselves spiritually. This description also allowed the researcher to 
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explore what spiritual expression they decided to engage in and in what experiences they decided 

to engage in with that particular spiritual expression.  

van Manen’s (1997) second description of phenomenology addresses the “meaning of the 

expressions of lived experiences” (p. 25). This related to the first research question of 

understanding what spirituality meant to African American males during their lived college 

experiences. Examining the meaning of spirituality based upon the participants’ responses 

allowed the researcher to understand how spirituality was integrated into their experiences. 

Creswell and Poth (2018) concluded that phenomenology is not only about describing 

lived experiences, but is also an interpretative process where the researcher interprets the 

meaning of a participant’s lived experience. Followers of the Heideggerian school of thought 

argue that a phenomenon manifests itself as the individual is experiencing it (Heidegger, 1927). 

van Manen (1997) explained, “Hermeneutics describes how one interprets the ‘texts’ of life” (p. 

4), which refer to one’s experiences of life. In striking contrast to Husserl’s (1931) definition of a 

phenomenon, Heidegger (1927) stressed that a phenomenon is not the thing itself, but it is 

manifested “in the day-to-day contextualized living in and through the world” (p. 9). In other 

words, a phenomenon reveals itself in the world through the everyday lived experiences of 

individuals. The phenomenological aspect of IPA allowed the researcher to explore and 

understand how spirituality played a role in the persistence to graduation of Black male college 

students through the interpretation of their own lived experiences during college.  

Hermeneutics 

Smith et al. (2009) stated, “The second theoretical underpinning of IPA comes from 

hermeneutics” (p. 21). Hermeneutics (from the Greek word ‘to interpret’ or ‘to make clear’) is 
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essential to comprehending the mindset and words of another individual concerning their 

experiences and being able to translate them (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014, p. 8). Crotty (1998) 

also posited that hermeneutics aims to gain “an understanding of the text that is deeper or goes 

further than the author’s own understanding” (p. 91). In this regard, hermeneutics seeks to 

uncover the deeper meaning of the phenomenon as it is interpreted by the participants. 

Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014) explained, “IPA researchers attempt to understand what it is like to 

stand in the shoes of their subject and through interpretative activity, make meaning 

comprehensible by translating it” (p. 8). It was the researcher’s responsibility to interpret the 

meaning of the participants’ experiences relating to spirituality and translate it.   

The hermeneutic circle, an analytical method developed by Martin Heidegger (1927), 

allows the researcher to revise preconceived understandings of the phenomenon during data 

analysis. The hermeneutic circle includes reading, reflective writing, and interpreting (Kafle, 

2011). The hermeneutic circle also allows the researcher to engage the participants in follow-up 

interviews to observe how they may revise their understanding and interpretations of their own 

life experiences in relation to the phenomenon. In sum, IPA synthesizes aspects of both 

phenomenology and hermeneutics in a descriptive, yet interpretative method that focuses on how 

experiences manifest naturally and acknowledges, “There is no such thing as an uninterpreted 

phenomenon” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2014, p. 8)  

Idiography 

Idiography is the third theoretical orientation of IPA. Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014) 

described idiography as “an in-depth analysis of single cases and examining individual 

perspectives of study participants in their unique contexts” (p. 8). Utilizing an idiographic 



 

66 

approach, the researcher explored each single case (participant’s transcript) before making 

general statements, as prescribed by Pietkiewicz and Smith (2014). Idiography also seeks to 

understand how a phenomenon has been “understood from the perspective of particular people, 

in a particular context” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 29). In this study, the particular phenomenon was 

spirituality; the particular people were African American males; and the particular context was 

within the college environment.  

Research Method 

The researcher used one-on-one, semi-structured interviewing as the primary research 

method for this study. In qualitative research, an interview is a technique where the researcher 

conducts intensive conversations with participants to explore their lived experiences (Boyce & 

Neal, 2006). Semi-structured interviews were the most appropriate form of data collection 

because IPA “requires rich data” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 56) and interviewing facilitates that 

achievement. In the semi-structured interview, the researcher follows an interview protocol with 

interview questions pertaining to the research questions, while being flexible in allowing 

participants to discuss other information (Peoples, 2020).  

Population 

Creswell (2015) defined population as a group of participants who have the same 

characteristics. The population selected for this study was either a 2018, 2019, 2020, or 2021 

graduate of a four-year institution who self-identified as African American male. The researcher 

selected African American male college students as the target population for this study because 

they have had the lowest baccalaureate graduation rates among all other races/ethnicities and 

genders (NCES, 2019). Also, in comparison to other levels of degree completion, African 
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American males have had the largest gap in degree attainment at the Bachelor’s level at 8% (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2019).    

Sampling 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) explained that researchers must choose what, whom, when, 

and where to interview in order to conduct a study. In qualitative research, sampling is referred 

to as purposeful sampling, which is the process of selecting specific individuals and research 

sites to explore a phenomenon (Creswell, 2012). The purpose of this study was to explore the 

role of spirituality in the persistence to graduation of African American male students at four-

year institutions. The researcher used his personal social media outlets (Facebook, Instagram, 

Snapchat, and LinkedIn) as the mediums to employ homogenous sampling, criterion sampling, 

and snowball sampling, as these were the specific purposeful sampling techniques most 

appropriate for this study. 

Homogenous and Criterion Sampling 

Homogenous sampling includes selecting respondents and research sites that belong to a 

distinct group and share specific characteristics (Creswell, 2012). In phenomenology, the fewer 

similarities participants share with each other, the harder it is for the researcher to discover the 

essence of the respondents’ collective experiences in relation to the phenomenon (Creswell & 

Poth, 2018). Due to this reason, specificity is important in sampling participants who are going to 

share those desired commonalities in their lived experiences. The homogeneity of the sample 

included that all participants were African American male college graduates.  

In addition to homogenous sampling, the sample of participants had to meet certain 

criteria. Criterion sampling is a sampling technique based upon selecting participants who meet 
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specific criteria outlined by the researcher (Patton, 2002). The criteria that all participants met 

included self-identification as an African American male and a 2018-2021 graduate from one of 

the following institutions: a private, four-year baccalaureate HBCU; a public, four-year 

baccalaureate HBCU; a private, four-year baccalaureate PWI; and a public, four-year 

baccalaureate PWI. 

Snowball Sampling 

In snowball sampling, the researcher asks the current participants to recommend other 

individuals to be included in the sample population (Creswell, 2012). Creswell (2012) also 

suggested that researchers engage in snowball sampling through informal conversations or 

during an interview. To recruit a larger participant pool, the researcher asked participants to 

recommend other African American males who met the predetermined criteria to participate in 

the study.  

Subjectivity Statement 

The purpose of this study was to explore the role of spirituality in the persistence to 

graduation of African American male students at four-year institutions. The participants in this 

study were all African American male college graduates. The researcher identifies as an African 

American male who also graduated from a private, four-year HBCU (one of the research sites for 

this study). The researcher also identifies as a spiritual person who practices the Christian faith 

and is a part of the Church of God in Christ (COGIC) denomination. The researcher has a strong 

religious background as being the son of a licensed minister (mother) and ordained elder (father). 

The ethnic/racial, gender, and religious identities and experiences of the researcher may directly 
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or indirectly encourage certain biases relevant to this study. To mitigate bias, the researcher 

engaged in reflexivity journaling, member checking, and analytic memoing. 

Instrumentation 

Creswell (2012) defined an interview as a conversation where a qualitative researcher 

asks participants open-ended questions and records the participants’ answers. In qualitative 

research, interviewing is more than just collecting data, for it is a method of observing the world 

and learning from it as well (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). According to van Manen (1997), the two 

purposes of interviewing in phenomenological research are to (a) explore and gather data that 

may serve as a resource to develop a deeper and richer understanding of a phenomenon, and (b) 

establish a conversational relationship between the researcher and interviewee concerning the 

meaning of an experience. In this study, the interview was the most suitable technique to develop 

a deeper and richer understanding of the role of spirituality in African American males’ 

collegiate experiences. The three types of interviews, as described by Merriam and Tisdell 

(2016), include highly structured/standardized interviews, semi-structured interviews, and 

unstructured interviews. Semi-structured, one-on-one interviewing was the instrumentation used 

in this study to collect data.  

In semi-structured interviews, an interview protocol guides the main part of the interview, 

while allowing for flexibility in conversation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The researcher also 

utilized an interview protocol as recommended within IPA by Smith et al. (2009). Smith et al. 

(2009) recommended that researchers use diverse questions during the interview, which include 

“descriptive, narrative, structural, contrast, evaluative, circular, comparative, prompts, and 
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probing” questions (p. 60). The researcher used a mixture of these question types to collect data 

from the participants.  

Rubin and Rubin (2012) suggested that the trust between an interviewer and the 

interviewee increases as they establish a common background. The more comfortable an 

interviewee is with a researcher, the more information they may be willing to share about their 

personal experiences and the meanings that they hold for them. One-on-one interviewing assisted 

in establishing a relationship of trust between the researcher and the interviewee. Their common 

backgrounds supported the trust and comfortability required for deep, meaningful conversations. 

These conversations were important to understanding the meanings of the participants’ 

spirituality and their spiritual experiences as college students. 

Trustworthiness 

Patton (2002) postulated that trustworthiness is directly linked to the competence of the 

researcher who is collecting and analyzing the data in a research study. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

proposed that the four criteria to ensure the validity of a study were credibility, transferability, 

dependability, and confirmability. Triangulation, thorough descriptions, external auditors, 

addressing bias, member checking, time in the field, and peer debriefing are all trustworthiness 

strategies recommended by Peoples (2020).   

Credibility 

Credibility in qualitative research confirms that the research findings of a study are 

believable and aligned with reality (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). To ensure credibility, the 

researcher participated in prolonged engagement, triangulation, and member checking. The 

following sections provide discussions of these measures. 
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Prolonged Engagement 

Prolonged engagement is described as spending extensive time with respondents in their 

own environments and establishing trust with them (Peoples, 2020). The researcher conducted 60 

or more-minute, one-on-one, semi-structured interviews with 12 participants of the study. Due to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, the researcher conducted all interviews virtually. Follow-up interviews 

allowed the researcher to gain a greater understanding of how spirituality played a role in the 

college experiences of Black males through targeted and clarifying questioning. 

Triangulation 

Creswell and Poth (2018) defined triangulation as a strategy that includes the use of 

multiple sources, analyses, methods, and theories when providing evidence for the validation of 

the accuracy of the study. The researcher employed triangulation through using the participants’ 

individual interviews, identifying participants from different research sites, field notes, and 

existing literature and findings (Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 

2018; Walker & Dixon, 2002; Watson, 2006; Wood & Hilton, 2012b). The researcher also used 

current and past research on African American males in higher education as a means of 

triangulation. 

Member Checking 

Member checking includes soliciting feedback on emergent themes and preliminary 

findings from the respondents after their interviews (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). According to 

Lincoln and Guba (1985), member checking is “the most critical technique for establishing 

credibility” (p. 314). In this study, the researcher asked all participants to review the accuracy of 

the transcripts from their interviews to ensure that the interpretation of their experiences was 
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credible. The researcher also disseminated a copy of the research findings to all participants for 

review and feedback. Peoples (2020) posited that some participants may not agree with the 

transcript or results, but it does not mean that either is inaccurate.  

Transferability 

Transferability in qualitative research ensures that the research findings of a study are 

applicable to other studies with a similar population and dynamics (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

Transferability enables other researchers to assess if the research findings from one study are 

transferable to the setting of their own study (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). To enhance 

transferability, the researcher used rich, thick descriptions in this study and created profiles of 

each participant’s institution of attendance. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described the strategy of rich, thick descriptions as providing 

detailed descriptions of the participants and settings of the study. In using rich, thick 

descriptions, the researcher also provides a detailed description of the research findings with 

thorough evidence by reporting direct quotes from respondents’ interviews and documents. In 

this study, the researcher provided rich, thick descriptions for each African American male 

participant. The lived experiences of the participants at the respective research sites could 

provide insights into similar lived experiences of other African American males at different 

institutions.  

Dependability 

Guba (1981) defined dependability as the consistency of the research findings to be 

replicated. To support dependability, the researcher provided an audit trail, which is a detailed 

description of the research process (Peoples, 2020). The specific components of the research 
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process include research design, sampling techniques, instrumentation, data collection, interview 

protocol, and data analysis. The researcher provided a thorough audit trail to ensure that other 

researchers are able to replicate the researcher’s process verbatim. However, Merriam and 

Tisdell (2016) argued that the replication of a qualitative research study will not produce the 

same results due to the numerous possible interpretations of the same data.  

Confirmability 

Confirmability establishes that the data and interpretation of research findings are solely 

the participant’s and not influenced by the biases, assumptions, and perspectives of the 

researcher (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). To ensure confirmability, the researcher decided not to 

keep an epoche, which causes the researcher to “bracket one’s judgment” (Vagle, 2016, p. 14); 

instead the researcher used a reflexivity journal. The purpose of the reflexivity journal is to allow 

the researcher to have constant reflection of their relationship to the study in which they are 

conducting. Researchers are encouraged to journal throughout the entire process, not just once. 

The researcher utilized an electronic reflexivity journal using Microsoft Word to consistently 

examine assumptions, biases, positionality, perspectives, and feelings.  

Data Collection 

This section is a discussion of the Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval process and 

data collection plan for this study. Creswell and Poth (2018) defined data collection “as a series 

of interrelated activities aimed at gathering good information to answer emerging research 

questions” (p. 148). For this study, the researcher used the seven data collection activities as 

described by Creswell and Poth (2018). 
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Institutional Review Board (IRB) Approval 

Before a researcher can commence collecting data for a study, they must obtain 

permission from the institutional review board at their institution of attendance. In this study, the 

researcher completed and submitted Mercer University’s IRB packet, which included the 

informed consent form, demographic questionnaire, narrative protocol, minimal risk form, 

invitation for participation, and the student research application. For purposes of data collection 

in this study, the researcher was only required to obtain IRB approval from Mercer University 

and not the other anticipated research sites (colleges/universities) because all participants were 

graduates. After receiving official approval from Mercer University’s IRB (see Appendix A), the 

researcher started locating individuals to participate in the study. 

Locating Sites/Individuals 

The researcher posted a recruiting flyer on his social media outlets with a brief 

explanation of the intentions of the study and the criteria for eligible participants (see Appendix 

B). Participants wanted for this study were African American males who graduated from 2018-

2021 from either a private, four-year baccalaureate HBCU; a public, four-year baccalaureate 

HBCU; a private, four-year baccalaureate PWI; or a public, four-year baccalaureate PWI. Once 

potential participants were located or recommended, the researcher officially invited the 

individuals to participate in the study via his Mercer University email.   

Gaining Access and Developing Rapport 

The initial email sent to potential participants included an official invitation to participate 

in the study (see Appendix C). As previously mentioned, the researcher did not require an IRB 

approval from the research sites due to all participants being graduates. The researcher also 
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emailed each potential participant a demographic questionnaire (see Appendix D), narrative 

protocol, and minimal risk form. After the researcher received completed documentation from 

the individual, he became an official participant of the study. 

Collecting Data 

The researcher used one-on-one, semi-structured interviewing as the primary source of 

collecting data for the study. The researcher also used an electronic open-ended questionnaire as 

a secondary source of data collection. These two data collection activities were employed to 

mitigate the accessibility to interviews (a field issue) due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

 Prior to every interview, each participant scheduled an initial one-on-one interview with 

the researcher. Before each interview, the researcher debriefed each participant on the purpose of 

the study and guaranteed protection of his anonymity. The researcher also asked all participants 

to read the informed consent form in its entirety. After the participant and the researcher signed 

the informed consent form, the interview began. Following the recruitment of the participants, 

the researcher collected data through one-on-one, semi-structured interviews and an electronic 

open-ended questionnaire (see Appendix E). 

Interviewing 

Rubin and Rubin (2012) proposed that the qualitative interviewing process is much more 

than just collecting data, for it is a method of seeing the world and learning from it as well. 

Through interviews, researchers are able to explore the opinions and experiences in detail and 

see the world from others’ perspectives (Rubin & Rubin, 2012). The researcher utilized the one-

on-one, semi-structured interviewing technique recommended by Smith et al. (2009) to collect 

data about the role of spirituality in the lived experiences of African American male college 
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students. Creswell and Poth (2018) described semi-structured interviews as having an interview 

protocol that guides the conversation, but also allows flexibility for the interviewer and 

interviewee to engage in natural dialogue.  

The researcher used an interview protocol with predetermined questions to guide the 

interview, but it remained flexible for the researcher to ask follow-up questions to obtain clarity 

or delve deeper into a participant’s reply. Smith et al. (2009) proposed that IPA researchers ask a 

mixture of recommended question-types to delve deeper into the participants’ experiences. In 

addition to an interview protocol, the researcher kept a journal to take field notes and write 

follow-up questions. The researcher also conducted follow-up interviews with participants to 

gain a better understanding of their initial answers to questions that appeared to have gaps. 

Electronic Open-Ended Questionnaire 

As an alternative form of data collection, the researcher provided the participants with the 

option of completing an electronic open-ended questionnaire. Two of the advantages of the open-

ended questionnaire are that it allows participants to respond in as much detail as they want and 

it makes analysis easier by eliminating the need for transcription (QuestionPro, n.d.). The 

questionnaire included all of the interview questions in the form of a Google Form. Participants 

were able to complete the electronic open-ended questionnaire within a time-frame agreed upon 

by the researcher and the participant. Two of the 14 participants opted to complete the electronic 

open-ended questionnaire, rather than a virtual interview.   

Recording, Storing, and Transcribing Data 

The interviews in this study were conducted virtually via Zoom Video Communications. 

The researcher recorded all virtual interviews using the video and audio features of Zoom Video 
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Communications. Of the 14 participants, 12 participated in Zoom video interviews. The other 

two participants decided to complete the electronic open-ended questionnaire. All video 

recordings of the interviews were stored within the researcher’s Zoom Video Communication’s 

account. The password-protected account was only accessible to the researcher during this study. 

The researcher saved each interview with a unique identifier including the date of the interview 

and the pseudo-last name of the participant. All interviews were transcribed using the 

transcription feature in Zoom Video Communications. The researcher saved all transcriptions 

and electronic open-ended questionnaire responses and uploaded them to the researcher’s 

dissertation folder within the qualitative data analysis software, NVivo. The researcher read and 

reread the transcriptions as the first step of data analysis. 

Data Analysis 

Peoples (2020) described the goal of phenomenological data analysis as presenting 

essential themes of an experience in a manner that is understandable to individuals who have had 

similar lived experiences. Grbich (2013) also encouraged researchers engaging in 

phenomenological data analysis “to reflect as closely as possible the essence of the experience” 

(p. 96). For this study, the researcher employed Smith et al.’s (2009) method of interpretative 

phenomenological data analysis. 

Interpretative Phenomenological Data Analysis 

Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is a data analysis approach that focuses 

on examining how individuals make sense of their major experiences in life (Smith et al., 2009). 

IPA is theoretically grounded in hermeneutics, phenomenology, and idiography. The IPA 

process allows the researcher to take the transcript as a whole, dissect it into parts as the data is 
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being analyzed, but the parts become a new whole at the end of the analytic process. The 

researcher used NVivo to analyze the data collected from the interviews and electronic open-

ended questionnaires. Following transcription, IPA includes six steps, which include the 

following: reading and rereading, initial noting, developing emergent themes, searching for 

connections across emergent themes, moving to the next case, and looking for patterns across 

cases (Smith et al., 2009).  

Step 1: Reading and Rereading 

To ensure accuracy, the researcher simultaneously read the transcripts along with 

listening to the audio-recording the first time. Giorgi (1985) suggested that reading and rereading 

the transcripts allows the researcher to get a sense of the whole. Reading and rereading the 

transcript also helped the researcher correct any mistakes within the transcript. The researcher 

read each transcript at least twice. This process allowed the researcher to become immersed in 

the data before moving into initial noting (Smith et al., 2009). 

Step 2: Initial Noting 

Initial noting is another term used synonymously with initial coding. A note or code is a 

label assigned as a symbolic meaning to the information collected during a study (Miles et al., 

2014). In initial noting, the researcher notes anything of interest and keeps an open mind when 

analyzing the transcript. Smith et al. (2009) identified this process as closely related to “a free 

textual analysis” (p. 83). In the initial noting process, the researcher makes descriptive, linguistic, 

and conceptual comments to focus on various elements of the data. The researcher established 

initial notes from each transcript as a single case following the idiographic approach within IPA.  
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Step 3: Developing Emergent Themes  

In developing emergent themes, the researcher begins working with the initial codes 

rather than the transcript in discovering patterns, connections, and interrelationships (Smith et al., 

2009). Smith et al. (2009) explained the deeper a researcher advances into data analysis, the 

more it pulls the researcher away from the participant and requires more of the researcher in the 

process. Smith et al. (2009) also suggested that this process requires “an analytic shift to working 

primarily with the initial notes rather than the transcript itself” (p. 91).  

Because the researcher is the interpretative instrument in the data analysis process, it is 

imperative that the researcher engage in analytic memoing. An analytic memo is a tool that the 

researcher can use to record any thoughts, feelings, observations, or future questions during the 

data analysis process. In this study, the researcher maintained an electronic analytic memo in 

Microsoft Word. The researcher ensured to keep an accurate log in the analytic memo by dating 

each entry as a point of reference and progress. 

Step 4: Searching for Connections Across Emergent Themes  

In Step 4, the researcher looks for connections among the themes discovered in Step 3. 

Smith et al. (2009) suggested that researchers develop charts and map how the various themes 

connect and fit together. The researcher searched for patterns and connections across the themes 

established in Step 3. In this stage of data analysis, Smith et al. (2009) proposed that researchers 

arrange their emergent themes on a floor to be able to “explore spatial representation of how 

emergent themes relate to each other” (p. 96). In this study, the researcher wrote all emergent 

themes on sticky notes and used his apartment wall to arrange them and view their connections.  
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During this step, Smith et al. (2009) recommended that the researcher use abstraction, 

subsumption, polarization, contextualization, numeration, and function as techniques of 

developing superordinate themes. Abstraction includes clustering similar emergent themes 

together and giving the group a name. Subsumption involves the process of elevating an 

emergent theme to a superordinate theme because it helps with clustering other themes. 

Polarization is important in identifying “oppositional relationships between emergent themes” 

(Smith et al., 2009, p. 97). In the current study, the researcher utilized abstraction, subsumption, 

polarization, numeration, and function to develop the superordinate themes. The researcher also 

used numeration to identify the frequency in which themes reoccurred. Finally, the researcher 

used the function technique to examine “the specific function” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 98) of an 

emergent theme within a transcript. 

Step 5: Moving to the Next Case  

Following the completion of the previous five steps, the researcher moved on to analyze 

the next transcript (case). Smith et al. (2009) recommended that the researcher treat the new 

transcript as its own entity, separate from the previously analyzed one. The researcher ensured 

that he intentionally engaged in reflexivity journaling in between analyzing single cases. Smith et 

al. (2009) shared that this process keeps “with IPA’s idiographic commitment” (p. 100). This 

process also ensures that new themes are able to emerge with each analyzed case (Smith et al., 

2009).  

Step 6: Looking for Patterns Across Cases 

This process includes the researcher looking for patterns across the participants’ 

transcripts. This task can cause the researcher to have to relabel and reconfigure themes after 
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comparing and contrasting cases (Smith et al., 2009). In this step, the researcher looks for 

connections, relationships, and patterns across the participants’ transcripts. This specific process 

also illuminates the holistic themes of the study by taking all of the parts of the various 

participants’ transcripts and constructing a new whole.  

Reporting Results 

Chapter 4 contains the results of the study. The researcher presented the participants’ 

demographic data in a table. In addition to the demographic data, the researcher provided 

narrative descriptions for all participants. The results from the data analysis were reported in the 

form of the superordinate themes. The researcher also presented quotes from the participants’ 

interview transcripts to support the findings.  

Summary 

The contents of this chapter included the research questions, research design, population, 

sample, the researcher’s subjectivity statement, instrumentation, data collection, data analysis, 

reporting results, and chapter summary. The qualitative research design for this study was 

comprised of social constructivism as the epistemological stance, the expressions of spirituality 

along with the five domains model as the theoretical framework, IPA as the research 

methodology, and one-on-one, semi-structured interviewing as the primary research method.  

African American male graduates from four-year baccalaureate institutions comprised the 

sample of this study. Because the researcher identified as a spiritual African American male and 

a HBCU graduate, he engaged in reflexivity journaling, member checking, and analytic 

memoing to mitigate researcher’s bias. The researcher used homogenous, criterion, and snowball 

sampling techniques to recruit participants for this study. One-on-one, semi-structured interviews 
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and an electronic open-ended questionnaire were used to collect data. Prior to data collection, the 

researcher obtained IRB approval. The researcher’s data collection plan included the seven 

activities outlined by Creswell and Poth (2018). To ensure trustworthiness of the study, the 

researcher used prolonged engagement, triangulation, member checking, rich, thick descriptions, 

audit trailing, and reflexivity journaling. The researcher used Smith et al.’s (2009) six steps of 

interpretative phenomenological data analysis to analyze the data collected in this study. After 

data analysis, the researcher reported the results in the form of tables, narrative descriptions, and 

quotes. Chapter 4 presents the results of the study.       
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CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH RESULTS 

My spiritual journey began 54 years ago, as I sought for spiritual truth.  
The essence of love, compassion, and ultimately wisdom became a part of my spiritual being.  

I significantly and purposefully became a humanitarian/philanthropist  
fulfilling daily what spirituality really means to me.  

– Overseer Jeannette Harley 
 

African American males have had the lowest baccalaureate graduation rates among all 

genders and races (NCES, 2019). Researchers have identified factors that contribute to and 

impede the persistence of this population of students. The purpose of this study was to explore 

the role of spirituality in the persistence to graduation of Black males at four-year institutions.  

Specifically, this study was designed to explore how spirituality was integrated into their lived 

experiences. Literature suggests that spirituality is one of those factors which bolsters resilience, 

acts as a coping mechanism, and fosters connectedness within the institutional environment for 

African American male college students (Herndon, 2003; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 

2018; Walker & Dixon, 2002; Watson, 2006; Wood & Hilton, 2012). The researcher used Smith 

and colleagues’ (2009) interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) as the research 

methodology for this study. IPA provided a method for collecting, analyzing, interpreting, and 

reporting the findings related to the lived experiences of African American male college 

students. 

This chapter restates the central research question and sub-questions that guided this 

study to explore the role of spirituality in the persistence to graduation of African American male 

college students. The participants and their institutional profiles are presented in this chapter 

using specific pseudonyms and demographic information. Research findings related to this study 
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will also be discussed as described by Smith et al. (2009). Chapter four will conclude with a 

summary of the research findings.  

Research Questions Reviewed 

The central research question for this study was as follows: How does spirituality play a 

role in the persistence to graduation in the lived experiences of African American male college 

students at four-year institutions? The sub-questions that guided this study were as follows: 

a. How do African American males describe the meaning of spirituality throughout their 

college experience? 

b. In what ways do African American males engage in spiritual expressions throughout 

their college experience?    

c. How does spirituality influence the academic success of African American male 

college students? 

Participants 

The researcher implemented purposeful and snowball sampling techniques to recruit 

participants for this study using social media websites. Facebook, Instagram, LinkedIn, and 

Snapchat were the social media platforms employed to locate participants. The researcher asked 

potential participants to complete a preliminary demographic questionnaire prior to completing 

the informed consent form needed before the interview. The criteria for the participants included 

self-identifying as an African American male, having attended one of the four required 

institution-types (private, four-year baccalaureate HBCU; a public, four-year baccalaureate 

HBCU; a private, four-year baccalaureate PWI; and a public, four-year baccalaureate PWI) and 

graduating in the last four years (2018-2021). Of the 24 potential participants, 14 completed the 
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informed consent form and became official participants in this study. This was a 58% 

participation rate from initial recruitment to the actual completion of the interview process. The 

researcher conducted 12 interviews via Zoom Communications, and two participants who were 

not available for a virtual interview completed the electronic open-ended questionnaire. The 

researcher analyzed data collected from both the virtual interviews and the electronic open-ended 

questionnaires during the data analysis process. Table 1 depicts the participants’ profiles and 

demographic information. The researcher assigned pseudonyms to the participants and their 

institutions to maintain anonymity. 
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Table 1 

Participants’ Profiles and Demographic Information 

Participant 
Pseudonym 

Age FCGS Major Religious-
Affiliation 

Institutional 
Type 

Graduation 
Year 

Braxton* 28 X Criminal Justice 
Psychology 

Christianity Public 
HBCU 

2018 

Charles 32 X Economics Christianity Public 
HBCU 

2018 

David 34 X Multidisciplinary 
Studies 

Christianity Public 
PWI 

2020 

Jackson 23 X History Christianity Private 
HBCU 

2019 

Jameson* 28  Elementary 
Education 

Christianity Public 
PWI 

2018 

Marcus 24  Political Science Christianity Private 
PWI 

2019 

Michael 26  English Christianity Public 
PWI 

2018 

Robert 30 X Public Health 
Chemistry 

Christianity Public 
PWI 

2018 

Samuel 26  Biology Christianity Public 
PWI 

2019 

Stephen 22  Sociology Christianity Public 
PWI 

2021 

Timothy 23 X Communication 
Studies 

Christianity Public 
PWI 

2020 

Travis 23 X Political Science Christianity Private 
HBCU 

2020 

Trevor 24 X History 
African Diaspora 
Studies 

NRA 
Spiritual 

Public 
PWI 

2019 

Quinton 32  Philosophy Christianity Public 
HBCU 

2018 

Note. * Participants who completed the electronic open-ended questionnaire. 
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Thirteen participants acknowledged that their religious affiliation was Christianity, and 

one participant identified as “Not Religiously-Affiliated-Spiritual.” Eight participants were first-

generation college students. Eight participants attended a public, four-year predominantly White 

institution (PWI). Three participants attended a public, four-year historically Black college and 

university (HBCU). Two participants attended a private, four-year historically Black college and 

university (HBCU). One participant attended a private, four-year predominantly White 

institution (PWI). Six participants graduated in 2018; four participants graduated in 2019; three 

participants graduated in 2020; and one participant graduated in 2021. Only two participants 

attended a religious-affiliated institution (Marcus, Colonial University-Presbyterian and Travis, 

Mason College-United Methodist Episcopal). Table 2 depicts the participants’ institutions of 

attendance. 
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Table 2 

Participants’ Institutions of Attendance 

Participant 
Pseudonym 

Institution  
Type 

Demographic 
Location 

Institutional 
Pseudonym 

Braxton Public 
HBCU 

Midwest Norwood University 
(NU) 

Charles Public 
PWI 

Southeast Valley University 
(VU) 

David Public 
PWI 

Northeast Callis College 
(CC) 

Jackson Private 
HBCU 

Southeast Atlantis University 
(AU) 

Jameson Public 
PWI 

Southeast North Star University (NSU) 

Marcus Private 
PWI 

Midwest Colonial University 
(CU) 

Michael Public 
PWI 

Southeast Bridgerton University (BU) 

Robert Public 
PWI 

Southeast Country Side University 
(CSU) 

Samuel Public 
PWI 

Southeast Bridgerton University (BU) 

Stephen Public 
PWI 

Southeast Bridgerton University (BU) 

Timothy Public 
PWI 

Southeast Bridgerton University (BU) 

Travis Private 
HBCU 

Southeast Mason College 
(MC) 

Trevor Public 
PWI 

Southeast Redan College 
(RC) 

Quinton Private 
HBCU 

Northeast Ace College 
(AC) 
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Narrative Descriptions 

As previously mentioned, of the 14 participants, 12 participants completed virtual 

interviews with the researcher and two participants completed the electronic open-ended 

questionnaire. Each participant expressed their own unique experiences of spirituality in their 

personal and academic lives. Durdella (2019) suggested that researchers provide participant 

profiles within the results chapter of the dissertation. This is consistent as Smith et al. (2009) 

recommended that the participant becomes the focus of analysis as the researcher engages, and 

narratives should bind certain sections of the interview together. Durdella (2019) also posited 

that providing a description for each participant could lead into important insights related to 

themes that may emerge during data analysis. The following sections provide narrative 

descriptions of the 14 participants. 

Charles 

“Spirituality for me is, of course, believing in something bigger than you.” 

Charles was the first participant to respond to the participant flyer, complete the 

demographic survey, submit his informed consent form, and schedule an interviewing time, in 

the span of three days. He expressed an eagerness to assist in this study in any way that he could. 

Charles displayed a strong sense of humor (in most cases sarcastic humor) in describing his 

experiences from childhood, college, and his life in general.   

Charles grew up in the Southeastern region of the United States. He originally wanted to 

attend a predominantly White institution, but his mother and family highly discouraged him to 

attend that particular institution. He explained that his family would say things such as, “Why 

would you want to go this White people school? You know they are still hanging people.” 
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Swayed by his family’s opinions, he decided to attend Valley University (pseudonym), a HBCU 

in his home state. It was evident that he did not want to attend this institution. He constantly said, 

“I hated it while I was there.” As a student, he was not highly involved in any campus activities. 

Charles shared that Valley University (VU) was “big on it [spirituality].” The institution was 

well-known for its gospel choir and their performances. Although Charles did not enjoy his 

college experience at VU, he graduated in 2018. He was a residence hall director at a university 

at the time of this study.    

Marcus 

“I always relied on just the direct spiritual connection that I have.” 

Marcus grew up in the Midwest region of the United States with his mother and brothers. 

Marcus attended Colonial University (pseudonym), a private, Presbyterian-affiliated PWI in the 

Midwest of the United States. Although Colonial University (CU) was a Presbyterian-affiliated 

institution, Marcus shared that spirituality “wasn’t a big deal,” but “they were pretty open to it.”  

Marcus was a political science major and chose this institution because it had a “really 

strong political science network.” He also chose CU because it had a well-established queer 

environment. Marcus wanted to attend an institution where he would feel accepted. He also 

explained that he was the “tokenized Black guy” on his campus because of his ability to code-

switch and interact with both the African American and Caucasian populations.  

Marcus described his spiritual life as “wishy washy” while he was in college. He 

explained that he did not practice going to church but found other ways to practice his 

spirituality. Marcus amalgamated his Christian beliefs and other spiritual practices to create his 

own unique spiritual identity and ritualistic practices. He constantly reiterated that he did not 



 

91 

have to go to church but could practice his spirituality in the comfort of his own home. He 

identified not attending church as “cutting out the middle man.” Marcus graduated from CU in 

2019, and was a graduate student studying higher education administration at the time of this 

study.  

Samuel 

“My spirituality helped me understand that there is something greater than myself,  
something more to being human than [a] sensory experience, and that the greater whole of 

which we are part is cosmic or divine in nature.” 
 

Samuel grew up in the Southeastern region of the United States. Throughout the 

interview, Samuel described his spiritual life as his “spiritual walk.” Samuel attended Bridgerton 

University (pseudonym) a public, a predominantly White institution in the coastal, Southeastern 

region of the United States because it offered biology as a major, and it was close to the beach. 

He also wanted to attend a PWI because he wanted exposure to a higher level of diversity. 

Samuel felt as if his institution was open to spirituality because it was a “free type 

campus,” but did not “advertise pretty much on spirituality.” He described his spiritual life at 

college as “a roller coaster” because it had difficulties. One of his most meaningful comments he 

said was as follows: “It [spirituality] allowed me to learn from other people and allowed me to 

grow.” Samuel expressed a genuine desire to be a good person, live a meaningful life, and make 

a difference in the lives of others. Samuel graduated from Bridgerton University (BU) in 2019. 

He was a graduate student and working within the healthcare field at the time of this study.  

David 

“It [spirituality] is the core essence of our being.” 
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David was born and raised in the Northeast region of the United States in a Christian 

household. David started college at a public PWI in 2005, but had to withdraw in the spring of 

2006 due to financial challenges. In 2011, David transferred to Callis College (pseudonym), 

another public PWI, to pursue a bachelor’s in multidisciplinary studies. David believed that his 

institution was open to the expression of spirituality on campus. He mentioned programs “on 

campus that were specifically to express spirituality and things of that nature.” David’s spiritual 

life encouraged his affinity for wanting to be an asset to community. David’s undergraduate 

experience spanned 15 years (fall 2005-fall 2020). Despite the span of time, he graduated from 

Callis College (CC) in 2020. He was a husband, father, and an associate pastor while pursuing 

his Master’s Degree in Business Administration (M.B.A.) at the time of this study. 

Michael 

“I think spirituality is more of an intuitive thing. For me, spirituality is being in tune with 
myself.” 

 
Of all of the participants, Michael seemed to have the best understanding of who he was 

in the context of his spiritual experiences. Michael grew up in a Baptist household in the 

Southeastern region of the United States. Like Samuel, Michael attended Bridgerton University 

as well. Michael began college as a biology major but changed his major to English. He 

explained that he was involved on campus through being an orientation leader, student worker in 

the library, and a resident assistant. Michael described his institution’s openness to the 

expression of spirituality as follows: “I think they’re pretty open, but I can’t really remember it 

being deeply spiritual.” Michael graduated from BU in 2018. He was a program coordinator for a 

Black male initiative program at a technical college at the time of this study.   
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Robert 

“When I think of spirituality, I think of the human spirit, the soul; I think of things that cleanse 
the soul.” 

 
As a participant, Robert appeared very insightful and displayed very sound wisdom 

throughout his interview. Many of the quotes and sayings that he used were thought provoking, 

inspiring, and touching. Robert embodied having “wisdom beyond his years.” 

Robert grew up in the Southeastern coastal region of the United States. His hometown 

was full of rich, African American history that spanned back to slavery. He mentioned, “You 

know we are the Bible city . . . located in the Bible Belt and all these things associated with the 

Bible.” Robert was raised in the African Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church. Of the 14 

participants, when asked did his family practice spirituality, he answered, “No.” He explained 

that his mother was strictly religious and not spiritual. Robert had a strong belief that individuals 

should be able to be their authentic selves, while comfortably practicing their religion, 

spirituality, or faith. 

Robert originally attended a public HBCU, but transferred to Countryside University 

(pseudonym), a public PWI, after his first year in college. Robert stated that his desire for a 

“liberal arts experience” was one of the guiding reasons why he transferred to the second 

institution, other than it being in his hometown. Robert mentioned that spirituality was “a taboo 

topic” when he first attended Countryside University (CSU), but throughout his college 

experience, he noticed more opportunities to express his spirituality. Robert graduated from CSU 

in 2018. Robert was a doctoral student, a public health professional, and a participant in a 

graduate fellowship focusing on pediatric health disparities at the time of this study.     
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Trevor 

“I started using things like tarot cards, crystals, and sage, and for me those things are just 
another medium to connect with God.” 

 
Trevor grew up in a Christian, nondenominational household in the Southeast region of 

the United States. He mentioned having to go to church “every Sunday and every Wednesday.” 

As he matured, Trevor distanced himself from the church and eventually stopped attending 

services. As a member of the LGBTQIA+ community, he did not agree with how the church 

demonized alternative lifestyles. Trevor attended Redan College (pseudonym), a public PWI, but 

it was not his first choice for college. When asked about his institution’s openness to spirituality, 

Trevor responded, “I would say if you were an individual who was a Christian [and] that was 

your thing, they were very open, but it you’re not, it’s something they really don’t talk about at 

all.” Trevor felt as if Redan College (RC) catered to only Christian-affiliated student 

organizations and did not adequately accommodate other faith-based organizations. Trevor 

graduated from RC in 2019. Trevor had also recently graduated with his Master’s in Higher 

Education Administration and was a residence hall director at a university at the time of this 

study.   

Stephen 

“We only know him based upon spirituality, not by what we see.” 

Stephen was raised in a Christian, nondenominational household in the Southeast region 

of the United States. After graduating from high school, Stephen enrolled at Bridgerton 

University (BU), a public PWI, in 2017. He explained that his institution “definitely lacked 

diversity.” He also expressed, “The events . . . weren’t really shaped to accommodate 

everybody.” Stephen felt that his institution was open to spirituality due to the events hosted by 
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the gospel choir on the university’s campus. Stephen described keeping “a spiritual side” as a 

student in college. Personally, Stephen kept a journal that he “communicated spiritually” with his 

higher power about his day or what he might have been experiencing. Stephen graduated from 

BU in 2021. He was working as a teaching assistant and applying to graduate programs at the 

time of this study. 

Timothy 

“Spirituality, like I said, deals with one’s inner-self as opposed to things you can actually 
touch.” 

 
Timothy grew up as a preacher’s son in the African Methodist Episcopal Zion (AMEZ) 

church in Southeast of the United States. Timothy attended Bridgerton University (BU) like 

Samuel, Michael, and Stephen. Timothy explained that he chose BU because “it was the most 

affordable four-year university in the state.” He also shared that he wanted to attend BU “to 

make a life change.” Timothy was very proud of attending college because he was a first-

generation college student. Timothy described making the most of his college experience by 

being active on campus. He was the student government association (SGA) president for a year 

as an undergrad. Timothy graduated from BU in 2020. He was a graduate student pursing a 

Master of Divinity at the time of this study. 

Quinton 

“I feel like it [spirituality] helped me stay grounded.” 

Raised in the Northeast region of the United States, Quinton and his family were 

members of the Apostolic denomination. Quinton attended Ace College (pseudonym), a public 

HBCU, in the Northeast. He chose Ace College (AC) because he “wanted to go a HBCU” and 

that was always “a big factor” in his college choice. He also chose AC because he was familiar 
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with the city that it was in because his church convention was held in that same city. Quinton 

was particularly fond of the racial homogeneity that he experienced at AC because he was “the 

majority, rather than the minority” attending a HBCU. As a nontraditional student, Quinton 

worked full time and had other obligations in addition to completing coursework. Quinton 

characterized his spiritual life as “a moment of discovery” when he was a freshman in college. 

He also shared that his institution was open to the practice and expression of spirituality. Quinton 

graduated from AC in 2018. He was a graduate student pursuing a Master of Divinity and the 

CEO and founder of a marketing company at the time of this study. 

Travis 

“I made that connection with my spiritual father and I was able to push forward and keep 

going.” 

Travis grew up in the Southeast region of the United States in a Christian family who 

valued praying, believing in God, and attending church. Travis decided to attend Mason College 

(pseudonym) because it was a HBCU. His aunt, a HBCU alumna, was the driving force behind 

his decision. Mason College (MC) was a private HBCU in Travis’s home state in the Southeast. 

Because MC was a Methodist-affiliated HBCU, spirituality was an important element of the 

campus life. Travis explained, “So it [MC] was definitely heavily Christian-based, and they 

allowed different spiritual activities on campus.” Travis attended the weekly “Power Hour” 

services and events hosted by the institution’s gospel choir. Travis said, “My personal, spiritual 

life was a big part of my college experience.” Travis graduated from MC in 2020. Since the 

interview, Travis gained acceptance into law school and enrolled in his first semester as a full-

time law student. 
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Jackson  

“Maybe the word spiritual is one of the first things that comes to mind for those who think of 
me.” 

 
Jackson grew up in the Southeastern region of the United States. He and his family were 

members of a Baptist church. When talking about his involvement in church as a child, Jackson 

often smiled and laughed. To honor his spiritual lineage, he shared, “I hosted a worship service, 

and pretty much the theme of it was the fact that our heritage is one of faith and spirituality.” 

Jackson had the opportunity to attend two different HBCUs, but chose to attend Atlantis 

University (pseudonym) as a scholarship recipient. When asked why he chose AU, Jackson 

commented: 

I chose to go to an HBCU because I wanted the experience. I wanted to learn more about 

my history as an African American and going to a school where Hunter G. Rangefield 

(pseudonym) was the founding principal, he was a huge giant historically, so that's why. 

He also said that Atlantis University (AU) “felt like home and [had] the rich history and 

culture.” He shared, “It was a liberating experience . . . my experience was also learning about 

the rich culture, having the freedom, and the experience as a first-time college student.” While in 

college, Jackson was a history major. He added, “It [AU] wanted to cater to all people of all 

walks of spirituality.”  

Throughout his interview, Jackson would become excited when talking about his 

spirituality and college experience. The gospel choir played an integral role in Jackson’s spiritual 

life during college. AU hosted a “Faith Week” every January in which the gospel choir would 

sing. Jackson graduated from AU in 2019. He was a graduate student pursuing a Masters of 

Divinity as a minister at the time of this study. 
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Braxton 

“My spiritual life as a college student got stronger, while being at the institution.” 

Braxton grew up in the Midwestern region of the United States and attended Norwood 

University (pseudonym), a public HBCU where he double-majored in criminal justice and 

psychology. Braxton expressed, “I loved every moment about my academic experience, 

especially in my criminal justice classes.” Overall, he mentioned that he wanted to attend a 

HBCU “because of the experience of being around educated people who looked like you.” He 

affectionately reflected that, “It became the best decision of my life.” Norwood University (NU) 

provided students with “the opportunity to worship and express our spirituality” as described by 

Braxton, when asked about the institution’s openness to spirituality. Braxton was a doctoral 

student pursuing his Ed.D. in Leadership and Professional Practice at the time of this study  

Jameson 

“It [spirituality] helped me by motivating me to keep pushing and understanding  
that God gives his strongest fighters, his strongest battles.” 

 
Jameson grew up in the Southeastern region of the United States in a Christian household 

and enrolled at North Star University (pseudonym), a public PWI, as an elementary education 

major. Prior to attending North Star University (NSU), he had the choice of attending a PWI and 

a HBCU. He explained that he chose the PWI because it reminded him of his “high school 

environment, and it was close to home.” Jameson shared, “I am one who loves school and 

learning.” Jameson mentioned that NSU was open enough to spirituality for “students to believe 

in what they wanted to.” Jameson’s spiritual life was strengthened when he “found a home 

church and was able to attend church services every Sunday and Tuesday.” Jameson graduated 

from NSU in 2018. He was a middle school track and field coach at the time of this study. 
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Research Findings 

The researcher used Smith et al.’s (2009) six steps of interpretative phenomenological 

data analysis to analyze the data collected in this study. These steps included reading and 

rereading, initial noting, developing emergent themes, searching for connections across emergent 

themes, moving to the next case, and looking for patterns across cases. To ensure trustworthiness 

of the study, the researcher used triangulation, member checking, rich, thick descriptions, audit 

trailing, and reflexivity journaling.  

Using Smith et al.’s (2009) six-step data analysis protocol, the researcher discovered 

seven superordinate themes after analyzing the data collected from the 14 participants in this 

study. These seven superordinate themes were (1) Spiritual Beginnings, (2) Embracing Identity, 

(3) Interconnectedness, (4) Oppositional Stimuli, (5) Spiritual Coping Practices, (6) Spiritual 

Resolutions, and (7) Spiritual Enrichment. Smith et al. (2009) reported, “For an emergent, or 

super-ordinate theme to be classified as recurrent it must be present in at least a third, or half, or 

more stringently, in all of the participant interviews” (pp. 105-106). A finding was classified as a 

sub-theme, if it appeared at least in half (n = 7) of the participants’ transcripts. The researcher 

then grouped the sub-themes into superordinate themes. All sub-themes and superordinate 

themes were grouped and defined in the researcher’s codebook (see Appendix F). The following 

sections discuss the seven aforementioned superordinate themes and sub-themes.  

The goal of IPA is to produce theoretical statements that are true for all cases (Smith, 

1999). This analysis is idiographic in nature, working up from individual cases (as noted in the 

participant description) to general claims or superordinate themes. The researcher started with 

the descriptions then the generic theoretical statement (theme). This section includes instances 
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described as quotes to support the themes within the extracted narrative of the cases. The 

researcher made interpretations that were produced, reviewed, and revised in regards to empirical 

data (Smith, 1999).  

Superordinate Theme One: Spiritual Beginnings 

The first superordinate theme was Spiritual Beginnings, defined as the influence of 

spirituality on the background and upbringing of African American male college students. Being 

raised in a religious/spiritual family was a common theme among all of the participants in 

establishing their spirituality. All participants referenced the importance of having a spiritual 

background as a part of their lives. The sub-themes include (a) being raised in the church and (b) 

the importance of spiritual role models (see Table 3). 

 
Table 3 

Superordinate Theme One: Spiritual Beginnings 

Sub-Themes Number of Participants 

Being Raised in the Church 13 

The Importance of Spiritual Role Models 13 

 

Being Raised in the Church 

Thirteen participants in this study shared their experiences of being raised in the church. 

This sub-theme served to characterize the participants’ childhood and adolescent experiences of 

church attendance and participation. Although the majority of the participants identified as 

Christian, their denominations of worship included African Methodist Episcopal (AME), African 

Methodist Episcopal Zion (AMEZ), Apostolic, Baptist, and nondenominational. Despite their 
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denominational differences, most participants described similar sentiments concerning their 

experiences growing up in the church. For example, Samuel shared: 

I pretty much grew up in the church growing up. And it was more so, I was that child 

where my parents were like, “Get out of bed you going to church.” But it eventually 

became a thing, where I wanted to go to church. I was heavily involved, I played the 

drums.  

Samuel’s parents were also the pastors of his home church. He also expressed spending much 

time in church as a “preacher’s kid” or commonly known as a “PK.”  

In addition to Samuel, Stephen, Michael, and Timothy were “PKs.” Like Samuel, 

Timothy’s father was also a pastor. Timothy reflected: 

Every Sunday, I would say we were forced, because as kids, we didn’t really want to go 

to church, but we would go to church every Sunday. We would go even if we didn’t want 

to go. Wednesdays when we got home from school, it was not a time to go outside and 

play. You were going to Bible study.  

Both Samuel and Timothy shared the experience of being forced to go to church as “preacher’s 

kids” and spending much of their time in the church.   

Jackson held his childhood church experiences in high regard. He exclaimed that his 

“heritage is one of faith and spirituality.” Jackson explained that his great-grandfather was one of 

the “pioneering deacons” of his family church and his name was inscribed on the cornerstone of 

the church, which is a great honor. It also signified a person’s service and dedication to the 

establishment of that particular church. To summarize his church participation as a child, 

Jackson expressed: 
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I grew up in the Baptist church. So going to church, a Christian church, Baptist church 

was something that we attended every Sunday. I was very involved in church growing up, 

like Bible study, Sunday school, church, singing in the choir; all that type of stuff. 

Jackson also described church as the “epicenter” of his family, and everything they did centered 

around their church. Jackson also explained, “Church was our community, and of course it was a 

spiritual place.” 

Like Jackson, Charles displayed a nostalgic appreciation for his participation in church as 

a child. Charles listed “going to church every Sunday, Sunday school, and Bible class” as his 

routine church activities. He also expressed the importance of observing holidays on the 

liturgical calendar as a part of being raised in the church. Charles mentioned:  

Christmas, you know understanding that this is the birth of Jesus, at the same time get 

gifts. But Jesus was the gift to the world. You have Easter, and knowing that he [Jesus] 

was crucified and the whole reasoning for that. 

Similarly, Braxton also shared, “I was in every Christmas play. I had to do a Easter 

speech and participate with whatever was going on at the church. No matter if it was on the 

weekends or not.” 

On the other hand, participants like Trevor and Marcus did not have pleasant stories 

related to being raised in the church. Trevor explained: 

So I’m an individual who identifies as queer. And again that’s always something that’s 

been preached that being a part of that community, the LGBTQ+ community is not a 

good thing. You’re going to go to hell. For the longest, I tried to pray the gay away or not 

to be queer, but it never worked for obvious reasons. Just having that internal conflict of 
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this is who I am, but this who I’m told I’m not supposed to be. A lot of times when I was 

in churches growing up, I remember sermons being about those things and the pastors, 

the preachers calling out the LGBTQ+ community, and everyone was just praising and 

having all these comments. It just never really felt like a welcoming place. 

Trevor felt ostracized growing up in the church due to his church’s views on homosexuality. He 

also shared that he grew to resent the institution of the church because of its teachings against the 

LGBTQIA+ community.  

Marcus’s negative experiences with the church also shaped his dislike for the church and 

lack of interest in church attendance. In one of his experiences, he shared: 

I remember going into three different churches, they’re all Christian denominational. The 

first one, [I] was very young. I really don’t remember being there either. I just remember 

when we left that church. I think it was because [of] my mom. You know that saying 

church hurt you know, and they misuse you at a church. I think for me, that was the start 

of me dwindling from my spirituality and religion aspect, seeing my mom go through that 

after she dedicated so much to the church. 

Marcus’s disdain for the church stemmed from the mistreatment his mother endured as a 

member. This also encouraged his adamancy of disconnecting from the institution of the church 

and establishing his own spiritual beliefs. In sum, the participants’ sentiments of being raised in 

the church provided insight into the importance of the church in their childhood as well as an 

element of the early formation of their spiritual beliefs. In addition to being raised in the church, 

participants expressed the importance of a spiritual role model as a part of their Spiritual 

Beginning. 
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The Importance of a Spiritual Role Model 

Thirteen of the fourteen participants identified an individual or persons who were 

spiritual role models for them during their childhood. This sub-theme derived from the 

participants describing individuals who were instrumental in shaping, guiding, and mentoring 

them spiritually. Their spiritual role models also provided participants with insight and taught 

them valuable lessons and principles. Specifically, many of the participants named their family 

members as their spiritual role models. 

Robert identified his aunt as a person of spiritual influence from his childhood. He 

exclaimed: 

So I think a spiritual person that I can think about . . . ironically, it’ll probably be my 

auntie. She’s actually a reverend. And I think that her going through her challenges being 

a woman and seeing how she was being treated differently and things like that. She kind 

of didn’t take the word [Bible] at face value, she stuck to it, but interpreted it and taught it 

differently so that it wasn’t so exclusive towards other people. So, it will probably be her. 

Robert revered his aunt as a woman of strength due to the challenges she faced as a clergy 

member. He described how, in some churches, women preachers are not sometimes respected 

due to misogynistic rhetoric and ideologies as well as due to a scripture in the Bible that refers to 

women being kept quiet in church. Robert appreciated his aunt’s inclusive teachings in 

comparison to many of the exclusionary, traditional messages of the Bible. 

David’s spiritual role model was his grandmother. She provided him with “a good 

experience with Christianity, spirituality, [and] religion.” He explained that she was 

“benevolent” and “dedicated [to] serving the underserved and being a voice for the voiceless.” 
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David admired how spirituality “helped her identify her purpose within life.” Lastly, he 

exclaimed this grandmother taught him “foundational principles” that he lives by as an adult.  

Braxton also expressed the importance of his uncle as his spiritual role model and pastor. 

When asked about his spiritual influence, Braxton shared, “I would have to say my uncle. The 

reason is because he was a pastor of his own church up until his death. He showed me how to 

relate my spirituality outside [of] the four walls of the church.”  

Quinton provided an in-depth description of his spiritual influences and the foundational 

principles they instilled within him. He shared: 

My parents, they laid the foundation for my spiritual beliefs. My first pastor, Bishop 

Karen McCleod (pseudonym), she helped shape me when it comes to my understanding 

of church and my understanding of ministry. Bishop John Paul (pseudonym), he has been 

somewhat of a mentor towards me and has shown me the effectiveness of working in 

church and the effectiveness of being committed to the work of God. Oh, and then 

Bishop Monroe (pseudonym) told me the importance of integrity and the importance of 

having a good name and a good reputation when it comes to working in ministry, 

religion, and church. 

Quinton’s spiritual role models provided him with wisdom that he uses in the church. He also 

exclaimed, “Just watching my parents work in church and be active in church—that has caused 

me to follow along with them as well.” 

Similar to Quinton, Timothy had several people in his life who were spiritual role 

models. Timothy’s spiritual role models included his father, his father’s best friend, and his 

basketball coach. Timothy acquired different role models at different points in his life. He 
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identified his father as “number one” in his life. His father’s best friend was instrumental in 

Timothy’s conversion. Lastly, his basketball coach was also a youth leader, who made a spiritual 

“impact” in Timothy’s life. 

Like Timothy, Michael and Samuel had spiritual role models who were not direct family 

members. Michael talked affectionately about the spiritual guidance of his “Beaufort mom.” She 

was an individual that he had given the title as another mother figure in his life. Michael shared, 

“She's helped me to accept my gift of dreaming and telling me, kind of teaching me how to 

navigate it. She's that spiritual counselor for me, that main go-to person.”  

Samuel identified his godmother as his spiritual role model. Samuel mentioned that he 

“rededicated” his “life to Christ” because of his God mom. In addition to his rededication, she 

also “explained certain things” to him related to spirituality and because of her, he was “more 

involved in church.”  

Summary of Superordinate Theme One 

The participants reflected on the importance of their Spiritual Beginnings as the 

foundation of their spiritual lives. Although some participants expressed feeling forced to attend 

church as a child, many acknowledged the lessons they learned from being reared in the church. 

Several participants were also active in church through musicianship, administration, and the 

arts. While most participants shared positive experiences, others shared negative aspects that 

shaped their future ideals and practices related to church and religion. In addition to being raised 

in the church, participants identified spiritual role models who were integral in their Spiritual 

Beginnings. Their spiritual role models included family members and non-family members, who 

provided guidance and tutelage to the participants in their spiritual development prior to 
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attending college. Specifically, seven of the participants shared having a woman as a spiritual 

role model in their lives. Being raised in the church and the importance of spiritual role models, 

together, helped form the spiritual/religious belief systems, practices, and principles of the 

participants before entering college.      

Superordinate Theme Two: Embracing Identity 

Identity acknowledgment, development, and appreciation were important elements within 

the participants’ college experiences. Each participant shared a unique experience related to their 

identity as African American male college students. The superordinate theme of Embracing 

Identity is the process of accepting the various facets of one’s identity. The two sub-themes 

included: (a) embracing Black identity and (b) embracing spiritual identity (see Table 4). The 

following sections discuss how the participants embraced these two facets of their identity.  

 
Table 4 

Superordinate Theme Two: Embracing Identity 

Sub-Theme Number of Participants 

Embracing Black Identity 14 

Embracing Spiritual Identity 14 

 

Embracing Black Identity  

Embracing their identity as Black males was a common sentiment for participants. 

Experiencing college as a Black male provided insight for many of the participants on how 

others viewed them based upon their race. Embracing Black identity encompassed the 

appreciation and challenges in accepting one’s ethnic identity during college as defined by the 
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researcher. Whether the experience was negative or positive, the participants learned to embrace 

their Black identity as they navigated their higher education experiences. 

 Trevor expressed struggling with his Black identity from childhood and even in college. 

He originally wanted to attend a HBCU, but was discouraged to attend by his mother. He shared,  

She never really felt like I was Black enough to attend an HBCU. She felt as though I 

wouldn’t fit in with the students there and wouldn’t have a good experience overall. I 

kind of did let that get to me because I didn’t apply to any other HBCUs. 

 Consequently, Trevor “did not apply to any other HBCUs” and attended a PWI. In addition to 

his mom’s feelings, he also felt that he was “not the typical Black person” because he was not 

into “sports and doing all of these sort of quote unquote stereotypical Black things.” On the other 

hand, after getting involved in campus organizations, he was able to embrace his Black identity. 

He concluded: 

And those things [Black-centered organizations] just really helped me solidify that I was 

Black enough and that I didn’t have to act a certain way because Black people are not a 

monolith, and we come in all shapes, sizes, and everything. So, I guess just that 

experience really solidified that I didn’t have to act a certain way to be considered Black 

enough because I was Black enough just by showing up. 

Marcus reflected that before he embraced his Black identity, he would acknowledge his 

other identities because he “used those other identities more” in different spaces. He rationalized 

that “Black has always been stereotyped as something bad [and] negative.” He also felt that “it 

was safer” and he “would get less pushback and less resistance” if he referenced his other 

identities on a PWI campus. He mentioned that he would only “tap into his Black identity” if he 
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was “correcting behaviors” of his White peers. After embracing his Black identity, Marcus 

exclaimed, “My Black identity is kind of like getting me through my life honestly and the 

avenues I’m going through.” Once his Black male identity became “salient” to him, he 

exclaimed, “I always show up Black first, and I’m proud of it.” Lastly, he said, “I’m a proud 

Black man. I’m a proud Black queer man.” In the beginning of Marcus’s college experience, he 

ascribed more to his queer identity because his peers received it better in comparison to his Black 

identity. This previous statement signifies Marcus equally embracing his Black identity in 

addition to his queer identity. 

Robert faced the most challenges with his Black identity within the classroom as a PWI 

student. Robert explained that he felt “uncomfortable” being “put on display as the voice for the 

entire African American community” during class. Robert expressed, “I was 9 times out of 10 

the only African American and the only African American male in the room.” Being singled out 

to be “the voice” for the Black community and having to “code-switch” was “exhausting” for 

Robert. Robert used those times of “attention” as an “opportunity to educate” his White peers 

and professors. Like Marcus, Robert shared “the African American community isn't a monolith.” 

Although he was “on display,” he did not allow that to diminish his pride in being Black. He 

ended by saying, “You know I’m very much qualified, sometimes even more qualified than 

anybody else in the room. My Blackness or my African American pigment, it's just the sauce that 

it comes in.” Robert was able to embrace his “Blackness,” in spite of the challenges associated 

around his race/ethnicity within the classroom. 

Unlike Trevor, Marcus, and Robert, Jackson and Travis had very different experiences in 

embracing their Black identities while attending a HBCU. Jackson chose to attend Atlantis 
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University (AU) because of the “rich history and culture” associated with the institution. 

Attending AU eliminated the myth that “you are going to be around the same type people,” if 

you attend a HBCU. Jackson shared, “When I actually got to AU, it was just so many different 

types of people. Yeah, we were all Black and Brown people for the most part, but definitely by 

no means a monolith.” He also stated, “It [attending an HBCU] was a liberating experience,” 

being around other Black students, professors, and staff in the same place. The HBCU 

environment provided the foundation for Jackson to embrace his Black identity. Jackson 

undoubtedly expressed nostalgic excitement when discussing “being a Black male” at AU and 

his experiences.   

Like Jackson, Travis attended a HBCU. Similar to other participants, Travis expressed 

the same sentiments of dismantling the misunderstanding that all African Americans are the 

same. He mentioned, “I did realize that there are different types of Black people, and all Black 

people are not the same.” Travis also stated: 

As a Black male, it definitely encouraged [me] to see other Black people striving higher 

academically. So, you see all this stuff in the news about us that’s not typically good and 

to be in an environment where other people who look like me are achieving and reaching 

for these goals and actually getting a degree. It definitely gives you a good feeling on the 

inside and something to be proud of.    

Attending a HBCU and being able to experience first-hand the “Black excellence” that he heard 

of also validated Travis’s Black identity. 
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Embracing Spiritual Identity 

In addition to the participants’ Black identity, they also shared the importance of 

embracing their spiritual identity as college students. The researcher defined a participant’s 

spiritual identity as the participants’ appreciation of the spiritual aspect of their identity. The 

participants spiritually identified themselves differently based upon their own spiritual beliefs 

and identities.  

Michael identified himself as a “free spirit.” He mentioned not being a “traditional 

Christian” in the sense of “looking Christian.” He explained that his “eclectic” personality was 

also an element of his spiritual identity. His openness about his spirituality served as an asset in 

encouraging others to embrace their spiritual identity. Michael mentioned, “Allowing my 

spirituality to be a part of my identity, made it easier for other people to be free or to express 

[themselves].   

Jackson identified himself as “weirdly spiritual,” which he defined as “what some others 

would deem overly spiritual.” He associated activities such as being an “avid Bible reader, 

openly expressing his faith on social media, and immersing himself in church culture” with being 

“weirdly spiritual.” Being “weirdly spiritual” separated Jackson from other individuals, but he 

“didn’t regret it at all.” He fondly shared, “Maybe the word spiritual is one of the first things that 

comes to mind for those who know me.” Jackson passionately took pride in his spiritual identity. 

For David, he spiritually identified himself as a “son” of his higher power (God). David 

characterized his “relationship with God” as a “sonship.” David shared a deep desire to be 

identified as a “son of God” based upon displaying his “Heavenly Father’s” attributes. In several 

instances, David compared his “sonship” with his “earthly father” to that of his “Heavenly 
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Father.” He rationalized, “Oftentimes our view of God is formed based on our relationship with 

our natural fathers.” David explained that his “natural father” did not grow up in the home with 

him and his mother, but he was very active in his life. He used this as a parallel to describe his 

relationship with God. David compared the two relationships by saying: 

So thinking about that and how it relates to my sonship with my heavenly father, I didn’t 

see my earthly father on the everyday basis, but I could call him at any time, and he’d 

answer, and it was positive when I talked to him. Likewise, with my heavenly Father. 

David also reflected on how his mother compared him to his father. He mentioned, “My mom 

would just look at me; she’d smile and she’d shake her head and what she [would] say [was], 

‘You're acting, just like your dad.” This memory brought him to his last statement concerning his 

spiritual identity. He stated, “As our spirituality is concerned, that’s how I desire to live it out to 

where somebody can look at me, and they can smile and say, “You look just like your dad [God]. 

You remind me so much of him [God].” 

Trevor did not fully embrace his spiritual identity until he was able to establish “a safe 

space” between it and his sexuality. Trevor identified as a member of the LGBTQIA+ 

community, and that was an integral element of his identity development. Trevor commented: 

So trying to find that sort of place where those two things could meet in a safe, happy, 

comfortable manner was where I kind of wanted to come to the conclusion of that.  

This is the person that I am, and this is how I can practice religion and spirituality in a 

safe manner that embraces those identities. It doesn’t make me feel ostracized for them. I 

think that intersection is a place where it’s more welcoming and comfortable where I 
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don't feel like I have to hide a part of myself to be accepted or have to conform to the sort 

of rules or conform to the practices.   

Trevor was able to embrace his spiritual identity in a way that encouraged the holistic acceptance 

of “his whole self.” 

Summary of Superordinate Theme Two 

Participants embraced their Black and spiritual identities through their college 

experiences. For many participants, understanding that “Black people are not a monolith” was 

important in embracing their Black identity. Some struggled with their Black identity in 

academic and social spaces on their college campuses. The lessons each participant learned 

during college encouraged the embracing of their Black identity. Just as participants struggled 

with embracing their Black identity, they also faced challenges in embracing their spiritual 

identity. Other participants unapologetically embraced their spiritual identity. Altogether, 

participants discovered the importance of their identities within the university setting. 

Superordinate Theme Three: Interconnectedness 

Throughout the interviews, participants consistently expressed how vital having 

connections within their campus environment and the community was to their college 

experience. The researcher grouped several themes (codes) into sub-themes, which included (a) 

connection to campus life, (b) connection to mentorship, and (c) connection to a religious 

institution. These sub-themes make up the superordinate theme of Interconnectedness (see Table 

5), defined as “the state of being connected with each other” (Oxford Lexico, 2021). All of the 

previously mentioned connections, together, provided the participants with a sense of belonging 

and community throughout their college experience.   
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Table 5 

Superordinate Theme Three: Interconnectedness 

Sub-Themes Number of Participants 

Connection to Campus Life 12 

Connection to Mentorship 7 

Connection to a Religious Institution 12 

 
 
Connection to Campus Life  

Being connected to their institution’s campus life was an important element of the 

participants’ collegiate experiences. The sub-theme, connection to campus life, describes the 

connections of Black males to their campus through extracurricular activities and student 

organizations. Participants shared stories of being members of campus organizations, attending 

on-campus events, and being active community members on their campus. Twelve of the 14 

participants expressed having connections to the campus life of their institution of attendance.  

Trevor described his freshman year as “a little rough beginning.” He was not active in 

any campus activities or organizations and was not open to meeting other students. After 

becoming a student-leader, Trevor was able to find his purpose at the institution. During his 

interview, he reflected:  

When I was a freshman or first-year student, I really didn’t have that sort of social 

support system. [I] really wasn’t big on making friends, because I honestly didn’t know 

how. But once I got involved, became an RA, orientation leader, things like that, I started 

to find my purpose and why I was there. 
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Trevor found his niche and support system through connecting to various campus organizations. 

Joining clubs and organizations encouraged his social integration into the campus life.  

Similar to Trevor, Samuel was able to immerse himself in the campus life of his 

institution through being a student worker. He worked in the recreation center as well as in his 

campus’s student success center. Samuel shared, “I feel like going to a smaller school, allowed 

me to get involved, put myself out there, put my foot in different clubs, and experience different 

things.”  

For Stephen, Robert, Braxton, Jackson, and Timothy, their connection to campus life was 

through their participation in the institutional gospel choir. Robert called the gospel choir his 

“safe space.” He explained, “It was a safe space, it kind of tied in my spirituality, my religion, 

my love for music, as well as kind of like a healthy outlet for when I was frustrated.” Robert’s 

experience with the gospel choir, not only connected him to the campus life, provided him with a 

safe space, but also unified him with other students.  

Timothy shared, “When you sing religious songs, it’s not just singing lyrics, it’s not just 

like I’m repeating the words of a song. You’re actually engaging and agreeing with multiple 

people.” For Timothy, gospel choir was more than just singing songs, for him it meant spiritually 

connecting with others through song.  

Jackson was the most involved in his gospel choir, as compared to any of the other 

participants. He served as the choir’s student conductor and the chaplain. In these roles, he 

directed the choir and “regularly led the litany and prayed during chapel service.”  

While some participants were active members in gospel choir, others actively attended 

events hosted by their college’s gospel choir and other religious groups. Travis stated, “I 
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definitely went to the majority of the “Power Hour” religious services hosted weekly on his 

college campus. Travis also commented, “I went to a lot of the gospel choir events we had on 

campus, even during homecoming.”  

Trevor shared, “One of the main things was going to the events of our gospel choir that 

we had at the campus. Just because I really enjoyed the singing, and that was about it.”  

Marcus was a member of a Christian fraternity. They had chapter meetings “every 

Sunday” where they sang “spiritual hymns” as some of their fraternity songs and “read out of the 

Bible.”  

Connection to Mentorship 

In addition to campus life, most participants mentioned having a connection to 

mentorship through an individual in college. Mentorship is “a developmental partnership in 

which knowledge, experience, skills, and information are shared between mentor(s) and 

mentee(s) to foster the mentee’s professional development and, often, also to enhance the 

mentor’s perspective and knowledge” (Beech et al., 2019, para. 10). Being able to have a 

connection to mentorship provided participants with the needed relationships within the college 

environment, as well as in the community. Robert explained, “I found mentors who looked like 

me [and those] who didn't look like me, or people I guess [I] considered allies to be my voice.” 

Robert expounded that his mentors were professors and “brothers” within his fraternity. His non-

Black mentors functioned as “allies” in spaces where he required an additional “voice” of 

support. Jackson shared that in moments of uncertainty, he would “seek advice from mentors 

definitely during when I needed to [know] right or wrong or make sure I was on the right road 
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after feeling those effects of not making the best decisions.” This connection functioned as his 

compass in decision-making.   

Samuel’s mentor assisted him in his spiritual growth as a college student. He shared, “I 

was able to be a mentee to an individual who helped me grow more spiritual. So that played a 

huge part in my college career.” He also commented that his mentor kept him “motivated.”  

Unlike the other participants, David played the role as the mentor in the mentor-mentee 

connection. He founded a mentorship program for males, primarily minority males, while he was 

a student in college. David explained: 

During the years that I did go to college, I was very involved in mentoring programs. I 

actually founded a mentoring program called “Young Solomons” (pseudonym). “Young 

Solomons” is actually derived from [a] male mentoring discipleship program within the 

church.  

David wanted to “open a doorway to other young males” and utilized his mentorship program as 

the opportunity to assist in the enrichment of “the next generation.” 

Connection to Religious Institutions 

Twelve of the 14 participants shared concerning being connected to a religious 

institution, while in college, such as “church, synagogue, temple, or mosque” (Teasdale, 1999, p. 

18). The participants in this study identified their local church as their religious institution. 

Connection to a religious institution included attending and participating at a local church while 

in college. For example, Robert shared that, “I would bring my friends or fraternity brothers with 

me [to church], maybe two Sundays out of the month.” Robert also mentioned:  



 

118 

Just letting them see me in that vulnerable place of worship; in that vulnerable place of 

me being completely honest with the things that I’ve done. You know, known [and] 

unknown, and I know it was just a vulnerable place, and I think that strengthened our 

relationship, honestly. So that’s pretty cool. 

Robert used his connection to his local church to foster and “strengthen” the connection with his 

peers and fraternity brothers. This connection provided community (as well as food) for Robert 

and his guests within his religious institution.  

Michael’s connection to his religious institution was through musicianship. Michael 

played the piano at his local church, while he was in college. His connection to his church kept 

him focused as a college student. He shared: 

It was because that [discipline] was reinforced so much being connected with the church 

in this area that I was able to have those things that pull me, reeled me back in. I’ve 

avoided a lot of situations because of that. 

Michael attributed his disciplined behavior to his connection to his religious institution through 

musicianship.   

When asked about the experience with his local religious institution, Jameson replied that 

it was, “Perfect! The church welcomed me with open arms and I was able to experience things I 

would have experienced if I was back home.”  

Similar to Jameson, Samuel joined a local church and was able to “connect with members 

at the church,” and “Anytime I felt discouraged, they would motivate me.”  



 

119 

Quinton said that his church “created a sense of community.” Other college students from 

his institution attended the same church. The “sense of community” with other students provided 

“reassurance” that he was not alone in his “educational goals.”  

Summary of Superordinate Theme Three 

Participants discussed the benefits of connecting with campus life, mentorship, and 

religious institutions within their campus environment and community. Connecting through 

student organizations, activities, and work study enhanced the participants’ student experience. 

For some participants, connecting to campus life provided a safe space and fostered their sense 

of belonging. Altogether, the connection to mentorship functioned as a dynamic that encouraged 

the interconnection needed by participants in making life decisions. Participants received advice, 

guidance, and support from their mentors. The connection to a religious institution operated as a 

source of support, encouragement, and community outside of the college environment for the 

participants and provided participants with an outlet to express their spirituality and share the 

experience with others. The participants’ Interconnectedness cultivated the necessary assets that 

each participant required to thrive throughout college. 

Superordinate Theme Four: Oppositional Stimuli 

All 14 participants faced some type of opposition during their undergraduate experience. 

The term Oppositional Stimuli emerged within the interviews and throughout analysis as a 

superordinate theme of this study. The oppositions that the participants faced acted as stimuli that 

provoked some type of spiritual response. Oppositional Stimuli were the external and internal 

oppositions that provoked a mediating spiritual response. The researcher’s codebook was 

specifically important in explicitly defining the function of the Oppositional Stimuli in this study. 
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These Oppositional Stimuli were also potential barriers to the academic success and persistence 

of the participants. The sub-themes that comprised Oppositional Stimuli were (a) stressful life 

events, (b) academic difficulties, (c) psychological opposition, (d) loneliness, and (e) intrinsic 

opposition (see Table 6).  

 
Table 6 

Superordinate Theme Four: Oppositional Stimuli 

Sub-Theme Number of Participants 

Stressful Life Events 10 

Academic Difficulties 10 

Psychological Opposition 7 

Loneliness 8 

Intrinsic Opposition 13 

 
 
Stressful Life Events 

Stressful life events are highly stressful events that a student may experience while 

enrolled in college (Wood & Williams, 2013). Harris and Wood (2016) identified job loss, death 

of a loved one, eviction/homelessness, and divorce as “stressful life events” (p. 40). In speaking 

about his stressful life events, Timothy shared that, “So, I have a couple. The first one was my 

roommate committed suicide. My second one was when my mom passed.” Both events occurred 

within a six-month period during his junior year in college.  

Trevor shared an experience of losing a student as a resident assistant in his college’s 

dormitory. He reflected, “He ended up passing away to some illness that I actually didn’t know 
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he had, and that was a very tough time because, again, we were just very close, as an RA-

resident.” Trevor solemnly recalled this event and that it was a “tough time” for him as a student. 

Jackson’s stressful life event was the decline of his grandfather’s health. Jackson 

expressed, “I was very close to my grandfather, and he became ill my senior year.” In reflecting 

on this grandfather, Jackson shared: 

But the experience was one [that was hard], just learning about how ill he was and 

battling dementia, while I was in school. I was his caregiver while I was in high school. I 

just had to go off to college and get my education. 

Jackson possessed a strong affinity for his grandfather and the relationship that they shared. 

Similar to Jackson, Quinton experienced the loss of a loved one during college. He 

reflected that his “grandfather died,” and in that same week, he “went through a really bad 

breakup.” Quinton shared, “Both of those losses were something I had to maneuver.” 

Experiencing that amount of loss took its toll on Quinton.  

David encountered a near-death experience as his stressful life event. After being shot, 

David was “in a coma for more than a month.” David also suffered major trauma to his abdomen 

and internal organs from the shooting.  

Samuel’s stressful life event included being charged and arrested for “trespassing.” He 

elaborated, “That situation [getting arrested] also caused me to withdraw from one of my classes 

during that semester; it kind of made me not graduate on time.” These aforementioned events 

represented difficult times of opposition that the participants faced during their undergraduate 

experience.    
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Academic Difficulties 

As previously stated, Harris and Wood (2016) indicated that the academic domain 

consists of “student interactions with faculty, student use of academic services, their commitment 

to their course of study, and other variables that are directly related to student academic 

experiences and outcomes” (p. 39). Academic difficulties referred to the oppositions participants 

faced that affected their academic success within the classroom. Ten of the 14 participants 

expressed experiencing opposition in the form of academic difficulties that impacted their 

academic success. For example, David encountered academic difficulties in his business calculus 

course. He expressed: 

I feel like I’m behind and I go to my professor, and I say, “Hey, you know I really need 

help understanding this whole velocity thing. Like how does this work? I’m listening, I 

have notes, but it’s not clicking. I can’t comprehend it.” I said, “I need some help can you 

give me some help?” and she looked at me and she said, “I’m already helping too many 

people. No, I can’t help you.” And that was that. And from then on, I ended up having to 

withdraw from the class.  

David experienced three levels of academic difficulty in this course. He did not comprehend the 

coursework, he was not able to receive assistance from his professor, and ultimately he had to 

withdraw from course.  

Like David, Trevor faced academic difficulties in the classroom. He reflected, “ECON 

101 was the death of that career. It was the hardest class that I’ve ever taken.” Trevor changed 

his major because of the difficulty he experienced in the economics class.  
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Jameson shared that he was not “able to pass the Praxis,” a state examination, as an 

elementary education major. This was a unique challenge for Jameson because he described 

himself as “being one who loves school and learning.” Passing the Praxis was crucial to his 

career because this examination is a state requirement for teachers.   

Some participants shared that their cognitive disability was an opposition to their 

academic success. Stephen exclaimed that his “academic experiences were a little different” 

because he received “accommodations.” He explained that due to his disability, he had “more 

time on tests and quizzes” as well as having to “take those tests and quizzes outside of the 

classroom.” Similarly, due to his cognitive disability, Michael said, “I suffered a lot 

academically.” He shared, “I had test anxiety, and I did not know that, or I couldn’t put it into 

words.” Michael would “completely forget” everything that he learned prior to taking an exam or 

having to write a paper from memory. The participants’ academic difficulties were specifically 

tied to their academic achievement and thus their persistence in college.   

Psychological Opposition 

The sub-theme of psychological opposition emerged as participants described facing 

psychological (mental health) challenges during their college experience. Some of these 

psychological oppositions included depression, anxiety, mental breakdown, and thoughts of 

suicide. The aforementioned psychological oppositions affected the mental health of the 

participants. When asked about his college experience, Travis shared: 

I had a quite a few moments of dealing with depression. Like some days I just felt like I 

didn’t have any purpose, or I just didn’t have any feeling. There were some days that I 
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went to my dorm room and just cried, and I didn’t know why I was crying. It just felt like 

so much pressure. 

Travis experienced depression due to being overwhelmed from the “pressure” of college. Those 

overwhelming feelings pushed him to secluding himself in his dormitory. He was numb and did 

not understand why he was having this type of emotional response.  

Similarly, Samuel said, “Throughout college I’ve experienced depression and anxiety that 

led me to seek counseling to help cope with the feelings, emotions, and thoughts I was dealing 

with.” During Samuel’s ordeal in college with the law, he expressed battling “depression and 

anxiety” after being arrested, charged, and having to withdraw from classes. It was difficult for 

Samuel to mentally navigate the aftermath of being arrested.  

Quinton’s loss of his grandfather and going through “a bad breakup” were acute events 

compounded by financial challenges. Two different times during his interview, he commented, 

“I battled depression” as well as “I suffered with depression.” In speaking of his psychological 

opposition during college, Quinton also expressed, “I have had thoughts of suicide.” Suicidal 

thoughts were a result of the feelings of depression that Quinton “battled” with and “suffered” 

from during his college experience.  

Charles also faced psychological opposition as a student in college. When speaking of his 

psychological opposition, his sentiments were, “So I was stressed, I was depressed. Like I was 

just really barely making it mentally, but just not there.” Charles was under the impression that 

his lack of wanting to be social was because of his introversion. He shared, “At the same time I 

finally had come to the realization or understood that I was dealing with depression.” 
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As Charles talked more about his experience, it appeared that he had suffered a mental 

break down. He reflected, “After about six months into that year, I don't even remember that 

year. I was just so mentally gone like after the fact, I was like I was really mentally gone because 

I don't remember the people.” After having this mental breakdown, Charles barely remembered 

anything. He mentioned, “I went to school, I went to church, I went to work, and that was pretty 

much it.” He also shared, “Everything was a blur. I was really messed up at that time, and I was 

mentally not in the best place.” Psychological opposition manifested in various forms, but each 

form was mentally debilitating for the participants in this study.  

Loneliness 

For some of the participants, their feelings of loneliness posed a challenge during their 

college experience. When there was a lack of community, social involvement, or familial 

comfort, participants described this feeling as “lonely,” “alone,” “homesickness,” or “not being 

accepted.”  

Braxton faced homesickness as an opposition during college. His sentiments were “a 

challenge I faced as a college student was being far from my family.”  

Like Braxton, as an out-of-state student, Jackson experienced loneliness in the form of 

homesickness and being away from his family “for the first time.” He specifically mentioned that 

“being away from home” included distance from his “twin brother” and his “family.” He was not 

able to travel back during the semester because he “didn't have a car” until he was a junior in 

college. He described this as not having “access to zoom on home.”  

Jackson also “struggled” with loneliness as a senior in college. He explained: 
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I consider myself an extrovert. I love people, but definitely the feeling of just being away 

and lonely really got to me in my senior year, when my other friends got involved and 

started choosing other pockets of people and circles. That was something [loneliness] that 

I look back on and I struggled with. I was a little lonely, the latter part of my 

undergraduate tenure. 

Charles, a self-reported introvert, also shared that “being lonely just not being in a 

relationship or anything” was a challenge he faced in college. Throughout the interview, Charles 

repeatedly referenced this dichotomy of battling loneliness, but also embracing his introversion.  

Trevor’s loneliness was due to the lack of community and acceptance among his peers. 

He shared:  

I say two of the biggest challenges for me in my college experience when it comes to just 

being a college student was definitely trying to fit in. A lot of times, I felt like the 

outsider, the individual who wasn’t good enough to be a part of certain groups or be a 

part of certain social circles. Though just trying to find a place to fit in is really important. 

Similar to Trevor, Stephen struggled with establishing a “friend group” as a freshman in 

college. He elaborated by saying, “At the beginning, being accepted, finding my group, my 

friends, I would say, was a little difficult.” Even after “finding” his “group,” he still experienced 

loneliness during college. During his interview, he solemnly reflected on his sophomore year of 

college: “My sophomore year of college, I was probably at my lowest. There were some things 

that were happening in my life and I really, honestly had probably nobody.” 
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Intrinsic Opposition 

Thirteen of the 14 participants discussed moments of intrinsic opposition they 

experienced during their college experiences. Participants’ intrinsic opposition referred to 

internal battles where participants did not believe in themselves or their abilities to be successful 

in college. Experiencing an intrinsic opposition would oftentimes operate as a debilitating agent 

that they described prevented them from excelling to their full potential as scholars and 

community members. 

 Travis regularly experienced intrinsic amotivation when dealing with the overwhelming 

circumstances of college. He reflected: 

The biggest challenge I faced was staying motivated, staying consistent, and pushing 

through. In college, you face different obstacles, the pressure you know, the workload 

can become a lot and in those moments you just want to be like, “Is this all even worth 

it?”   

The researcher interpreted Travis’s challenges as precursors to attrition that caused him to 

question whether achieving his degree was “even worth it.”  

Being the only African American male in the classroom, Robert bluntly stated, “I 

suffered horribly from imposter syndrome.”  

Similar to Robert, Jackson struggled with “self-inadequacy.” He mentioned that this 

intrinsic opposition provoked “the feeling like you just, oh God, you don’t have what it takes. All 

that type of stuff.”  

Michael characterized his intrinsic opposition as “being in a wilderness experience,” 

while being able to “face himself” and “doing the right thing.” He likened his experiences to the 
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Biblical story of the Israelites journeying through the wilderness. He consistently asked himself, 

“What decisions am I making? How far am I willing to go? Do I want to miss the promise land 

because I allowed myself to wander so long in the wilderness?” He concluded by saying, “I am 

in [an] internal battle. And what it comes down to is can [I] look at myself in the mirror every 

day?” Michael’s statement revealed that intrinsic oppositions are not only indicative of conflict 

relating to one’s belief in their academic abilities, but also their personal morals and principles. 

Summary of Superordinate Theme Four 

Some participants experienced stressful life events that disrupted the rhythm of their life. 

For some, the stressful life events were devastating in nature. Other participants encountered 

academic difficulties, such as lack of academic assistance, withdrawing from classes, failing 

examinations, and working through cognitive disabilities. These academic difficulties directly 

affected the academic success of participants within and outside of the classroom. Depression, 

anxiety, suicidal thoughts, and mental breakdowns were identified as psychological oppositions 

that participants faced. Several of the Black males in this study acknowledged combating 

loneliness through homesickness, not feeling accepted, and the lack of community. In addition to 

the extrinsic challenges faced by participants, many of them recognized combating intrinsic 

oppositions of imposter syndrome, self-inadequacy, self-doubt, and amotivation. In sum, these 

Oppositional Stimuli were barriers to the personal development, academic success, and, in some 

cases, the daily way of life of the participants in this study. These oppositional experiences also 

served as a catalyst for spiritual coping practices.     
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Superordinate Theme Five: Spiritual Coping Practices 

As reported in the previous superordinate theme, participants faced different forms of 

Oppositional Stimuli. The Oppositional Stimuli provoked a spiritual response from participants 

in mediating their difficult oppositions. Most participants chose to engage in specific spiritual 

practices that functioned as coping strategies during adverse situations throughout their college 

experiences. These Spiritual Coping Practices functioned as a direct response to the oppositional 

stimuli and assisted participants in overcoming their oppositions. The Spiritual Coping Practices 

(sub-themes) included: (a) prayer, (b) scriptural reminders, and (c) connecting to a higher power 

(see Table 7). 

 
Table 7 

Superordinate Theme Five: Spiritual Coping Practices 

Sub-Theme Number of Participants 

Prayer 13 

Scriptural Reminders 9 

Connecting to a Higher Power 12 

 
 
Prayer 

Thirteen of the 14 participants identified prayer as a Spiritual Coping Practice that they 

utilized while in college. Teasdale (1999) defined prayer as “a means of self-transcendence as 

well as a point of contact with the divine” (p. 139) and as a “viable form of spiritual practice” (p. 

139). In other words, prayer is a spiritual practice that allows individuals to go beyond their 
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physical self, and it acts as a form of communication with a higher power. Participants described 

using prayer in challenging situations and as a source of comfort.  

When asked about acts of spirituality he engaged in as a college student, Timothy replied, 

“[The] number one is prayer. I prayed a lot, even before I went to college I prayed a lot.” 

Timothy also mentioned, “I spent a lot of time praying” as he reflected on losing his best friend 

to suicide, the passing of his mother, facing “financial struggles,” figuring out who he was as a 

person, and being unable to participate in commencement due to COVID-19. Timothy added, 

“The more that I struggled with these things, I’d find myself praying on the phone, I’d find 

myself at choir having Jacob (pseudonym) pray for me or having somebody pray for me.” 

Prayer, whether it was Timothy praying for himself or someone else praying for him, assisted 

him in coping with the unfavorable situations he encountered.    

To cope with depression, Travis relied on prayer as a means of connection and 

communication with his higher power (God). He exclaimed, “Well, whenever I came into those 

challenges, I just prayed about it,” and “that connection with God” were the elements of his 

spirituality that helped him cope. Prayer served a dual role in Travis’s experiences. Initially, 

prayer was Travis’s response to the challenges he faced, but it also functioned as “that 

connection to God.”  

David used prayer to be at peace during his traumatic experience of being he shot. He 

explained: 

It was at that moment that I am literally dying right now, and I dropped my head and 

began to pray, “God, I pray that it is not my time to go, but I pray if it is, that you forgive 
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me of my sins and welcome me into your kingdom; if it’s not my time to go, I still pray 

those same things, but just don’t let me die.” 

David’s use of prayer was to make peace with his higher power (God). Whether it was in his 

survival or if it was in death, he wanted to be able to enter into heaven in the afterlife. Prayer 

helped David attain peace with his higher power during a traumatic and life-threatening situation.   

Jackson used prayer to cope with several situations during his college experience. During 

the time of grandfather’s illness, he prayed earnestly for his grandfather. He shared: 

It really took a lot of prayer. I was in school and my prayer was, “Oh gosh, if he can just 

remain here until [I graduate].” He was like 93, so it was granddaddy time, but it was just 

my prayer that he would remain here until I graduated, and the Lord kept him here. 

To remain calm during this time, Jackson relied on “prayer and solitude” to assist him with being 

apart from his grandfather because he was “his caretaker,” and it “really played a difference” in 

him not becoming overwhelmed during this process. Jackson provided another account where he 

said, “Prayer and just seeking God’s wise counsel, they helped me get through those moments of 

loneliness, and just, oh, my gosh, its overwhelming sense of dependency on my people.” 

Furthermore, being able to pray and connect with his higher power (God) helped him cope with 

his feelings of loneliness during college. 

Samuel’s use of prayer centered on the opposition he faced within his academic 

experiences. Samuel shared that prayer provided him with comfort when “the professor didn't 

really care for me.” He commented that, in those types of situations, “all I had to do was take the 

time and pray.” He elaborated: 
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I will pray before I take a test, or before I’m about to do a presentation, I may pray or 

whatever. That was like a part of my spirituality that [I] carried out throughout my whole 

entire college career because I did that any time before I took an exam. 

Samuel utilized prayer as a boost of confidence and as a means of centering himself because he 

struggled with “anxiety.” The utilization of prayer was the participants’ Spiritual Coping 

Practice when facing stressful life events, academic difficulties, loneliness, and psychological 

oppositions.  

Scriptural Reminders  

Some of the participants referenced quoting scriptures as a Spiritual Coping Practice 

during times of internal and external oppositions. Scriptural reminders helped participants 

overcome challenges. Participants quoted scriptures from the Bible, the sacred text of their 

Christian faith. This sub-theme extended beyond the act of reading the Bible to the contextual 

application of the scriptures in actual situations. 

When feeling unmotivated, Marcus would reflect on and recite the scripture his mother 

taught him as a child. In sharing this memory, he said: 

My mom, when I was [young, she would] say, “I can do all things through Christ who 

strengthens me.” She would always recite things to me. I always had [the] appreciation. I 

always knew that whenever the worry of the storm is there, you’re going to make it out. 

Marcus mentioned that reciting this scripture (Philippians 4:13) “motivated” him “to keep 

going.” This scripture reminded Marcus that he had access to a spiritual strength that transcended 

his physical situation.  
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Similar to Marcus, Timothy quoted one of his scriptural reminders, focusing on spiritual 

strength that he utilized to characterize coping with his “speech impediment.” In explaining 

about his speech impediment, Timothy compared himself to “Moses,” a biblical character. He 

shared: 

It was weird because I’ve grown up with a speech impediment my whole life. I’ve had a 

stutter my whole life. For me to go through a transition period in college where God is 

calling me to preach, I felt like Moses, because Moses was like, “God I have a speech 

problem. I can’t talk, and you want me to go to Egypt and free your people and tell them 

to let your people go, but I have a weak mouth.” 

In identifying his weakness, Timothy utilized the biblical reference of Moses and the scripture 

which states, “God's strength is made perfect in our weakness” (2nd Corinthians 12:9). This 

scripture reminded Timothy that he was able find supernatural strength from his higher power 

(God) in spite of feeling inadequate due to his “speech impediment.” 

In a more general sense, Jackson used a scriptural reminder when dealing with “self-

inadequacy.” Jackson stated, “But when I crack open that Bible . . . when I read, I realized that 

although the world may change, what I believe in is not subject to change.” He ended this 

statement by saying that reading his Bible provided him with “solace and comfort” and reminded 

him of what he believed, despite what was happening around him. In essence, Jackson’s 

scriptural reminder was a form of consistency because, unlike the world, this biblical text was 

unchanging. 

David used his scriptural reminder in remaining professional in negative interactions with 

those who were in academic authority. He exclaimed: 
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Maybe I want to snap on my teacher. But understanding that the scripture talks to us 

about honoring others, especially those that are in authority over us. Not to say that we 

have to be trampled over, but just understanding that there’s a proper way to respond to 

certain things.     

This scripture (Hebrews 13:17) encouraged David to remain calm and respectful within the 

classroom and during conflict with those in academic authority. David also stated, “Banking on 

the scripture really, really leaning on the scripture that talks about it’s better to complete a thing 

than to start it” was his scriptural reminder of the importance of obtaining his degree. 

Throughout his interview, he referenced this particular scripture (Ecclesiastes 7:8) several times. 

He called this scripture “a driving force” that helped him stay “focused” while in college. In spite 

of challenge and opposition, David was encouraged to persist to degree completion. The 

participants quoted scriptural reminders as responses to the stressful life events, academic 

difficulties, intrinsic oppositions, and psychological oppositions they faced as college students.  

Connecting to a Higher Power 

Almost all participants reported connecting to their higher power in some type of way to 

cope with opposition. The Spiritual Coping Practice of connecting to a higher power is the act of 

relying on a higher power that transcends one’s opposition. All participants identified God as 

their higher power. For example, Travis reminded himself of “what God said” he could do in 

times where he lacked motivation. His sentiments were as follows: “So if he [God] said I can do 

it, then my faith in me increases.” Travis’s connection to God affirmed that he needed to “keep 

going” and “accomplish his goals.”  
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Another participant, Jackson, utilized his connection to God to cope with the loneliness 

he felt as an out-of-state student. He shared, “Seeking God’s wise counsel . . . helped me get 

through those moments of loneliness.” He also reflected, “We all make mistakes, and we all have 

made a decision [when] we look back that was stupid; during those moments, you know those 

are moments where we really feel the need to connect with God.” In this statement, Jackson 

acknowledged his mistakes, but connecting to God assisted with making the right decisions. He 

realized the necessity of having a connection with God as a college student as well as its benefits. 

Trevor used his connection to God to “process the grief” of the death of one of his 

residents in the dormitory hall that he oversaw as a resident assistant. Unlike other participants, 

Trevor connected to God using mediums such as “sage, crystals, and tarot cards” as spiritual 

coping practices. In the beginning of the interview, Trevor explained: 

I am a believer that you do not have to connect with God in the traditional sense, meaning 

going to church, praying, reading the Bible, etc. For me personally, I use mediums such 

as tarot cards, crystals, sage, etc. For me, these are different ways to connect with and 

communicate with God.  

Interestingly so, Trevor acknowledged that his utilization of these mediums was not “traditional” 

compared to other Christian practices. Using these mediums allowed Trevor to “connect with 

God in the way that he wanted” and cope with his feelings of “loss” and “grief.” They also 

provided him with his “own personal moment to seek those answers” that he needed to process 

his feelings following the death of his resident. Participants connected to their higher power to 

cope with intrinsic oppositions, psychological oppositions, loneliness, and stressful life events. 
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Summary of Superordinate Theme Five 

The participants in this study used prayer, scriptural reminders, and connecting to a 

higher power as Spiritual Coping Practices to combat the various oppositions they faced. Prayer 

was used as a Spiritual Coping Practice to combat traumatic events, academic uncertainty, 

loneliness, and psychological opposition. Participants recited scriptural reminders as a means of 

encouragement, affirmation, guidance, and restraint. Lastly, connecting to a higher power 

functioned as a Spiritual Coping Practice that utilized connecting to a transcendent source of 

power for strength, comfort, and security. Each Spiritual Coping Practice acted as a response to 

the Oppositional Stimuli the participants encountered in college. Using Spiritual Coping 

Practices to combat oppositional stimuli yielded the spiritual resolutions the participants 

required to persist. 

Superordinate Theme Six: Spiritual Resolutions 

The sixth superordinate theme of the Spiritual Resolutions manifested throughout the 

interviews and in the analytical processes as participants discussed spirituality in their college 

lives (see Table 8). Participants consistently reported how spirituality provided a resolve to their 

intrinsic and extrinsic oppositions as college students. The Spiritual Resolutions theme is defined 

in the codebook as the counteractive outcomes experienced because of one’s spirituality when 

faced with opposition. Participants expressed sentiments such as “being motivated,” “receiving 

strength,” “being affirmed,” “being grounded,” “gaining confidence,” and “remaining focused” 

as the resolutions they experienced because of their spirituality.   
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Table 8 

Superordinate Theme Six: Spiritual Resolutions 

Superordinate Theme Number of Participants  

The Spiritual Resolutions 14 

 
 

For Travis, Robert, and Timothy, their spirituality provided them with the “motivation” 

they needed to be successful. Timothy explained that his spirituality fostered the “motivation” he 

needed when he experienced “burnout” during his senior year. Timothy solemnly reflected on his 

latter portion of college due to the loss of loved ones, financial struggles, in addition to the 

impact of COVID-19 on his senior year.  

Travis, similarly, shared that spirituality encouraged the “motivation” he needed “to press 

through those hard times and just to keep going, to keep fighting and to see my way through.” 

Instead of giving up, Travis was motivated to persevere through difficult situations he 

encountered.  

According to Robert, his spirituality “heightened” his “intrinsic motivation.” Spirituality 

influencing his “heightened intrinsic motivation” was the key to his ongoing determination as a 

Black male college student. Being motivated intrinsically contributed to his persistence. 

Samuel reported, “I firmly believe that my spirituality allowed me to stay strong even 

through those rough moments, and it also challenged me to fight through the battles.” Samuel’s 

spirituality empowered him with strength to overcome his challenges. He elaborated: 

My spirituality helped me understand that my life has a greater purpose than the things I 

was going through in a particular season. My faith gave me a sense of peace, wholeness, 
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and balance between school, work, personal life, and my spiritual life. I’ve gained better 

confidence in who I am, self-esteem, and self-control. 

Samuel experienced strength, peace, wholeness, balance, self-esteem, and self-control because of 

his spirituality. 

Trevor explained that his spirituality “reaffirmed” who he was because he often felt 

ostracized as an “outsider” due to his “nontraditional” spiritual practices and beliefs. He also 

shared that his spirituality provided him with “purpose” and “reaffirmed” that he was “on the 

right path.” His culminating sentiments were as follows: 

I should not worry about that [being an outsider] because I was doing the necessary work 

for myself and my purpose. I had already had a purpose and even my purpose wasn’t to 

fit in with these groups of people. I was going to be good at the end of the day. 

In this statement, Trevor fully accepted that he was not meant to be like everyone else. Through 

his spirituality, he embraced “his path” of ascribing to unconventional spiritual practices. His 

Spiritual Resolutions were reaffirmation, purpose, and acceptance. In essence, his spirituality 

holistically validated him. 

Like Trevor, Robert experienced self-inadequacy through “imposter syndrome” as a 

student in the classroom. His direct reaction to this intrinsic challenge is that, “I guess I use my 

spirituality for that [imposter syndrome].” He also elaborated that his spirituality “reinforced” 

that he was in college “for a reason,” “qualified” to be there, and worthy of having “accolades 

and honors.” Robert’s spirituality validated him through reinforcing his sense of belonging in the 

collegiate environment.  
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Jackson, Quinton, Michael, and Charles directly identified “being grounded” as a 

Spiritual Resolution they experienced during their undergraduate experience. Jackson reflected 

that his spirituality kept him “rooted” and “grounded.” Although he faced several uncertainties, 

his spirituality was the “one thing” that did not “change.”  

Similar to Jackson, Quinton faced several adverse circumstances such as the death of his 

grandfather, and a “bad breakup.” He shared, “I feel like it [spirituality] helped me stay 

grounded.”  

Practicing his spirituality through musicianship kept Michael “grounded” because it 

required self-accountability.  

Lastly, Charles shared, “It [spirituality] kept me at least that much grounded to get 

through.” Charles experienced an almost debilitating mental breakdown in tandem with battling 

depression. As he alluded to “being grounded” by his spirituality, he said, “The one strand or two 

strands that were still left on my mental stability, I think that it [spirituality] held them together 

throughout that as much as [possible]. I just was like, ‘I’m about to go crazy.’” These young 

men’s spiritualty provided them with the “grounding” or security they required to not succumb to 

the various forms of opposition they faced. 

Another consistent Spiritual Resolution was spirituality assisting the participants in 

remaining “focused” throughout their various transitions in college. In reminiscing about his 

college experience, Stephen said, “It [spirituality] help me to remain focused.”  

Trevor also reflected, “When I’m going through like tough situations, it's more so to 

focus on how to get through that situation.” In times of opposition, Trevor used his spirituality to 

focus on overcoming the challenges he was facing.  
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Summary of Superordinate Theme Six 

The superordinate theme, the Spiritual Resolutions, consisted of diverse responses that 

described the positive outcomes participants experienced due to their spirituality. As previously 

stated, the definition of Spiritual Resolutions are the counteractive outcomes experienced as a 

result of one’s spirituality when faced with opposition. These Spiritual Resolutions included 

motivation, focus, affirmation, strength, confidence, and grounding. The Spiritual Resolutions is 

isolated as a superordinate theme because it functions as the result of participants combating 

Oppositional Stimuli by utilizing Spiritual Coping Practices (Oppositional Stimuli + Spiritual 

Coping Practices = Spiritual Resolutions). Each participant expressed specific sentiments related 

to the resolve that they attributed to their spirituality.    

Superordinate Theme Seven: Spiritual Enrichment  

The final superordinate theme is Spiritual Enrichment, which refers to the ways in which 

spirituality enriched the lives of African American males based upon their personal 

interpretations. The three sub-themes are (a) relationship with a higher power, (b) spiritual 

journey, and (c) inspired to help others (see Table 9). Participants believed these aspects of their 

spirituality enriched their lives. 

 
Table 9 

Superordinate Theme Seven: Spiritual Enrichment 

Sub-Themes Number of Participants 

Relationship with a Higher Power 11 

Spiritual Journey 10 

Inspired to Help Others 8 
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Relationship with a Higher Power 

When asked about their spirituality, the majority of the participants (11) defined 

spirituality as a relationship with a higher power. In essence, a relationship with a higher power 

was how the participants made meaning of their spirituality. Having a relationship with a higher 

power was not only a definition of the participants’ spirituality, but also the foundation of their 

spiritual beliefs. All of the participants acknowledged “God” as their higher power. Having a 

relationship with a higher power was an element of the participants’ everyday lives, but 

connecting to a higher power functioned as the coping response in adverse situations. For many 

of the participants, their spiritual relationship with God enriched their daily lives.  

Travis’s relationship with his higher power was grounded in his “faith” and “belief” in an 

omnipotent “divine source.” Travis defined his spirituality as “a relationship with a divine source 

that you have faith in.” He also said, “I would define it as a connection with your soul and higher 

power that you believe controls everything that's going around you.” In his college experience, 

he was able to “make it through tough times” because he had “a relationship with God.” His 

relationship with God helped him to “keep going” and to “keep fighting.”  

Similar to Travis, Marcus said, “Spirituality is the direct connection. It’s definitely the 

direct connection, the direct interaction between you and a higher being, whatever the higher 

being may be.” His relationship functioned as the “direct interaction” with God. As previously 

mentioned, Marcus was adamant about “cutting out the middle man” (the church) in establishing 

his relationship based upon spirituality opposed to religious affiliation. Marcus explained that he 

used “crystals” to “interact” with God through prayer. He also shared: 
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I have crystals, I do yoga, and like meditation. But I use that as a time to get closer to 

God. With some of our crystals like you know each crystal has a different meaning. I like 

pray on that [different crystals] to God and like [say], thank you for this clarity, thank you 

for this peace. 

Thus, spirituality in Marcus’s life was manifested through his relationship with God and his 

spiritual practices. His relationship with God provided him with gratitude, clarity, and peace. 

David felt that his relationship with God was one of the most important elements of his 

college experience. He passionately shared: 

I feel like on the latter end of my college experience, I was connected and there was a 

relationship, because in essence, that’s really what it boils down to is a relationship with 

God. Because we can look and we can try to find our identity in so many different things, 

but we could find that those things are fleeting. The two things and they actually are one 

that are consistent, it's God and truth. 

David’s relationship with God was unequivocally revered as the center of his spirituality. 

Jackson defined spirituality as “a connection with a higher power, with the divine.” 

Jackson’s relationship with God was useful in “making decisions” and “seeking his [God’s] 

counsel.” In several instances, Jackson’s relationship with God manifested as a moral compass, a 

sense of comfort, and a source of rationality.  

Quinton’s spirituality was also his “relationship and connection with God.” When 

speaking of his relationship, Quinton expressed, “I want to please God.” This desire “to please 

God” caused him to conform to a moral code that encouraged respectable behavior. In his 
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relationship with God, Quinton was also able to overcome his “depression.” He also mentioned, 

“It [relationship with God] helped sustain me during those difficult times.”  

Spiritual Journey 

Some participants explained that they experienced a spiritual journey during their lived 

experiences in college. A spiritual journey is a spiritual experience that serves as a significant 

moment of enlightenment that enriches an individual’s life as defined by the researcher. The 

spiritual journey for the participants manifested through different experiences. Some of the 

participants characterized their spiritual journey as a “spiritual walk,” “spiritual path,” or 

“spiritual experience.” The participants’ spiritual journey served as a pathway of self-discovery 

that enriched their spiritual lives.  

Jackson’s spiritual journey was a result of “being away from family” as an out-of-state 

student at Atlantis University. He expressed, “It [going to college] really strengthened my 

spiritual walk.” He also reflected, “But yeah my spirituality really transformed, it's kind of crazy 

when I look at that first moment they dropped me off that first year to my senior year.” Jackson 

was forced to mature spiritually because he did not have his family physically at the college with 

him. His spiritual journey taught him independence and perseverance. 

 Trevor’s spiritual journey assisted him in creating his own spiritual way of life. Trevor 

explained, “I had to find my own path and my own journey,” when referencing his spirituality. 

He started using specific, nontraditional spiritual mediums in his new practices. Trevor’s 

spiritual journey also served as an awakening for him. He also had a close friend that was on the 

same spiritual journey as he was during this spiritual transitional period. He proclaimed: 
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Still just having that person and I think that really helped me come to terms with my own 

personal spiritual journey. I think it [my spiritual journey] started, for me, when I started 

becoming a little more comfortable in my own skin and in my own identities and 

reflecting on that.     

As previously stated, Trevor expressed that his spiritual journey operated as the catalyst to his 

identity acceptance.  

David’s spiritual journey as a college student began with him being “in a coma” for over 

a month. David consistently referred to his college experience as “the former half” and “the latter 

half.” These two time distinctions were used to identify the time periods prior to his coma and 

after his coma. David reflected, “Fast forward, I come out of the coma. Glory be to God. That 

whole experience is what really changed from 05 moving to 2011 to 2020.” David believed that 

God spared his life for a specific purpose. He shared that God “revealed” to him that his purpose 

was to be “a bridge.” He was called to bridge “socioeconomical, age, gender, and racial 

barriers.” Furthermore, in “the latter half” of David’s spiritual journey, he shared: 

Later on, me practicing my spirituality with relationship is different from me practicing 

spirituality without relationship. So later, the relationship wasn’t just, “Gimme, gimme 

gimme, God.” It’s, “Hey God, I’m going to devote this time. Let me give you my time; 

let me give you my attention; let me give you my focus; let me give you my life, my 

heart, my wife, my family, my finances, everything.” 

David’s spiritual journey was the pathway to his “purpose” in life as well as the foundation of his 

relationship to his higher power.  
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Michael rationalized, “Every day of my life is such a journey with my spiritual walk.” 

His spiritual journey was characterized by him being “more spiritual, than religious.” Michael 

intentionally emphasized the importance of “being a free spirit” and his spiritual journey being as 

unique as he was. His spiritual journey also included him “being able to look at himself in the 

mirror.” He elaborated: 

Overall, I found myself looking at myself in the mirror, a lot of days. Because I have to 

hold myself accountable if nobody else does because people are always paying attention. 

There were cases where I know that it had to just be me and God. And I had to be able to 

say, if I can’t look at myself in the mirror every day, and then we have a problem. So at 

the end of the day, I have to be able to face me.  

Michael’s relationship with God kept him in a constant state of self-reflection and spiritual 

awareness.  

Inspired to Help Others 

Many of the participants’ spirituality inspired them to help others during their college 

experiences. Being able to help others enriched the lives of the participants because they were 

able to assist others that were in need. Participants explained that their spirituality was the 

driving force that inspired them to commit altruistic acts. Robert associated spirituality with 

actions that “cleanse the soul.” He explained, “I think of things like social responsibility. I think 

of things like volunteering. I think of optimism and just contributing to society.” He believed 

these actions were spiritual in nature, and they made “the world more just and humane.”  

As a student in college, David participated in mentoring programs and founded a 

mentorship program, which “derived from a male mentoring discipleship program within the 
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church.” He shared, “All of it [the mentorship program] was spiritually led and the foundation of 

it was spirituality.” His goal was to provide an “open a doorway to other young males.” He also 

referenced being “called to be a bridge” and “an example” to “the next generation of males.” His 

spirituality inspired him to establish the mentorship program and being that “mentor” and 

“bridge” for younger males.  

Stephen and Quinton helped others by using their spirituality to provide advice. Stephen 

expressed that he used his spirituality as an agent in “counseling” his friends. His spirituality 

helped him be “a listening ear when they needed it and giving them advice.” Quinton said that he 

used his spirituality “as a tool to offer encouragement through the word of God to people and just 

through personal testimonies to people.” These two participants used their spirituality to help 

others process their problems, challenge their thinking, and feel encouraged.  

Samuel’s spirituality inspired him to proselytize one of his peers. He reflected: 

But there were other times, where I used my spiritual growth as far as I had a friend who 

didn’t know Christ, and who didn’t have really a religion and they wanted to know what 

was my spiritual walk was like. So, I told them about it, so I kind of dedicated someone 

to Christ while I was in college, so that was a really nice experience.   

Samuel’s spirituality inspired him to introduce his friend to “Christ” and encourage him to 

establish a spiritual relationship. 

Summary of Superordinate Theme Seven 

Participants’ relationship with a higher power, spiritual journeys, and the inspiration to 

help others spiritually enriched their lives. The participants’ relationships with a higher power 

were their source of strength, clarity, confidence, and comfort. A relationship with God was how 
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the majority of the participants defined their spirituality and how they perceived it consistently in 

their daily lives. Participants also reflected on how they embarked on a spiritual journey during 

college and its importance in their lived experiences. Each participant’s spiritual journey was 

different in nature, but provided spiritual insight into their purpose in life. Lastly, participants 

shared how spirituality inspired them to help others. Participants’ spirituality inspired them to 

participate in community service, serve as mentors, provide counsel for peers, and evangelize to 

others. In various ways, spirituality enhanced the lives of the participants and provided them with 

purpose. 

Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to report the research findings of this study. This chapter 

reiterated the research questions and provided narrative descriptions of the 14 participants 

interviewed in this study. Using Smith et al.’s (2009) six-step data analysis protocol, the 

researcher discovered seven superordinate themes: (1) Spiritual Beginnings, (2) Embracing 

Identity, (3) Interconnectedness, (4) Oppositional Stimuli, (5) Spiritual Coping Practices, (6) 

Spiritual Resolutions, and (7) Spiritual Enrichment. These seven superordinate themes provided 

insight into how spirituality functioned within the lived experiences of Black male college 

students and assisted in their persistence to graduation. The next chapter, Chapter 5, includes a 

summary of the study and major findings. Chapter 5 also includes a discussion of the findings, 

conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future research.   
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS  

I have always endeavored to please Him in every one of my walks in life. He has blessed me all 
these many years to realize what it means to be kept by the mighty Hand of God. It has been a 

blessing to have known Him all these years and to have a personal relationship with Him.  
– Pastor Robert A. Thompson, Jr. 

 
The purpose of this study was to explore the role of spirituality in the persistence to 

graduation of African American male students at four-year institutions. Chapter 1 introduced the 

status of Black male baccalaureate degree completion and provided the statement of the problem; 

research questions; theoretical framework; significance of the study; procedures; limitations and 

delimitations of the study; and a glossary of terms. Chapter 2 reviewed the existing literature 

related to spirituality, spirituality in higher education, and African American male spirituality in 

higher education. Chapter 2 also identified and explained the theoretical framework for this 

study. Chapter 3 presented the research methodology used in this study. Specifically, Chapter 3 

included the research questions, research design, population, sample, the researcher’s 

subjectivity statement, instrumentation, data collection, data analysis, and measures taken to 

promote trustworthiness. Chapter 4 provided the participants’ demographic and background 

information and reported the research findings. Chapter 5, as the culminating chapter of this 

dissertation, provides a summary and discussion of the research findings, conclusions, 

implications, and recommendations for future research.     

Summary of the Study 

Disaggregation of higher education data from 2011-2019 by race and gender revealed 

that African American males consistently attained the lowest baccalaureate graduate rates 

(NCES, 2019). According to the U. S. Census Bureau (2019), the largest gap of degree 
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attainment was at the baccalaureate level for African American males. Several researchers have 

identified factors that can either encourage or impede the persistence of Black male college 

students. These include familial support, faculty-staff interactions, mentorship, financial support, 

racial and masculine identity, peer relationships, campus involvement, and spirituality (Bush & 

Bush, 2010; Cuyjet, 2006; Dancy, 2010; Harper, 2003, 2006; Harper & Wolley, 2002; Herndon, 

2003; Ottley & Ellis, 2019; Riggins et al., 2008; Robertson & Chaney, 2017; Salinas et al., 2018; 

Walker & Dixon, 2002; Watson, 2006; Wood & Palmer, 2015). Of those factors, spirituality, 

although identified as an agent that assists in the academic success and persistence to degree 

completion of Black males (Herndon, 2003; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018; Walker & 

Dixon, 2002; Watson, 2006; Wood & Hilton, 2012b), has not been extensively researched. For 

this reason, the purpose of this study was to explore the role of spirituality in the persistence to 

graduation in the lived experiences of African American male college students at four-year 

institutions. The theoretical framework for this study consisted of the expressions of spirituality 

theory proposed by Herndon (2003) in tandem with the five domains model of Wood and Harris 

(2014). The researcher combined the two to create a tailored theoretical framework for this study 

because both were generated from research on Black males in college.    

The researcher utilized Smith et al.’s (2009) interpretative phenomenological analysis 

(IPA) as the research methodology. IPA was the appropriate methodology because it allowed the 

researcher to examine how the participants “made sense” (Smith et al., 2009, p. 2) of spirituality 

within their lived collegiate experiences. As a component of IPA, the researcher employed one-

on-one, semi-structured interviews as the mode to collect data from 12 participants of this study. 

The researcher also used an electronic open-ended questionnaire as an alternative means of 
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collecting data from two participants. Data were analyzed from both data collection techniques. 

Completion of Smith et al.’s (2009) data analysis protocol resulted in the emergence of seven 

superordinate themes as the research findings. The following section provides a summary of the 

major research findings.    

Summary of Major Research Findings 

The seven superordinate themes were (1) Spiritual Beginnings, (2) Embracing Identity, 

(3) Interconnectedness, (4) Oppositional Stimuli, (5) Spiritual Coping Practices, (6) Spiritual 

Resolutions, and (7) Spiritual Enrichment. These seven superordinate themes were divided into 

18 sub-themes. Superordinate theme one, Spiritual Beginnings, described the participants’ early 

spiritual development prior to attending college. Participants’ Spiritual Beginnings provided the 

foundation upon which the Black males could build upon in establishing their own spirituality as 

adults. The second superordinate theme, Embracing Identity, examined the importance of 

identity development and acceptance in the lived experiences of Black males in college. Their 

identities played an important role in their holistic development as Black males with spiritual 

lives. Superordinate theme three, Interconnectedness, encompassed the participants’ connections 

within their college campuses and communities. Each connection provided support, stability, 

networks, and a sense of belonging, which aided in the participants’ persistence. Superordinate 

theme four, Oppositional Stimuli, manifested after the researcher focused on the purpose of 

opposition within the spirituality of the participants. The Black males in this study encountered 

Oppositional Stimuli in the forms of academic, psychological, social, and intrinsic oppositions. 

Each opposition functioned as a stimulus that promoted a spiritual response to assist participants. 

Superordinate theme five, Spiritual Coping Practices, identified the specific spiritual acts 
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participants utilized to cope with the Oppositional Stimuli they faced in college. Each practice 

provided positive spiritual reinforcement that helped the Black males overcome their 

oppositions. Superordinate theme six, Spiritual Resolutions, referred to the resolve that 

spirituality afforded participants throughout their collegiate experiences. The Spiritual 

Resolutions were the positive outcomes the participants experienced because of their spirituality 

in adverse situations. These Spiritual Resolutions were key factors that encouraged the academic 

success, personal growth, and persistence of Black males. The final superordinate theme seven, 

Spiritual Enrichment, examined how spirituality enriched the lives of the participants in this 

study. The ways in which spirituality enriched the lives of the participants proved to be important 

in their overall lived experiences as undergraduate students. The ensuing sections examine how 

the aforementioned superordinate themes answer the research questions of this study. 

Discussion of Major Findings  

The purpose of this study was to explore the role of spirituality in the persistence to 

graduation in the lived experiences of African American male students at four-year institutions. 

The central research question for the study was as follows: How does spirituality play a role in 

the persistence to graduation in the lived experiences of African American male college students 

at four-year institutions? The sub-questions that guided this study were as follows: 

a. How do African American males describe the meaning of spirituality throughout their 

college experience? 

b. In what ways do African American males engage in spiritual expressions throughout 

their college experience?    
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c. How does spirituality influence the academic success of African American male 

college students? 

The subsequent sections discuss how the major findings of this study address each of the sub-

questions. 

Research Sub-Question A: Meaning of Spirituality 

The first research sub-question was as follows: “How do African American males 

describe the meaning of spirituality throughout their college experience?” This discussion 

examines how the participants in this study conveyed their meaning of spirituality during their 

lived experiences in college. McIntosh (2015) stated, “Spirituality is the aspect of our human 

lives that helps us make meaning of the world around us” (p. 18). Figure 4 depicts how 

participants described their meaning of spirituality as a relationship with a higher power in 

connection to spiritual coping practices and spiritual resolutions, using elements of spirituality as 

a coping mechanism. 
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Figure 4 

Diagram of Research Sub-Question A: Meaning of Spirituality 
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Relationship with a Higher Power 

Eleven participants defined their spirituality as a “relationship with a higher power” that 

transcended their physical experiences, challenges, and realities. McIntosh (2015) stated that 

“personal meaning and transcendence” are elements of an individual’s spirituality. Supporting 

McIntosh’s (2015) claim, the participants made meaning of their spirituality as a relationship 

with God. The participants in this study practiced a monotheistic-centered form of spirituality, 

identifying God as their higher power. As observed in the literature, a relationship with God is 

important in the lived experiences of African American male college students (Dancy, 2010; 

Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018; Wood & Hilton, 2012a). For 

the participants in this study, their relationship with God provided them with connection, 

guidance, and support. Mattis (2002) identified these provisions as products of “transcendence” 

(p. 312) that required “the intimacy” (p. 312) of a relationship with a higher power.  

Coping Mechanism 

Participants’ relationship with a higher power also functioned as a coping mechanism to 

combat Oppositional Stimuli as seen in other studies on Black male college students (Dancy, 

2010; Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; Wood & Hilton, 2012a). In this study, 

participants encountered stressful life events, academic difficulties, psychological opposition, 

loneliness, and intrinsic opposition as Oppositional Stimuli, which functioned as challenges that 

provoked a mediating spiritual response. Literature suggests that Black males face challenges 

throughout their collegiate experiences in the form of negative faculty-student interactions 

(Dancy, 2010; Ottley & Ellis, 2019; Robertson & Chaney, 2017); academic unpreparedness 

(Palmer et al., 2010; Palmer & Gasman, 2008; Palmer & Strayhorn, 2008; Palmer & Young, 
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2009); external familial responsibilities (Guiffrida, 2005; Ottley & Ellis, 2019; Palmer et al., 

2010; Strayhorn, 2011); racial discrimination (Brooms, 2017; Parker et al., 2016; Robertson, 

2013; Robertson & Chaney, 2017; Smith et al., 2011); and financial instability (Brooms, 2017; 

Bush & Bush, 2010; Palmer et al., 2014; Robertson, 2013; Rosser-Mims, 2014).  

Spiritual Coping Practices. The Spiritual Coping Practices, as shown in Figure 4, were 

prayer, scriptural reminders, and connecting to a higher power. Thirteen participants utilized 

praying to God to cope with stressful life events, psychological opposition, academic difficulties, 

and loneliness. Black males in other studies used prayer to cope with anxiety, stress, isolation, 

and guidance (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Riggins et al., 2008; Wood & Hilton, 2012a).  

The second Spiritual Coping Practice, scriptural reminders, was used in coping with 

psychological opposition, intrinsic opposition, academic difficulties, and stressful life events. 

Participants in this study experienced empowerment through the recitation and application of 

Biblical scriptures when faced with opposition. The scriptural reminders provided participants 

with an assurance of success because they believed the Bible was the printed text of their higher 

power in which they had complete faith (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Salinas et al., 2018; 

Wood & Hilton, 2012a).  

Connecting to a higher power was the last Spiritual Coping Practice employed by 

participants in this study. Twelve participants acknowledged connecting to a higher power (God) 

in times of opposition. The act of connecting to a higher power operated as the spiritual response 

to stressful life events, academic difficulties, loneliness, and psychological opposition. McIntosh 

(2015) defined spirituality as the “reliance” on “a power greater than self” (p. 18). He further 
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explained that we, as humans, rely on this greater power in adverse situations. Participants in the 

study conducted by Riggins et al. (2008) “reported putting their troubles in God’s hands” (p. 76).  

Spiritual Resolutions. Because of the aforementioned Spiritual Coping Practices, all 

fourteen participants experienced Spiritual Resolutions. The researcher defined the Spiritual 

Resolutions as the counteractive outcomes experienced because of one’s spirituality when faced 

with opposition. Participants in this study reported being recipients of motivation (Riggins et al., 

2008), affirmation (Dancy, 2010), focus (Herndon, 2003; Wood & Hilton, 2012a), strength 

(Dancy, 2010), confidence (Dancy, 2010), and grounding (Dancy, 2010; Jett, 2010) as Spiritual 

Resolutions to the oppositional stimuli they encountered.  

Summary of Research Sub-Question A 

The first research sub-question examined how participants described the meaning of 

spirituality as college students. Their overarching meaning of spirituality was embodied through 

the participants’ relationship with a higher power. Although the actions associated with each 

Spiritual Coping Practice varied, they all operated as apparatuses to access their higher power, 

the transcendent source of their coping. Participants’ coping practices were spiritually grounded 

in their relationship with a higher power (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 

2008; Salinas et al., 2018; Wood & Hilton, 2012a). The Spiritual Resolutions are connected to 

the participants’ relationship with a higher power through their Spiritual Coping Practices. In 

other words, participants consistently had a relationship with a higher power, but accessed that 

relationship as a coping mechanism when faced with Oppositional Stimuli. The circular diagram 

represents this dynamic starting with the relationship with a higher power influencing spirituality 
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as a coping mechanism through the Spiritual Coping Practices resulting in the Spiritual 

Resolutions.  

Research Sub-Question B: Spiritual Expressions 

The second research sub-question was as follows: “In what ways do African American 

males engage in spiritual expressions throughout their college experience?” This research 

question also directly addressed the expressions of spirituality theory as an element of the two-

fold theoretical framework of this study. The three tenets of Herndon’s (2003) expression of 

spirituality theory are “spirituality provides life purpose, spirituality bolsters resilience, and 

support from religious institutions” (p. 79). This section discusses how Spiritual Enrichment, 

Embracing Identity, Interconnectedness, Oppositional Stimuli, Spiritual Coping Practices, and 

Spiritual Resolutions, as superordinate themes, aligned with the expressions of spirituality theory 

as depicted in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5 

Diagram of Research Sub-Question B: Spiritual Expressions  

 
 
 

Spirituality Provides a Sense of Purpose 

Herndon (2003) reported, “Spirituality provides a sense of purpose, direction, and focus 

in life” (p. 80). In addition to Herndon’s (2003) study, other literature has shown that spirituality 
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encouraged purpose in the lives of African American male college students (Jett, 2010; Riggins 

et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018; Wood & Hilton, 2012a). Spiritual Enrichment and Embracing 

Identity influenced the purpose of the participants (see Figure 5). In this study, spiritual journey 

and inspired to help others, as sub-themes of Spiritual Enrichment, led participants to 

discovering their purpose as students. This study’s spiritual journey is comparable to Astin et 

al.’s (2011) “spiritual quest” (p. 47). Astin and colleagues (2011) defined the spiritual quest as 

“the student’s involvement in the inner process of seeking answers to who we are, why we are 

here, and how we can live a meaningful life” (p. 47). Five participants explained that their 

spiritual journey led them to their purpose through major declaration, ministry, and career 

choice. Wood and Hilton (2012b) reported that their participants “believed that God has a 

desired outcome for each person, and that this purpose, often equated with a career is meant to 

serve, glorify, and benefit God” (p. 39). In addition to spiritual journey, participants shared being 

inspired to help others as a factor that encouraged their purpose. One participant shared that 

being inspired to help others guided him to his purpose of being an associate pastor and the 

founder of a male mentorship program. Embracing Identity also led three participants to finding 

their purpose in life. This finding was reflected in Dancy’s (2010) study as his participants’ 

identities played key roles in their degree completion and career choice.  

Spirituality Bolsters Resilience 

Herndon (2003) also reported, “Spirituality was a bolster for resilience” (p. 79). In his 

study, Herndon (2003) identified “prayers, church attendance, and reading scriptures or 

inspirational writings” as acts of spirituality that bolstered his participants’ resilience (p. 79). 

These acts of spirituality or “behaviors” (Herndon, 2003, p. 79) functioned as “coping 
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mechanisms” (p. 79) for participants in his study. These findings were similar to this study’s 

participants’ process of using Spiritual Coping Practices to combat Oppositional Stimuli and 

experiencing Spiritual Resolutions. To graphically represent this process, the diagram from 

Research Sub-Question A was inserted within Figure 5 to put Herndon’s (2003) theme of 

“spirituality bolsters resilience” into context (p. 79). The coping process is represented by the 

dotted line in Figure 5. As depicted, Oppositional Stimuli provoke participants to employ 

Spiritual Coping Practices that result in Spiritual Resolutions that influenced the resilience of 

participants. While Herndon’s (2003) study focused on specific acts of spirituality that bolstered 

resilience, this study identified the Spiritual Resolutions as agents of resilience for participants.  

Spiritual Support from Religious Institutions 

The third tenet of the expressions of spirituality theory included “spiritual support 

provided from religious institutions” (Herndon, 2003, p. 81) for Black males in college. 

Although 12 participants reported having a connection to a religious institution, only six 

participants expressed receiving spiritual support as described within Herndon’s (2003) study. 

The connection to a religious institution was an element of the spiritual Interconnectedness for 

Black males in this study. Herndon (2003) posited, “Local congregations are pivotal, as they 

allow college students a formal venue to continue exploring their spirituality” (p. 81).  

The six participants in this study received spiritual support through mentorship, a sense of 

community, encouragement, worship, guidance, and altruistic opportunities from their local 

churches. These findings reflect research that exhibited the importance of religious institutions 

providing spiritual support to African American male college students (Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 

2008; Salinas et al., 2019; Wood & Hilton, 2012a). In Herndon’s (2003) study, the spiritual 
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support provided to participants was exclusively from “African American religious institutions” 

(p. 81). This was contradictory to this current study because, in addition to attending a 

predominantly Black church, some participants attended predominantly White churches. Two 

participants reported attending a predominantly White church as college students. Specifically, 

one participant shared how he grew spiritually from the mentorship, encouragement, and 

motivation he received as a parishioner a predominantly White religious institution. This finding 

suggests that African American male college students can receive spiritual support from religious 

institutions that are not predominantly Black.       

Summary of Research Sub-Question B 

The second research question of this study examined the ways in which African 

American males engaged in spiritual expressions throughout their college experience. The 

superordinate themes of Spiritual Enrichment, Embracing Identity, Interconnectedness, 

Oppositional Stimuli, Spiritual Coping Practices, and Spiritual Resolutions aligned with the 

three tenets of Herndon’s (2003) expressions of spirituality theory, as depicted in Figure 5. 

Spirituality provided the participants with a sense of purpose through major declaration, career 

aspirations, goal commitments, and life purpose. In this study, spirituality did bolster the 

resilience of the participants through the Spiritual Resolutions that were identified. The diagram 

in Figure 4 was situated within Figure 5 to explain the coping process, as revealed by data in this 

study, in relation to “spirituality bolstering resilience” (Herndon, 2003, p. 79). Functioning as 

agents of resilience, the Spiritual Resolutions fostered the persistence of the Black male college 

students. The Spiritual Resolutions, of this study, also aligned with the corroborative function of 

African American spirituality (Stewart, 1999) in providing participants with motivation, 
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affirmation, focus, strength, confidence, and grounding. Lastly, the spiritual support from their 

local churches served as a support system that encouraged their persistence throughout college. 

In this study, participants received support from both African American and White religious 

institutions as opposed to only African American churches as in Herndon’s (2003) study. 

Therefore, each expression of spirituality functioned as a factor that contributed to the 

persistence of Black males throughout their collegiate, lived experiences.   

Research Sub-Question C: Spirituality in Academic Success  

Research has shown that spirituality has influenced the academic success of Black male 

college students (Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; Wood & Hilton, 2012a). The 

third research sub-question asked, “How does spirituality influence the academic success of 

African American male college students?” The researcher intentionally structured this question 

to investigate the relationship between spirituality and academic success within the lived 

experiences of Black male college students. This research question also directly addressed the 

five domains model as the second component of the theoretical underpinning of this study. The 

subsequent sections examine how the superordinate themes were integrated into Wood and 

Harris’s (2014) five domains model.   

Figure 6 displays how spirituality is integrated into the precollege and collegiate lived 

experiences of African American male students. This model also specifically depicts how the 

auxiliary functions of spirituality are integrated into specific factors of this population’s college 

experiences. Lastly, this model demonstrates how spirituality influenced African American 

males’ persistence to graduation.    
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Figure 6 

Diagram of Research Sub-Question C: Black Male Integration of Spirituality Model  

 

 

Precollege Considerations 

This section is a discussion of the superordinate theme, Spiritual Beginnings, and sub-

themes, being raised in the church and the importance of spiritual role models, as findings 

relevant to the precollege considerations (see Figure 6). Thirteen participants reported being 

raised in the church as an important aspect of their upbringing. All participants, excluding David, 

shared being raised in one of the seven historical African American denominations or a Black 
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nondenominational church. Historically, the Black church has played an integral role in the 

spiritual lives of Black people (Battle, 2006; Blank et al., 2002; Hayes, 2012; Salinas et al., 

2018). Mirroring the findings of this study, Harris and Wong (2018) discovered that African 

American college students revered having the church as a fundamental component of their 

upbringing. Their findings revealed the church was a part of the African American “culture” 

(Harris & Wong, 2018, p. 20), and church provided “family/community” (p. 20) and a 

“foundation” (p. 20). 

In addition to being raised in the church, the importance of spiritual role models was 

significant to the background of the participants. As shown in this study, spiritual role models 

were instrumental in providing mentorship and spiritual guidance for the participants. Thirteen of 

the participants reported having a spiritual role model. Erickson and Phillips’s (2012) findings 

suggested that informal forms of religious mentorship played an important role in high school 

completion and college enrollment (p. 584).The participants’ spiritual beginnings provided the 

foundation for their spiritual beliefs and practices before entering college. 

The Five Domains 

Wood and Harris’s (2014) five domains construct within the complete model included the 

institutional domain, environmental domain, social domain, academic domain, and noncognitive 

domain, as depicted in Figure 6. Each domain includes specific factors that the researcher 

investigated as points of inquiry in relation to spirituality. The subsequent sections discuss how 

spirituality was integrated into the factors associated with each of these domains. 

Institutional Factors. As previously mentioned, the researcher focused on the 

institutional characteristics and campus racial-gender climate as factors of inquiry within the 
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institutional domain. All participants in this study shared their experiences as a Black male on 

campus. As reported in Chapter 2, African American males may have different college 

experiences contingent upon their institution of attendance (Brooms, 2017; Cuyjet, 2006; 

Goings, 2017; Johnson & McGowan, 2017; Palmer & Gasman, 2008; Strayhorn & DeVita, 

2010; Robertson & Chaney, 2017).  

Research has shown that Black males have experienced a “chilly” campus climate at 

predominantly White institutions encountering stereotypes, microaggressions, and racial threats 

(Brooms, 2017; Cuyjet, 2006; Hall, 2017; Parker, et al., 2016; Strayhorn & DeVita, 2010; 

Robertson & Chaney; 2017). Of the nine participants who attended a PWI, only two participants 

directly addressed issues related to microaggressions and stereotypes described aspects of a 

“chilly climate” at PWIs as reported in reviewed literature (Brooms, 2017; Hall, 2017; Parker et 

al., 2016; Strayhorn & DeVita, 2010; Robertson & Chaney, 2017). Data revealed that 

Interconnectedness was important to the persistence of Black males attending PWIs in this study. 

The participants were able to make spiritual connections to Black-centered organizations, the 

gospel choir, mentors, and religious institutions that assisted in their social integration. These 

interconnections have also been observed in literature on African American male college 

students (Brooms, 2017; Cuyjet, 2006; Hall, 2017; Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 

2008, Salinas et al., 2018). The aforementioned spiritual connections were also indicative of the 

unitive function of African American spirituality (Stewart, 1999).       

The perceptions of the racial-gender climate of their institutions of this study’s HBCU 

graduates differed drastically from the perceptions reported by those who graduated from a PWI. 

As previously mentioned, African American males have described having more positive and 
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supportive experiences at HBCUs in comparison to PWIs (Goings, 2017; Johnson & McGowan, 

2017; Palmer et al., 2010; Palmer & Gasman, 2008; Palmer & Strayhorn, 2008; Palmer & 

Young, 2009; Shorette & Palmer; 2015). These findings from the aforementioned studies were 

consistent with the data collected from the African American males who attended HBCUs. 

Unique to these participants’ experiences, their HBCUs were very open to the expression of 

spirituality. Three participants shared how spirituality was integrated within their college 

environment and in their development. Copeland (2006) posited that a portion of HBCUs’ 

missions is the holistic development of their students, which includes their spiritual development.  

Participants who attended HBCUs expressed that spirituality was a priority at their 

institutions, but at the PWI, although it was not shunned, it was not ingrained into the campus 

culture. In Weddle-West et al.’s (2013) study, findings revealed that African American students 

attending a PWI were more spiritual than those attending a HCBU due to unique institutional 

challenges. In this study, there were no apparent differences in levels of spirituality based upon 

institution of attendance. All participants uniquely defined their spirituality based upon their 

experiences and personal beliefs.   

Environmental Factors. Initially, the researcher wanted to focus on life stress events as 

an element of the environmental domain, but data revealed that religious institutions were 

important within the participants’ environments (as shown in Figure 6). Stressful life events 

were considered Oppositional Stimuli within the participants’ environments. Ten participants 

experienced stressful life events that disrupted their lives as college students. To cope with the 

stressful life events, participants engaged in practices such as prayer, scriptural reminders, and 

connecting to a higher power. These Spiritual Coping Practices identified in this study were 
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synonymous to the “adaptive mechanisms” within the transformative function of African 

American spirituality as described by Stewart (1999). Other studies exploring the experiences of 

Black male college students also documented these practices as coping mechanisms (Dancy, 

2010; Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018; Wood & Hilton, 

2012a). Participants also relied on Interconnectedness through mentorship (seven participants) 

and religious institutions (12 participants) as connections outside of the campus environment. 

These connections provided the participants with spiritual support, guidance, and an outlet for 

worship, as seen in other studies (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et 

al., 2018).    

Social Factors. The researcher discovered that Interconnectedness, Embracing Identity, 

and Spiritual Enrichment were important within the social domain of the participants’ collegiate 

experience. For five students, participation in the gospel choir was their connection to the 

campus life and played an integral role in their spiritual experience. Findings from other studies 

revealed that gospel choirs play a significant role within the lives of African American college 

students (McGuire, 2017; Strayhorn, 2011). In essence, embracing one’s Black identity 

indirectly influenced the persistence of African American males through the connection to 

campus life. As reported in the literature, some Black males develop relationships with mentors 

as students in college, and these relationships play a critical role in their persistence to graduation 

(Brooks et al., 2012; Brooms, 2017; Brown, 2009; Dancy, 2011; Palmer et al., 2010; Palmer & 

Gasman; 2008). Four participants’ connections to mentorship, which were grounded in 

spirituality, assisted in their growth and development, as observed by Weddle-West et al. (2013). 

Twelve participants also received spiritual and social support, encouragement, and a sense of 
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community through connection to a religious institution (Donahoo & Caffey, 2010; Herndon, 

2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 2018).  

Participants were able to embrace their Black and spiritual identities within the social 

domain through participating in student organizations as extracurricular activities. Joining the 

Black Student Union, African American Student Association (AASA), Black Greek Letter 

Organizations (BGLOs), and Black Male Initiatives (BMIs) helped five participants in 

embracing their Black identity (Watson, 2006). Watson (2006) posed the following: 

When African American college men find that they cannot interject their unique cultural  

values or that the mainstream culture does not want to accept or acknowledge them, they 

begin to use resistant soul force to create separate organizations to affirm their identity, 

spirit, and values. (p. 115)  

This resistant soul force functions as an element of African American spirituality within Black 

culture. Researchers have also found that positive racial identity positively influenced the social 

integration for African American students (Dancy, 2010; Reid, 2013). Being members of these 

organizations also reinforced the participants’ “Blackness,” fostered their sense of belonging 

within the campus environment, and connected them to other Black students. 

In addition to embracing Black identity, participants also embraced their spiritual 

identity. All participants spiritually identified themselves differently from an intrinsic perception, 

but also by how they desired others to recognize them spiritually. This finding is comparable to 

Stewart’s (1999) sacralative/consecrative function of African American spirituality. Love and 

Talbot (1999) posited, “Spiritual development involves an internal process of seeking personal 

authenticity, genuineness, and wholeness as an aspect of identity development” (p. 617). Watson 
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(2006) also suggested, “The ability to affirm his spirituality is an essential part of the African 

American man’s identity development” (p. 124). This statement explains the importance of 

Black males having the space to affirm their spirituality within the college environment.  

Lastly, Spiritual Enrichment was integrated into the extracurricular activities, as a factor 

of inquiry, by participants’ spiritual journeys and being inspired to help others. For five 

participants, their spiritual journeys encouraged their participation in extracurricular activities, 

which cultivated their social integration (Dancy, 2010; Watson, 2006). Six participants were 

socially inspired to help others through mentorship, community service, and providing support 

and guidance to their peers as seen in other studies (Dancy, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et 

al., 2018). 

Academic Factors. Faculty-student interaction and major certainty were the two factors 

of inquiry within the academic domain. Positive faculty-student interactions are important to the 

academic integration and persistence of college students (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tinto, 

1993). Research has shown that positive faculty-staff interactions encourage the persistence of 

African American male college students (Brooms, 2017; Dancy, 2010; Palmer et al., 2010; 

Palmer & Young, 2009; Shorette & Palmer, 2015; Simmons, 2013). While most participants 

reported positive faculty interactions, two participants utilized Spiritual Coping Practices to 

combat negative faculty interactions within the classroom. Black males have also used 

spirituality to cope with negative faculty interactions in other studies (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 

2003; Jett, 2010; Wood & Hilton, 2012a). Embracing Identity and Spiritual Journey influenced 

three participants’ major certainty when considering the major that would help them with career 

choice and in fulfilling their life purpose. Understanding one’s spiritual identity, undergoing a 
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spiritual journey, and combining them with the proper major choice encouraged student’s 

persistence to complete their degree (Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008).  

Noncognitive Factors. Sense of belonging, focus, self-efficacy, degree utility, and locus 

of control were factors of inquiry identified within the noncognitive domain (Wood & Harris, 

2014). Participants expressed that their connection to campus life and organizations fostered 

their sense of belonging. Five participants established their sense of belonging as members of 

their university’s gospel choir. This was consistent with Strayhorn’s (2011) finding of the gospel 

choir benefitting African American students by “establishing a sense of belonging, developing 

ethnic identity, and nurturing resilience” (p. 137). Participants relied on Interconnectedness to 

foster their sense of belonging within their college campuses. 

Five participants also reported that spirituality helped them remain focused on their goals 

when faced with opposition, distractions, and disappointment. Focus was identified as one of the 

Spiritual Resolutions within this study. Previous research supports spirituality assisting Black 

male college students in remaining focused during college (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Salinas 

et al., 2018; Wood & Hilton, 2012a).  

Participants Trevor and Robert referenced struggling with believing in their social and 

academic abilities as college students (self-efficacy) throughout their college experience. Both 

participants shared that spirituality reaffirmed their ability to be successful in college. Trevor and 

Robert’s experiences were consistent with Wood and Hilton’s (2012a) findings that suggested 

spirituality provided their participants with assurance in situations of self-inadequacy.  

Through Spiritual Enrichment, two participants realized that their degree utility was 

important to fulfilling their purpose in life and attaining upward mobility and societal influence. 
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Degree utility as a constituent of purpose in the lives of African American male college students 

also aligned with findings within other studies (Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; 

Salinas et al., 2018; Wood & Hilton, 2012a).  

Spirituality’s influence on the participant’s locus of control was the last noncognitive 

factor investigated by the researcher. Six participants expressed having difficulties in believing 

they possessed control over some of their academic and social experiences. Participants 

employed Spiritual Coping Practices to help mitigate the helplessness they experienced due to 

their lack of control as seen in other studies (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 2003; Mattis, 2002; Riggins 

et al., 2008). 

The Outcomes 

Thirteen participants shared similar sentiments of how spirituality influenced their 

academic success. Spirituality influenced the academic success of three participants by 

increasing their sense of academic self-efficacy. This finding aligns with the results of Fife et 

al.’s (2011) study that “examined the relationship between academic self-efficacy, ethnic identity 

and spirituality in African American students” (p. 146). Four other participants used spirituality 

to cope with the academic difficulties of being academically successful. Being able to cope with 

academic stress prevented them from dropping classes, withdrawing from college, and not 

persisting throughout their collegiate experience. In other studies, African American males have 

also reported using spirituality to cope with college academic stress (Dancy, 2010; Herndon, 

2003; Riggins et al., 2008). 
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Summary of Research Sub-Question C 

The third research sub-question investigated how spirituality influenced the academic 

success of African American males. This research question directly addressed the five domains 

model, Wood and Harris’s (2014) model of academic success of Black college males. The data 

from this study revealed how spirituality was integrated into the participants’ collegiate 

experiences. Wood and Harris (2014) shared that each of the aforementioned domains contain 

factors that influence the academic success of African American men in college. The 

participants’ spiritual beginnings, located within the precollege considerations, forged the 

participants’ spiritual foundation and beliefs prior to attending college. Data revealed that 

participants who attended HBCUs expressed that spirituality was ingrained within their 

institution, but at the PWI, it was not prioritized. Spirituality helped the participants cope with 

life disturbances during college and make connections to religious institutions. Spirituality also 

functioned as a means of Interconnectedness, connecting participants to campus life, mentorship, 

and their religious institution. Lastly, spirituality influenced noncognitive factors by fostering a 

sense of belonging, promoting focus, encouraging self-efficacy, reassuring degree utility, and 

supporting the locus of control for the Black male participants. This data displayed how 

spirituality influenced participants’ academic success and encouraged their persistence to 

graduation. The data also influenced the Black male integration of spirituality model proposed by 

the researcher. 

Implications for Practice in Higher Education 

This current study presents implications for higher education related to the persistence of 

African American males and integrating spirituality into the college environment. The purpose of 
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this study was to explore the role of spirituality in the persistence to graduation of African 

American male students at four-year institutions. The findings of the study informed the ensuing 

implications. 

Creating Sacred Spaces on College Campuses 

All participants in this study, excluding one, were religiously affiliated with the Christian 

faith. Although only two institutions in this study had religious affiliations, the majority of the 

religious clubs and organizations on their campuses were Christian-based. Some participants—

particularly those who identified as LGBTQIA (i.e., Trevor and Marcus)—expressed feeling 

unsafe while worshiping in campus chapels. Long (2019) posited, “Isolation, rejection, and lack 

of representation keep queer students from nourishing their spiritual needs” (p. 41). Sectarian 

and nonsectarian institutions, alike, should create sacred spaces for spiritual and religious 

practices for all students. Sacred spaces allow students from different faiths, beliefs, and 

practices to have a place to express themselves spiritually without religious restraints. Creating 

sacred spaces, despite an institution’s religious affiliation, also assists in ensuring religious and 

spiritual inclusivity. 

Implementing Black Male Initiatives (BMIs) on College Campuses 

Of the 14 participants in this study, only one mentioned being a part of an organization 

whose primary goal was the mentorship and engagement of Black males. Institutions in higher 

education should implement Black Male Initiatives (BMIs) on their campuses to promote the 

success of this population of students. BMIs provide Black males with mentors, peer support, 

and a safe space within the campus environment. In this study, most of the participants’ mentors 

were external to their college campus. Several studies have found that BMIs increase the 
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retention rates and persistence of Black males (Brooms, 2017, 2019; Jackson & Hui, 2018, 

Ottley & Ellis, 2019). Palmer et al. (2014) stated the five functions of BMIs are as follows: 

1. Foster social and academic integration, sense of belonging, and student engagement. 

2. Create an affirming and friendly institutional environment for African American 

males. 

3. Focus on the collectivity of success through shared experiences. 

4. Facilitate peer-to-peer, faculty-to-student, and student-to-youth mentorship 

opportunities. 

5. Promote critical thinking related to academic, personal, and professional goals and 

their philosophical view on life (p. 74).  

These five functions provide a holistic framework to support the academic and social integration 

of African American male students. Institutions should implement BMIs to assist with the 

transition, acclimation, and retention of their Black male students. Eight of the participants in 

this study were first-generation college students. For first-generation Black males, having access 

to a BMI would highly benefit them. Furthermore, African American males are able to connect 

with other African American males while in a BMI. Lastly, BMIs increase the social mobility of 

Black male college students through networking and mentorship.  

Integrating Spirituality in Student Affairs Initiatives 

In this study, connecting to the campus life was an essential element of the participants’ 

college experience. For most participants, being active in the gospel choir or attending events 

hosted by the gospel choir were their ways of connecting spiritually through campus life. African 

American males should have more engagement opportunities to express themselves spiritually. 
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Increasing opportunities for spiritual development, appreciation of diverse spiritual identities, 

and encouraging interfaith conversations are ways to enhance the spiritual wellbeing of students. 

Chickering et al. (2006) postulated, “The mission of student affairs in American higher education 

has always been concerned with the inner lives of students and their holistic learning and 

development” (p. 145). Although stakeholders within higher education have criticized and 

questioned spirituality (Astin et al., 2011; Laurence, 1999; Lowery, 2005), researchers have 

suggested that students’ spiritual development takes place during their college experience (Astin 

et al., 2011; Chickering et al., 2006; Dalton & Crosby, 2007; Moran et al., 2008; Tisdell, 2003).  

Student affairs professionals require training opportunities to learn how to facilitate 

conversations and effectively plan meaningful events concerning spirituality. One participant 

explained that he was only able to have conversations about spirituality with two student affairs 

personnel at his institution. Cady (2007) recommended that student affairs personnel should 

develop competencies related to “multi-faith and multi-cultural dialogues to enhance student 

engagement in deep conversations” (p. 106). These dialogues increase the cultural, religious, and 

spiritual appreciation among students in understanding the diversity of religious, spiritual, and 

faith practices among their peers. Cady (2007) also suggested that institutions should provide 

“spiritual programming” (p. 107) that target students who are “involved in religious traditions” 

(p. 107) and also for those who do not. Spiritual programming allows students from various faith 

groups to gather in ecumenical spaces for reasons of education, curiosity, and intentional 

interactions.  
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Religious Institutions 

The majority of participants shared the importance of their connection with local 

religious institutions (churches) as students in college. The religious institutions within this study 

provided participants with spiritual support, social support, financial support, and academic 

support. As a support system, the religious institutions enhanced the upward mobility, financial 

capital, and social capital of the participants by connecting them with community members and 

parishioners. Research has shown that religious institutions are vital to the support of African 

American male college students (Herndon, 2003; Jett, 2010; Riggins et al., 2008; Salinas et al., 

2018). Institutions should intentionally form partnerships with the local religious institutions 

within their service areas as an external medium of support for African American male students. 

As shown in this study, Black males can receive support from multiracial churches and not only 

exclusively African American churches, as reported by Herndon (2003). McIntosh (2015) also 

suggested that institutions “partner with local places of worship to provide support and service 

opportunities” (p. 21) for minority students. Altruism was an important aspect of the 

participants’ spirituality in the respect of being inspired to help others. Institutions and religious 

institutions should form spiritual groups to function as a spiritual network for African American 

male students. This suggestion supports Riggins et al.’s (2008) finding that African American 

males are open to talk about their spirituality with other African Americans males.    

Proposing Culturally Responsive Pedagogical Training for Faculty 

Participants attending predominantly White institutions expressed encountering 

microaggressions, stereotypical commentary, implicit bias, and racist behavior from White 

faculty members. This finding aligns with research that states this population of students often 
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battle stereotypes, racism, racial microaggressions, invisibility, lack of a sense of belonging, 

failure to be taken seriously by faculty, and feelings of personal and social isolation at PWIs 

(Brooms, 2017; Ottely & Ellis, 2019; Parker et al., 2016; Robertson & Chaney, 2017; Sinanan, 

2012). To mitigate the perpetuation of racial blind spots within the classroom, faculty members 

should be encouraged to participate in culturally responsive pedagogical trainings as professional 

development opportunities. Hinton and Seo (2013) suggested, “PWIs should design workshops, 

seminar and training programs for improving culturally relevant pedagogy” (p. 141). Hinton and 

Seo (2013) also maintain that having instructors trained in culturally responsive pedagogy is a 

retention tool for institutions. PWIs should host these culturally relevant pedagogical trainings 

because they assist in ensuring “that the experiences of minority students are not alienating, but 

one that allows for a culture of inclusion” (Hinton & Seo, 2013, p. 144). 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study explored the role of spirituality in the persistence to graduation of African 

American male college students at four-year institutions. This study also added to the body of 

literature dedicated to the research on Black males and specifically how spirituality is integrated 

within the various facets of their lived college experiences. Based upon the findings of this study, 

the researcher recommends five areas of future research. 

A Mixed-Methods Approach and Longitudinal Study 

This study utilized interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) as the research 

methodology to investigate spirituality as a phenomenon in the college experiences of Black 

male students. A mixed-methods study utilizing a survey in tandem with the interview protocol 

of this study would allow measurement of the participants’ spirituality against their perceptions 
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of spirituality within their college experiences. Tracking Black males from their freshman year to 

post-graduation could provide insight into their college experiences based upon classification.   

The Higher Education Institute at the University of California-Los Angeles developed the 

College Students Beliefs and Values (CSBV) survey. This instrument includes “160 specifically 

designed questions that pertained directly to students’ perspectives and practices with respect to 

spirituality and religion” (Astin et al., 2011, p. 161). The 10 measures of spirituality and 

religiousness are comparable to the themes and subthemes that emerged within this study. For 

example, “the five spiritual measures included Spiritual Quest, Equanimity, Ethic of Caring, 

Charitable Involvement, and Ecumenical Worldview” (Astin et al., 2011, p. 18). Furthermore, 

“the five measures of religious qualities are Religious Commitment, Religious Engagement, 

Religious/Social Conservatism, Religious Skepticism, and Religious Struggle” (Astin et al., 

2011, p. 18). Collecting data in a mixed-methods approach could provide a wealth of data for 

analytic comparison over the course of a longitudinal study. 

Intersectionality and Queer Black College Males 

Throughout this study, queer participants expressed not feeling welcomed in churches 

due to their sexuality. Two participants openly expressed being queer and experiencing spiritual 

dissonancy because of their sexual orientation. Participants also shared the necessity of creating 

their own spiritual practices where they felt safe and accepted. Practicing their spirituality 

encouraged an inclusiveness of their queer identity. Future research should examine the 

intersection of spirituality and sexuality for queer Black college males and the ways this 

population expresses their spirituality. Means et al. (2018) proposed that researchers “should 

consider the use of intersectional theory, such as quare theory, to examine Black LGBQ students’ 
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learning and development and outcomes in higher education” (p. 622). This study could provide 

insight in the identity development of Black queer college males.  

African American Spirituality in Black Male College Persistence 

The researcher discovered tenets of African American spirituality, as described by 

Stewart (1999), that were consistent with the findings of this study. A study solely examining 

how African American spirituality influences the persistence of Black males could illuminate a 

deeper cultural understanding of spirituality within the Black community. Researchers should 

investigate how Black males utilize their creative and resistant soul forces to persist through 

college. Researchers should also explore if and how the five functional dynamics of African 

American spirituality manifest in the lived collegiate experiences of this population. 

Spirituality and the Academic Disidentification of Underprepared Black Males 

Research has also shown that many Black males enter postsecondary education 

academically unprepared to be successful (Palmer, et al., 2010; Palmer & Gasman, 2008; Palmer 

& Strayhorn, 2008; Palmer & Young, 2009). Conversely, the majority of participants in this 

study were academically affluent students during their undergraduate experience. Several 

participants mentioned being full academic scholarship recipients.  

Academic disidentification has been identified as a phenomenon where a student’s 

academic performance does not positively impact their academic self-esteem (Steele, 1992). 

Cokley (2012), as cited in McClain and Cokley (2017), found that academic disidentification 

develops over time and is “uniquely consistent for Black males” in college (p. 126). This lack of 

positive impact on a student’s academic self-efficacy can demotivate them from academically 
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performing well. For future studies, researchers may consider exploring how spirituality assists 

in the academic disidentification of underprepared Black college males. 

Final Thoughts 

In the last decade, from 2011-2019, African American males have consistently 

demonstrated the lowest baccalaureate completion rates when national graduation data were 

disaggregated by race and gender. This study examined spirituality, as a factor of persistence, 

within the lived experiences of this population of students. The researcher created a theoretical 

framework unique to this study consisting of the expression of spirituality theory in tandem with 

the five domains model, both African American male-centered. Employing Smith et al.’s (2009) 

interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) as the research methodology, the researcher was 

able to explore how the participants made meaning of spirituality throughout their college 

experiences. 

The findings of this study suggested that spirituality was integrated into various facets 

(social, noncognitive, academic, environmental, and institutional domains) of Black males’ 

college experiences. Spirituality provided connection within the participants’ campus 

environment and community. Spirituality also operated as a coping mechanism through practices 

such as prayer, scriptural reminders, and connecting to a higher power. African American males 

faced opposition in several forms that functioned as stimuli to the spiritual. As a result of 

spiritually responding to opposition, participants experienced a positive outcome that directly or 

indirectly influenced their persistence. Intrinsically, spirituality enriched the lives of Black males 

through their relationship with a higher power and embarking on a spiritual journey during 



 

181 

college. Spirituality also extrinsically enriched the lives of the participants in the form of helping 

others.  

This final chapter presented a summary and discussion of the research findings, 

conclusions, implications, and recommendations for future research. Based upon the findings of 

this study, the implications include the following: creating sacred spaces on college campuses; 

implementing BMIs for Black males; integrating spirituality into student affairs initiatives; 

partnering with local religious institutions; and proposing culturally relevant pedagogical training 

for faculty members. The researcher also recommends a longitudinal mixed-methods approach to 

this study; intersectionality of spirituality, sexuality, and Black identity development of queer 

college males; African American spirituality in Black college male persistence; and spirituality 

and the academic disidentification of Black males as areas of future research.    

Spirituality was fundamental to the acclimation, survival, success, and wellbeing of the 

African American males in this study. Although participants faced Oppositional Stimuli that 

research has historically identified as impediments, spirituality, as a persistence agent, 

contributed to their continued mobility. Ultimately, spirituality played the role of a transcendent 

source of support that provided connection, operated as a coping mechanism, and enriched the 

lives of African American male college students. Through these three auxiliary functions, 

spirituality sustained the participants in this study from admission to degree completion.  

Lastly, Jett (2010) proposed, “African American men are spiritual beings” and we must 

“create and sustain spaces where African American men can be spiritual beings” (p. 332). This 

study serves as a testament to the importance of spirituality to African American males and the 

holistic success within their collegiate journeys. This study will now and forever stand as an 
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expansion of the literature, the conversation, and the resolve that supports Jett’s (2010) 

aforementioned proposition.     
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Date 
 
 
Greetings: 
  

I hope this letter finds you well. My name is Brandon J. Wright and I am currently a 
doctoral candidate at Mercer University in Atlanta, GA. This letter serves as an invitation to 
participate in my doctoral research concerning the experiences of African Amerian male college 
graduates. As a male within this population, who obtained B.S. in Biology, the experiences of 
other African American male graduates is one of my major research interests. 

 
Did you know that the largest gap in degree attainment for Black males lies at the 

Bachelor’s level? Did you also know that Black males have among the lowest graduation rates 
among all other races/ethnicities and genders in the United States? These two statistics support 
why I am interested in researching African American male graduates’ lived college experiences. 
Your participation in this study will provide insight into the lived experiences of African Amerian 
male college students who have graduated from a public or private historically Black college and 
university (HBCU) or predominantly White institution (PWI).  

 
Upon accepting this invitation, you will be asked to complete a preliminary demographic 

questionnaire via Google forms. If you are selected as a participant, you will be asked to sign an 
informed consent form, which guarantees our commitment to anonymity and confidentiality. You 
will also be asked to participate in a one hour, one-on-one interview, in which you will remain 
anonymous. To accept this invitation, please respond using the following email address, 
brandon.j.wright@mercer.edu. 
  
Kind Regards, 
 

 
Brandon J. Wright 
Doctoral Candidate 
Mercer University 
803.391.2194 
Brandon.j.wright@mercer.edu 
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1. First and Last Name _______________________________ 
2. What region of the U.S. were you born in? 

a. Midwest 
b. Northeast  
c. Southeast 
d. Southwest 
e. West 

3. How old are you? 
4. What is your marital status? 

a. Single 
b. Married 
c. Separated 
d. Divorced 

5. Are you a first-generation college student? 
a. Yes  
b. No 

6. What was your major in college? 
7. In what region of the U.S. was your institution of attendance located? 

a. Midwest 
b. Northeast  
c. Southeast 
d. Southwest 
e. West 

8. Were you considered an in-state student or out-of-state student, while you were in 
college? 

a. In-state student 
b. Out-of-state student 

9. When did you graduate? 
a. 2021 
b. 2020 
c. 2019 
d. 2018 

10. Are you religiously affiliated? 
a. Yes 
b. No 

11. If you answered yes to the previous question, what is your religious-affiliation? 
a. Christianity 

i. What denomination______________________ 
b. Catholicism 
c.  Judaism 
d. Islam  
e. Buddhism 
f. Hinduism 
g. Other__________________ 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 
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General 
• How do you define spirituality? 
• What acts of spirituality did you engage in as a college student? 

 
Background 
 

1. Spirituality 
a. Let’s start by talking about your upbringing and how spirituality was practiced by 

your family. 
b. How do you think spirituality shaped your childhood? 
c. Who would you consider the spiritual person of influence in your family? Why do 

you consider this person as such? 
 
College Experience 

2. Did you attend an HBCU or PWI? Private or public? Why did you choose this type of 
institution? 

3. Tell me about your college experience as a Black male on campus at this institution. 
4. How would you describe your institution’s openness to the expression of spirituality? 
5. In what ways did your institution of attendance provide you with opportunities to practice 

or express your spirituality? 
6. How would you describe your spiritual life as a college student? 
7. Tell me about a situation, event, or occasion where your spirituality assisted you during 

college. 
8. Tell me about any challenges you faced as a college student and how your spirituality 

played a role in it. 
9. Describe the role of spirituality played in your academic success. 
10. Did you attend a religious institution, such as a church or mosque, etc., while in college? 

If so, can you talk about your experiences? 
11. How did the COVID-19 pandemic affect your college experience? 

a. How was your spiritual life affected during the COVID-19 pandemic while in 
college? 

 
Concluding Questions 

12. How do you think your meaning of spirituality and how you practiced spirituality as a 
college student differ from the way you were raised (before college)? 

13. Is there anything else you would like to talk about? 
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CODEBOOK 
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TABLE F 

Codebook 

Themes (Codes) Sub-Themes Superordinate Themes 

Grew up in the Baptist church 
Involvement in church played major role in 

development 
Spirituality encourage maturity at an early age 
Spirituality connected to liturgical calendar 
Forced to attend church 
Raised in different denominations 

Being Raised in the Church: 
characterizes the 
participants’ childhood 
and adolescent 
experiences of church 
participation and 
attendance 

 
 
 
 
 

SPIRITUAL BEGINNINGS: 
The influence of 
spirituality on the 
background and 
upbringing of African 
American male college 
students 

Father was a pastor 
Aunt as spiritual influence 
Mom and pastor provided guidance in 

establishing relationships with God 
Parents are spiritual influences 
Grandmother as foundation of spirituality 
Father's best friend was a spiritual influence after 

salvation 

The Importance of Spiritual 
Role Models: 

participants describing 
individuals who were 
instrumental in shaping, 
guiding, and mentoring 
them spiritually. 

Being Black is not a monolith 
Ascribed to Black identity when faced with 

adversity 
Encouraging to see other African Americans 

excelling 
Putting black identity on the backburner 
Being a Black male was challenging at a PWI 
Seeing other Black males provided sense of 

belonging 

Embracing Black Identity: 
encompasses the 
appreciation and 
challenges in accepting 
one's ethnic identity 
during college 

 
 
 
 
 

EMBRACING IDENTITY: 
the process of accepting 
the various facets of 
one’s identity 

Personal way of spirituality embraces identities 
that religion will not 

Identity is more spiritual than religious 
Identifies as weirdly spiritual 
Spirituality was more intimate as you mature 

Embracing Spiritual Identity: 
participants’ 
appreciation of the 
spiritual aspect of their 
identity 
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TABLE F (Continued) 

Themes (Codes) Sub-Themes Superordinate Themes 

The gospel choir was influential source of 
spirituality 

Involved in extracurricular activities on-campus 
Attended Bible studies on campus 
Campus involvement fostered sense of belonging 
Being a Black male at a PWI encouraged campus 

involvement 
 

Connection to Campus Life: 
the connections Black 
males make to their 
campus through 
extracurricular activities 
and student 
organizations 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
INTERCONNECTEDNESS: 

the state of being 
connected with each 
other (Oxford Lexico, 
2021) 

Mentorship and spirituality 
Providing opportunities for men of color through 

mentorship program 
Mentor provided encouragement to motivate 
Mentor instilled the importance of  being 

effective in ministry 
Found African American mentors 
Spiritual counselor is mentor 
Sought advice from mentors 

 

 

 
Connection to Mentorship: 

“a developmental 
partnership in which 
knowledge, experience, 
skills, and information 
are shared between 
mentor(s) and mentee(s) 
to foster the mentee's 
professional 
development and often 
enhance the mentor's 
perspective and 
knowledge” (Beech et 
al., 2019, para. 10) 

Church experiences helped in determining 
worship preference 

Being active in church attendance 
Institutional connections to churches in the 

community 
Church helped spiritual growth 
Attended a local church while in college 
Church played a role in spiritual growth 
Church provided sense of community with peers 

Connection to Religious 
Institution:  

attending and 
participating at a local 
church while in college 
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TABLE F (Continued) 

Themes (Codes) Sub-Themes Superordinate Themes 

In a coma for a month 
Roommate committed suicide 
One of residents died while in college 
Grandfather was ill during senior year in 
college 
Grandfather died 
Relationship breakup 
 

Stressful Life Events: 
highly stressful events that 
a student may experience 
while enrolled in college 
(Wood & Williams, 2013) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
OPPOSITIONAL STIMULI: 

external and internal 
challenges that provoke 
a mediating spiritual 
response 

Academic experience was horrible 
Lack of support from academic advisor 
Had to withdraw from college 
Pressure of academic workload 
Professor stereotyped based upon race 

Academic Difficulties:  
challenges participants 
faced that affected their 
academic success within 
the classroom 

Introversion and depression 
Battled with depression 
Wanted to commit suicide 
Psychological challenges 
Had test anxiety 
Mental breakdown because of pressure 

Psychological Opposition:  
participants described 
facing psychological 
(mental health) challenges 
during their college 
experience 

Loneliness 
Loneliness was a challenge in college 
Homesickness was a challenge in college 
Acceptance was a challenge faced in college 
 

Loneliness: 
the feeling of being alone 
due to lack of community, 
social involvement, or 
familial comfort 

Battles with imposter syndrome 
Being able to face self in the mirror 
Questioning if pursuit of degree is worth it 
Staying motivated in college was greatest 
challenge 
 

Intrinsic Opposition: 
internal battles where 
participants did not 
believe in themselves or 
their abilities to be 
successful in college 
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TABLE F (Continued) 

Themes (Codes) Sub-Themes Superordinate Themes 

Prayer during times of depression 
Using prayer in stressful situations 
Used prayer during the bad situation 
Prayer was key in surviving challenges in 

college 
Prayer characterized as number one spiritual act 
 
 

Prayer: 
“a means of self-
transcendence as well as a 
point of contact with the 
divine” (Teasdale, 1999, 
p. 139) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SPIRITUAL COPING 
PRACTICES: 

function as direct 
responses to the 
oppositional stimuli and 
assisted participants in 
overcoming challenges 

Uses scripture to explain supernatural 
achievement possible through higher 
power 

Using scripture to express the importance of 
community 

Use of scripture to explain the importance of 
completing a task 

Mentor provided scriptures for motivation 
Scripture or hymn would prevent succumbing 

to temptation 
Scripture used to explain spiritual journey 

Scriptural Reminders: 
the application of Biblical 
scriptures in adverse or 
challenging situations 

Relationship with higher power strengthened 
through adverse situations 

Established connection to higher power during 
college 

Giving over everything to higher power 
Communicated with higher power through 

journaling 
Connection with higher power provides 

resilience 

Connecting to a Higher Power:  
the act of relying on a 
higher power that 
transcends one's 
opposition 

Spirituality kept him rooted and grounded 
Spirituality provides motivation in adverse 

situations 
Spirituality provides strength in adverse 

situations 
Spirituality provides reinforcement and 

affirmation 
Relationship with higher power strengthened 

through adverse situations 

n/a SPIRITUAL 
RESOLUTIONS: 

the counteractive 
outcomes experienced 
as a result of one's 
spirituality, when faced 
with opposition 
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TABLE F (Continued) 

Themes (Codes) Sub-Themes Superordinate Themes 

Establishing relationship with 
higher power  

Characterizes relationship with God 
as a sonship 

Spirituality is having a relationship 
with a higher power 

Relationship with God has no 
specific rules 

Relationship with higher power 
wanted to establish a spiritual 

relationship before going to 
college 

Relationship with a Higher Power: 
the spiritual relationship 
participants had with their 
higher power and also the 
foundation of their spiritual 
beliefs 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
SPIRITUAL ENRICHMENT: 

the ways in which spirituality 
enriched the lives of African 
American males based upon 
their personal interpretations 

Spiritual journey started through 
true self-acceptance 

Scripture used to explain spiritual 
journey 

Every day is a journey in spiritual 
walk 

Personal spirituality is a work in 
progress 

Spiritual Journey: 
a spiritual experience that 
serves as a significant moment 
of enlightenment that enriches 
an individual's life 

Community service as acts of 
spirituality 

Volunteering cleanses the soul 
Participating in volunteer 

opportunities 
Using spirituality in providing 

advice for friends 
Uses spirituality the most when 

giving advice 

Inspired to Help Others:  
spirituality inspiring 
participants to assist others 
through community service, 
altruism, and genuine 
engagement 
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APPENDIX G 

PERMISSIONS 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

217 

For Figure 1 

IES Policy Regarding Public Access to Research 
The Institute of Education Sciences (IES) is committed to improving the public’s access to the 
direct results of Federally funded research. By facilitating access to findings presented in peer-
reviewed scholarly publications as well as the scientific data used to generate the findings, IES 
supports the scientific process and maximizes the impact of its investments. IES implements this 
goal through the IES Policy Regarding Public Access to Research, Parts I and II as described 
below. Together, the policy components support several core objectives associated with high-
quality research including: 
• the use of transparent research methods; 
• opportunities for researchers to review, confirm, challenge, or extend published findings; and 
• opportunities for researchers to conduct meta-analytic or methodological studies drawing upon 

data from multiple studies. 
Through successful implementation of this policy, IES intends to increase researchers’ 
opportunities for collaboration and scientific discovery, thereby increasing the volume of 
research that addresses the largest challenges in education. 
The IES Policy is aligned with the U.S. Department of Education's Plan and Policy Development 
Guidance for Public Access, which was approved October 21, 2016. 
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For Figure 3 
Good afternoon Dr. Harris, 
  
I hope this email reaches you well. My name is Brandon Wright and I am a current doctoral 
student at Mercer University. I am emailing to ask for formal permission to use the diagram of 
the Five Domains Conceptual Model in my literature review chapter. My dissertation is focusing 
on the role of spirituality in the persistence to graduation of Black male college students. The 
Five Domains Conceptual Model is one of the components of my theoretical framework. Please 
let me know your thoughts. If you would like to have a phone conversation, my office number is 
listed below or my cell phone number is 803-391-2194. 
  
Thank you for your time, 
  
Brandon J. Wright, M.Ed. 
 

From: Frank Harris III <frank.harris@sdsu.edu>  
Sent: Saturday, December 5, 2020 1:24 PM 
Subject: Re: Five Domains Model Permission 
  
Hi Mr. Wright. Thanks for reaching out. Yes, absolutely. That’s why we wrote it. Wishing you 
all the best with your research.  
 

 


