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ABSTRACT

African-American males are disappearing at alarming rates before our eyes through
racially driven practices that secure their position in the penal system and special education.
Though many scholars in the field of education have highlighted alarming rates of incarceration
and overrepresentation in special education for African-American males, society has accepted
these practices as a normal standard of living for Black males in this country.

African-American males who have not become part of the penal system and have
successfully matriculated into college are considered to be an exception to the rule rather than a
standard to live up to. Though a plethora of research exists depicting a dismal state of affairs for
African-American males, as evidenced by their lack of academic achievement and
overrepresentation in special education, absent from the literature are stories reflecting resilience
in the midst of academic and environmental adversities.

The purpose of this inquiry is to explore the experiences of African-American males with
past histories of enrollment in special education who have demonstrated resilience and are
successfully attending a community college. The focus of this study is to examine protective

factors that led to their successful transition to a community college.



TABLE OF CONTENTS

LIST OF TABLES...cccuutrntensnessnnssnnssanesssnsssnssssnsssnsssssssssssssssssnssssssssssssassssasssssasssssssssssassssssnssss XI
PREFACE: MY STORY..uticiseicssnicsssnecssanecsssnessssncsssnessssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssassss XII
ACKNOWLEDGMENT S uuuteisueeessseecssssesssanesssssessssssssssssssssssssasssssssssssssssssssasssssssssasssssssssassssss XVl
DEDICATIONS..cccuteserssnsssissssssessssssssssssssssssssssssassssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssssasssssses XIX
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION..cuttisueissnecssnessnecssesssnncssessssesssnsssassssssssssssssssssssssssssassssassssssasssssns 1
Background of the Study..........coouiiiiiiii e 1
ReSEArCh ProbIem......ccuiiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 5
Purpose of the StUAY.........eiiiiiieiece e e e 7
Significance of the STUAY.........covvieiiiiiiiiiiee e e 8
Research QUESTIONS..........cooiuiiiiiiiiii ettt e ettt e e e e e et e e e e e aeaaeeeas 9
MEthOOLIOZY ....ceviiiiieiiieiie ettt ettt ettt e e bee st eesbeeesseessaesaseensaeeenssaaennns 10
CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE....cccccsstressnrcsssnrcsssnncssseessssnesssssesssssssssssssssssssssasssssans 11
Transition Process for Youth with Disabilities Exiting High School.......................... 13
Disabled Youth Enrolled in College..........ccoeuiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieeeeee e 22
Federal Mandates for College Students with Disabilities.............cccevveeevienieennnne. 23
Experiences of Disabled College Students............ccoccuvieeiiieiiieeiiiecieeeciieee e 25
Community College EXPEIieNnCeS.......ccuevuiiruieriieriienieeiieeieeieeeireeeeiveeeseaee e 25
FOur-Year CollEEes. .......oouiiiiiiiieieeie ettt e 28
Ecological Examination of African-American Males..........cccccocevirienieninnieneencnnens 30
Cultural Conditions of African-American Males............cooceeviieniieriniiieeniieeee 31
Psychological Factors Associated with the Black Experience in America............ 35



Cultural Conditions and Psychological Factors

Impacting African-American YOuth.........cccoocveeviierieiciienieeieesie e 37

Educational Experiences for African-American Males in K-12 Settings.................... 39

Common Cultural Conflicts in Elementary School Settings

For African-American Males...........ccoceeiiiiiiiiiiiiiieieeee e 41
Secondary Educational Experiences for Black Males...........cccccooeveerviiennnerennnen.. 45
Role of Special Education in Supplying

The Prison Pipeline and Sustaining the Deficit Model............ccccocevieniinnncnn. 52

Family and Community Factors Inspiring African-American Males to

AENA COLLBEE. ... eeeiieiiieiiieie ettt et ettt ebe et eeteeeessbaeeenasaeenns 61
College Experiences of Resilient African-American Males............cccceeveeviieiieeennee. 63
Summary Of the LIteTature.........cveeiieiieriieiieeie ettt s e e e es 65

CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY ..69
Theoretical Framework: Critical Race Theory..........ccccevcvieviiniieniiinieeiee e 69
MEthOAOLOZY .....eeeerieeiiie ettt et e et e e st e e e aaeeesabeeesseeesssaeeaeeannes 71

IMETROAS. ...ttt 74

Site and Sample SeleCtion...........cocvieeiiieeiieeie e 75

Descriptions of PartiCIPants............ccueeeieriierieniieeiiesie et sneereeereeeeseveeeens 76

JUIIOT et ettt et et 76
3G 72 E: 1 OSSPSR RPN 77
BerNard........couioiieeee e s 82
S 1S 111 2SSO URUPUUPSPN 84
Participant RECTUIMENT...........ccciiieiiiiiciii et e e e 85
INtEIVIEWING PIOCESS. .. .iiiviiiiieiiiieiieeiie ettt ettt ettt et e e e s saeenneeeenes 86



DAt ANALYSIS....eceiviiiiiieeeiiieeeiee et et e e e et e e et e e e re e e et eeeebee e abeeesabeeearee e naraaaaeeannn 87

Ethical Considerations...........cocuiiieriirienieieeiesiesie ettt e e 88
INFOrmMEd CONSENL.....eoiueiiiiiiiieiieeee ettt st e s e 88
CONTIAENEIALIEY . ....eviierieiie ettt ettt ettt ebe et e b e eteeeaaeeebeeeennneeeennseeennnns 88
Data Access and OWNETSHIP......cccueeeiiiiiiiieciieeeeeeee e e e e 89
CrEAIDILIEY ...ttt et e e be et eebeestee e entaeeeennreeenanes 89
TranSTETADILIEY ... .eeeeiie ettt e nnne s 90
DePendability.....c.ceiiiiiieiiieiie ettt e e raee s 91
CoNTIrMADIIIEY .....viieiieeciie ettt er e e e e e e e areeeeaeeeenenns 91

CONCIUSION. 1.ttt ettt ettt ettt et st e bt e bt e e nnteessteesneeeenee 91

CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSISuuuttiesserccssnncsssnncsssnncssssecssssscssssesssasesssssesssssssssssssssssssasssssssssssses 94

Data ANalySiS PrOCESS. ... .iocviiiiiieiieeiieieece ettt ettt et seaeesaeenseesaaeenes 94

FANAINES. ..ottt e e e et e e et e e st e e s be e e sebe e e abe e e nbee e aneeens 94
Influence on Decision to Attend College..........cceevuieriiiriienieeiieiecieeiee e 95
SChOOI EXPEIIEINCES. .. .cccuiiiiiiieeiiieciieeciee ettt e et e e e e tae e et eestaeeessaeeeeennnees 100
IEP, the Transition Process, and Initial College Experiences...........c.ccccoeeuvene... 104
Attributes Critical t0 SUCCESS.......uiiuiiiiiiiieeiieiie e 109
Educational and Career GOals............cooeeieriinieiiinienieeceeeeee e 113
Cultural Conditions and Misperceptions for African-American Males............... 115
Feedback and Recommendations for Teachers and Counselors...........c..cccueen..... 120
Participation in the Present Study..........cocovveriiiiiiiiicieeceeecee e 122

CONCIUSIONS. ...ttt ettt sttt et se et et e st e bt eate st e et e entesbeenbesneeennnes 124
Theme 1: Defying Racial Stereotypes and Generational Scars...........ccceeeennee. 125
Theme 2: Family Support and College Attendance............cccceevvveeviierieenneeeennenn. 125

Vi



Theme 3: Teacher Relationships and Student Success..........ceeevveveiieecviieeeeennns 125

Theme 4: High School Transitional Meetings............ccceevverveeiieenveeieenirieeennnennn 126
Theme 5: Attributes Critical t0 SUCCESS......eervieriiiriiiiieeieeie e 126
Theme 6: Educational and Career Goals..........cccceovevieniriinieniieniienieeeee e 126
Theme 7: Voices from a Black Male’s Perspective..........ccceveveeeiiiencieeniieeeeens 126
CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSIONS..cccuteruessuessesssessasssnsssessacssassasssasssssssessassssssasssasssssssossasssassassssssasses 127
Critical RACE THEOTY....cccuviieiiieeiiieciie ettt ettt et e e et e e ereeesanraeeeeeenens 127
TREIMES.c. ettt a et ettt et b et ettt as 128
Theme 1: Defying Racial Stereotypes and Generational Scars...........ccceeeennee. 128
Theme 2: Family Support and College Attendance............cccceeveveeviverieenneeennnenn. 128
Theme 3: Teacher Relationships and Student Success..........ceeveeeciiercvieeeeennnns 128
Theme 4: High School Transitional Meetings............cccecvverieerieenreenreenineeeennnennn 129
Theme 5: Attributes Critical t0 SUCCESS......eervirriiriiiiiieeiiee e 129
Theme 6: Educational and Career Goals..........cccceovevieniniinieniieniieiieeeiee e 129
Theme 7: Voice from a Black Male’s Perspective........cccecvveevciiieieecciieeeeeeeee, 129
JUNIOT .ttt sttt ettt et sbe e be et 130
Theme 1: Defying Racial Stereotypes and Generational Scars...........cccceeeennee. 130
Theme 2: Family Support and College Attendance............cccceeevveeviieriienneeennnenn. 137
Theme 3: Teacher Relationships and Student Success..........eeeveevciieecviieeeeennns 141
Theme 4: High School Transitional Meetings............ccceevverveevieenveeireeninreeennnennn 151
Theme 5: Attributes Critical t0 SUCCESS......eeivirriiiriiiiierieeieee e 154
Theme 6: Educational and Career Goals..........ccccecvevieniiniinieniieniieneeeiee e 158
Theme 7: Voices from a Black Male’s Perspective..........ccceeeveeeiiieniiieeniieeeeens 158

|3 722 OO TSSO U SRS 160

Vii



Theme 1: Defying Racial Stereotypes and Generational Scars...........ccceeeennee. 160
Theme 2: Family Support and College Attendance............cccceeeeveeviierieenneeeennenn. 165
Theme 3: Teacher Relationships and Student Success..........ceeveeeeveeeciieeeeeennns 167
Theme 4: High School Transitional Meetings............ccceeverveerieenveecieenireeenennennn 172
Theme 5: Attributes Critical t0 SUCCESS......eerviriiiiriiiiierieeee e 174
Theme 6: Educational and Career Goals..........ccccecvevieniniiinieniieniieneeeiee e 177
Theme 7: Voice from a Black Male’s Perspective........ccccecvveevciiieieecciieeeeeeee, 178
BEINATd. ... ettt 180
Introducing Bernard............coooiiiiiiiiiiii e 180
Theme 1: Defying Racial Stereotypes and Generational Scars............ccccceeeneenne 182
Theme 2: Family Support and College Attendance.............ccoveeeveeecveeecveeeeeenns 185
Theme 3: Teacher Relationships and Student Success..........cccvevveeeriercnieeennnenn. 186
Theme 4: High School Transitional Meetings............ccceeeereeriienieeiiieniieeeienn 191
Theme 5: Attributes Critical to SUCCESS......evvtriirieriirierieieeereeee e 193
Theme 6: Educational and Career Goals............ccocueevieniiiniiiiiiiieiiieeeeeeeen 194
Theme 7: Voice from a Black Male’s Perspective..........ccceevveevieeenciereenneeeennnn. 195
JOTOIMNY .ot e e et a e e e e e e e aaaaeeaeeann 196
Theme 1: Defying Racial Stereotypes and Generational Scars............ccccceeeneenn. 196
Theme 2: Family Support and College Attendance............cccoceeevvieeiieencvieeeeenns 203
Theme 3: Teacher Relationships and Student Success..........cccvevveeeierinveeennnnenn. 204
Theme 4: High School Transitional Meetings............ccoeceevieriieenieniiieniieeeieennn 208
Theme 5: Attributes Critical t0 SUCCESS......evveriiriieriieierieieeereeeee e 210
Theme 6: Educational and Career Goals............coecueeviiiiiiniiiniieeeieeeeeeeeen 211
Theme 7: Voices from a Black Male’s Perspective..........ccceeveveiienieecieeneeeennenn. 212

viii



CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS 214

MEthOAOLOZY .....eviintieeiiieiie ettt ettt et b e et e et e ebeessbeeseeensseeeensseees 214
Making Meaning of the StOTIeS.........cccviiiiiiiiiiie et 214
JUNIOT .ttt ettt et sttt et st sae et eseees 215
|3 72 F: 1 VOSSPSR 217
BEINArd....c..ooiieiee e e 218
1S53 11 2SS UUSUSRR 219
Research Questions Findings and Interpretations............ccecveeeveeriveecieeneencreenee e 220

Question 1: How did the educational experiences influence the decision

of African-American males with a history of special education services

to pursue a college degree?..........cooiiiiiiiieiieeeee e 221
Question 2: What role, if any, did family, peers, and environment play

in their decision to attend colle@e?.........cccovvveiiieeiiieeieecee e 221
Question 3: What resources were provided for them during

their high school transition MEetings?.........coccueevuieriiriiienieeiee e 222

Question 4: What resources are available for them in college and how do

they incorporate these services into their daily academic practices?............. 222
Implications fOr PractiCe.........cueviieiiiiiiieiiecie ettt e e e 223
Implications for RESEarch............cceeeeiiiiiiiiiiiiccie et 225
SHENGRS. ...ttt ettt ettt et e e e nbaeeetbeeeennaeas 226
35330V 15101 OO OUSURPTRUPSRRUPPRPRN 226
RecoOMMENAALIONS. .......ocuiiiiiiiiiiieciieeee ettt sttt 226

Aren’t They All the Same?

What Makes African-American Males Different than Other Students?.............. 228



CUILUTAL CONAITIONS. ettt ee et e e e e e e e e e eaeeeeeeeeeaeaeaeeeeeeenaaeenans 228

PSychological FACLOTS........cccviiiiieiieiieciieee et e 230
S0CI0€CONOMIC FACLOTS.....eoitiiiiiiiiieiieiie e 232
SChOOL EXPEIIENCES. .. .eevvieiiieiiieiiieeiie ettt ettt et ette et eeaeesaaeesbeessaeeesnsaeens 234
School-to-Prison PIpeline............ccocuvieiiiieiiiecieeeee e 235

Strategies for Success:

A Multi-Tiered Approach for Families, Schools, and College Officials............. 236
FamII@S. ..ot 236
College OFFICIAlS. ....couiiiiieiiee e e e 240
Schools: The Portal to Failure for Black Males...........cccccooeviininienieninieenne 241
Summary of Recommendations.............cueeruiieiiiieiiie e e e 247
REFERENCES...ccciitiiuiisnnnsaeissnnsssesssnssssesssassssesssassssessssssssssssassssssssssssssssssssssassssssssssssssssassss 250
APPENDICES.cecsueesseesssesssncsssesssnsssssssssssssssssasssssssssssssssssssssassssasssssssssssssssssassssssssssssassssssnssssss 270



List OF TABLES

TADLE L.ttt e et 96
TADIE 2. 101
TABIE 3.t 106
TADIE 4.t 109
TADIE 5.t s 114
TADIE ... e 116
TADIE 7.ttt 120
TADIE 8.t 124

Xi



PREFACE: MY STORY

It is my belief that my journey to complete this dissertation was designed just for me by
God 18 years ago. Throughout this journey, I have come to understand that the work I do with
children and their parents is truly anointed work with a higher calling that is much bigger than
me. This journey has been filled with countless experiences that have solidified my pastor’s
sermons, which encourage Christians to make all aspects of work we do serve as a ministry, even
on our jobs. As a teacher, one expects to teach and impart knowledge in the lives of students. My
beliefs and strong faith have led me to understand that my experiences with students and their
families have served as the foundation of this dissertation—all by design and not by chance. The
process of writing this dissertation has increased my faith in so many ways that it has heightened
my level of advocacy for those unheard and undesired voices of society. Though faced with
many obstacles along the way, I have been helped to live one of my favorite Bible verses, James
1:3: “For you know that when your faith is tested, your endurance has a chance to grow.” My
endurance has grown and allowed me to be the voice of the voiceless.

My professional journey has led me to serve as an educator in the field of special
education for the past 18 years. My journey began as a junior high special education teacher in
an urban school district in which I experienced my K-8 years. In addition to teaching at the
elementary school level, I also served as a department chairperson in special education at a high
school in the Chicago Public School System. For 8 of my 18 years in education, I served as the
first African-American Director of Special Education in the school district in which I was
educated and received my first teaching position. At the start of this school year, I accepted a

position as the Director of Special Education and Student Services in the school district where |
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currently reside.

My experiences as a teacher in the elementary school and high school settings were very
similar. As a pre-service teacher at a predominately White institution, I developed elaborate
lesson plans through integrating technology; the position taught me all of the theories and laws
that explored the education of students with special needs. Absent from my teacher-preparation
process were courses and experiences that prepared me to effectively address the academic,
social, and emotional needs of African-American students in economically depressed urban
areas. As a first-year teacher and later on in my teaching career, I learned that my racial
membership as an African-American woman from a single-parent household did not ensure that I
would be successfully impact the lives of Black students.

Within the context of teaching at the elementary and high school levels, I realized that I
did not share the same childhood experiences or exposure to the risk factors my students
encountered (e.g., exposure to drug use and abuse, gang activity, and family/community
dysfunction) that required them to assume the role of an adult on so many levels. An experience |
brought to both settings was the importance of establishing and sustaining positive relationships
with them. As a product of a single-family, female-dominated home, there were many
experiences and opportunities I did not have that my friends from two-parent homes had. In my
educational experiences from kindergarten through my undergraduate experiences, I relied very
heavily on the support and resources from my former teachers to ensure my success.

In addition to realizing I did not share the same childhood experiences, I also learned that
my students had experiences with racism that had already shaped their beliefs and governed how
they interacted with White teachers and Hispanic students. My experiences with racism and its

detrimental effects did not surface until my undergraduate experience. In my interactions with
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my students, I realized that I did not have a point of reference of how adolescents experience
racism and how it impacts them in the educational setting. Though I appreciated my time spent at
the elementary school because it allowed me to develop my practices and beliefs as an educator,
it was my high school experience that really led me to raise questions about the impact of race in
the educational setting.

Within the high school setting, I would attempt to counsel students who had repeated
referrals to the dean’s office. In defense of their behavior, they would state they felt many of
their teachers were racist and just didn’t like Black people. Students would also remind me to
look at the condition of the school and then ask myself if I thought people cared anything about
the kids from the neighborhood because the school was not an elite test-entry school. Although I
made every attempt to require the students to be responsible for their behavior, I couldn’t help
but question some of the oppressive practices I observed my colleagues engaging in. One
practice that stood out was the fact that the option of attending college was only shared with the
kids in honors classes. Within the special education department or other tracks, there was
absolutely no discussion or efforts made to ensure students received information about college.
During my tenure as the department chairperson, I implemented activities and field trips that
exposed the students to the possibility of college.

As my professional endeavors led me to accept an administrative position as a Special
Education Supervisor and later as the first African-American Director of Special Education in
my childhood district, issues of institutional racism began to have a place in my life as an
educator. As one of four supervisors, I observed first-hand the referral process that existed for
students qualifying for services. As a supervisor, I facilitated many meetings in which White

first-year teachers were at a loss for how to educate “these” children. I was often amazed at how
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no one spoke up or spoke out about the reasons why children were being referred. The
relationship between the Director of Special Education, teachers, and the teacher’s union was
quiet until “certain” students didn’t qualify for services.

As I transitioned into the role of Director of Special Education, the first of my many tasks
was to implement strict ethical practices to deter the number of students being referred for
special education for reasons that could not be properly supported. Prior to my transition,
students were consistently referred for special education for the inability to “sit still”” and follow
directions without any documentation of ways in which teachers supported children by making
adjustments in their teaching practices or classroom behavior systems to produce more favorable
outcomes for students. Within my first two years in the position I received a great deal of
resistance from the teacher’s union because of the strict procedures I put in place and held my
staff accountable for. I often questioned why the level of scrutiny I received was not extended to
White directors I had served under as a teacher and as a supervisor in the same school district. As
the person ultimately responsible for every referral that moved forward, it heightened my level of
advocacy for students and training for staff in the area of the impact of our cultural beliefs in
qualifying and sustaining student enrollment in special education.

As an African-American woman who has served as an educator in the field of special
education for the past 18 years, I have had the opportunity to experience levels of institutional
racism that continues to “shackle” students of color. As an advocate for children, I have had to
make unpopular decisions with primarily White teaching staff that have led to more positive
educational outcomes for students of color. As a Black woman with a long history of establishing
relationships with students and their families, I have experiences that support literature that

speaks to the impact of teacher relationships in promoting positive outcomes for Black males;
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these relationships have continued into the adult lives of my former students.

It is my deepest desire that this dissertation will inspire teachers with the charge of
educating African-American males to examine their beliefs and instructional practices that
(consciously or unconsciously) perpetuate institutional oppression. It is also my hope that Black

males in special education will be inspired by this work to pursue a college degree.
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Mpr. William N. Frayser. A pioneer in educational excellence. As my principal, you
required us to be proud of being Black and demonstrated this by showing us how Black men

command respect through their presence, intelligence, and educational accomplishments.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

Background of the Study

Mass media portrayal of Black males as symbols of violence has led to society’s
acceptance of death, violence, and crime as “unavoidable” conditions of growing up as an
African-American male in this country. African-American males are disappearing at alarming
rates right before our eyes (Ferguson, 2001; Hall, 2007; hooks, 2004; Lewis & Erskinne, 2008;
Majors & Billison; Noguera, 2008). Black males who have completed high school and
matriculated to college are considered to be the exception, rather than a representation of the
standard level of expectation. Urban Prep Academy in Chicago, Illinois, has responded to the
crisis affecting African-American males by developing a single-gendered charter school for
African-American males from the poorest, gang-infested neighborhoods, placing them on a new
track for academic success, leading to exposure and enrollment in college (Cohen, 2010).

According to Urban Prep' Academy (2006), the school enrolled a student body of which
only 4% of the students were reading at or above grade level. In addition to 4% of its student
population reading at or above grade level, incoming students also had past histories of academic
failure and disciplinary infractions. However, statistics regarding Urban Prep’s success rates
indicate that 100% of its 95 seniors graduated and were accepted into college (Cohen, 2010).
Urban Prep’s formula for success consists of following a structured curriculum with access to
mentors and strict disciplinary rules with additional support. Although the success of Urban Prep

Academy received a great deal of media exposure, there are many stories of African-American

! Urban Prep Academies is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit organization that operates a network of all-boys public schools, including the
country’s first charter high school for boys. Urban Prep’s mission is to provide a high-quality and comprehensive college-
preparatory educational experience to young men that results in graduates succeeding in college. The schools are a direct
response to the urgent need to reverse abysmal graduation and college-completion rates among boys in urban centers. While most
of Urban Prep students come to the schools from economically disadvantaged households and behind in many subject areas,
Urban Prep remains committed to preparing all of its students for college and life.



males who exist without recognition even though they have overcome adversity, attended
college, and gone on to become productive citizens (Noguera, 2008). Noguera further asserted
that the unpublicized good news is that most Black® males are not being incarcerated, committing
suicide, or suffering from AIDS.? Abundant research exists that depicts the existence of African-
American males from a deficit model; however, literature personifying their triumph and
realization of positive outcomes is scarce (Davis, 2005; Noguera, 2008).

A great deal of scholarly literature conveys the status of African-American males in
school settings and their inability to excel academically (Fultz & Brown, 2008). Indeed, without
much effort, one can access any research portal and find abundant literature that depicts Black
males as being in a “state of crisis” (Davis, 2003; Ersksinne & Lewis, 2008; Grant & Grief,
2009; Kunjufu, 2005). Recent trends in research have focused on the academic failure of these
males and their referrals for special education services (Kujunfu, 2005; Tatum, 2005). One of the
greatest adversities impacting African-American males in the general education setting is the
number of students referred for special education services based on perceived behavioral and
academic deficits (Kunjufu, 2005; Watkins & Kurtz, 2001). Black males are disproportionately
identified for special education services and placed in programs for students with behavioral
disorders at a rate of three and one half times greater than that of white females (Kunjufu, 2005).
Black boys are referred and placed in special education at a rate that makes their existence in
general education rare; ten percent of Black males referred to special education return to and
maintain enrollment in the general education classroom (Kunjufu, 2005).

Despite obstacles faced by African-American males (e.g., being identified for special

education services, exposure to violence, and family structures unequipped to support their

? The terms Afiican-American and Black will be interchanged throughout this paper.

3 AIDS stands for acquired immune deficiency syndrome. AIDS is a medical condition. A person is diagnosed with
AIDS when the immune system is too weak to fight off infections.



academic success), many of these young men have taken the “road less traveled” and
transitioned to college campuses across the country. Existent research literature that conveys the
experiences of these males is limited. Furthermore, college enrollment statistics indicate that
African-American males demonstrate the highest rates of attrition when compared to any other
racial or gender group represented in a college setting (Oesterich & Knight, 2008). Several
factors, such as the lack of effective programs that address the academic, emotional, social, and
financial needs of African-American males, contribute to their lack of participation in institutions
of higher education (Herndon & Hirt, 2004). Forston (1997) asserted that many Black males fail
to continue successfully in college programs because many programs designed to promote,
support, and increase retention rates neglect to understand their academic and psychosocial
needs.

In order to gain a better understanding of why enrollment statistics with regard to the
status of African-American males enrolled in colleges across the country are dismal, a critical
area of possible exploration would be to examine the experiences of Black males that have led to
their enrollment in college. Research regarding the successful transition of African-American
males from high school to a college setting has suggested that circumstances, which include
behaviors (and how one perceives behavior) and experiences that occur in the K-12 educational
setting, shape their decisions to pursue a college degree (Dancy & Brown, 2008). Trainor (2008)
further suggested that factors related to a successful transition to college are focused on students’
previous school experiences, parents’ educational level, and parents’ socioeconomic status.

Over the last two decades, there has been an increase in the number of students with
disabilities represented across the country in college settings (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002).

Attending college is no longer considered to be a privilege extended to the most affluent or



academically equipped students in a graduating class. The possibility of attending college has
become more accessible to everyone, regardless of previous academic record or identified
disability. Although statistics indicate an increase in the enrollment of students with disabilities
in college settings, the journey to complete a college degree continues to be a great task (Getzel
& Thoma, 2008).

Present literature addressing the process of transitioning students from high school to a
college setting does not convey the experiences of African-American males with past histories of
receiving special education services. Although research suggests that increases have been noted
in the number of students with disabilities attending college, gaps in the literature remain in
terms of research and statistics that represent African-American males with disabilities enrolled
in college. Research conveying the transition process for students with special needs has
historically focused on the transition of high school students into vocational work programs. Kim
and Morningstar (2005) assert that the primary focus of the transition process is a multifaceted
process that must consist of more than preparing students for the field of vocation. Kim and
Morningstar further assert that “because transition to adulthood is not a discrete phase affecting
on the student, it is crucial to focus on the family as a whole in terms of impact and outcomes of
the transition process “(p. 93). Lacking in the literature are written accounts of the rich
experiences and protective factors of these males that have led to their successful transition into
college (Tucker, Dixon, & Griddine, 2010). As such, little is known about successful African-
American students (Tucker et al., 2010). Research efforts reporting the experiences of African-
American males enrolled in college have focused on retention programs to assist underprepared
males and first generation college students (Herndon & Hirt, 2004). Given the dearth of existing

literature on the transition of African-American males with special needs into college, it is



important to observe the lived experiences of students through multiple lenses, such as being a
disabled college student and race issues associated with being Black and male in the United

States.

Research Problem

The problem to be explored in this research study will be the need to identify the
protective factors that lead to the academic success among African-American males with past
histories of receiving special education services under the exceptionality of mental retardation,
behavior disorders, and learning disabilities who have successfully transitioned into a community
college. Research capturing experiences of being a Black male in America provides a great deal
of depth and attention to statistics pertaining to increasingly high drop-out rates, disproportionate
rates of special education referrals, and data regarding incarceration rates (Kunjufu, 2001;
Tatum, 2005). African-American males encounter many obstacles on their journey to becoming
college graduates (Herndon & Hirt, 2004). Given the many adversities that exist for African-
American male special education students in high school settings, the research focus will be on
identifying protective factors that have enabled students to defy the odds and successfully attend
community college.

Research depicting stories of resilience and positive outcomes for African-American
males in the educational setting are limited in number (Noguera, 2008). Such stories of resilience
and positive outcomes for African-American males are also often overshadowed by headlines
depicting Black males as the initiators or victims of significant rates of violence and murders
(Ginwright, 2006; Giroux, 2005; Ogbu, 1987). Society’s portrayal of Black males as symbols of
violence through media exposure has created an inaccurate, negative portrayal of Black males

(Ginwright, 2006; Giroux, 2005; Ogbu, 1987).



A Chicago Sun-Times article, dated November 20, 2010, Matt Stanton, student editor at
Whitney M. Young Magnet High School, criticized all of the local news sources for their
coverage of Chicago public school students who had been killed during school hours as a result
of gunfire. According to Stanton, following the death of a fellow classmate, the headlines simply
read, “CPS student becomes latest shooting victim.” Stanton protested the fact that the media’s
coverage neglected to mention that the victim attended a prestigious magnet academy and was a
good-natured human being. Stanton further requested in his article that the media extend an
apology to the families of the deceased and to Chicago public schools for the inaccuracy in
reporting the death of his classmate and others, for implying the violent crimes were associated
with gang-related activities.

Literature indicating traits of resiliency and positive outcomes has been scarce in
academic journals and other avenues of scholarly works in comparison to the research reporting
African-American males from a deficit model. Hall (2007) defined resilience as a focus on the
social and psychological factors that have helped individuals rise above obstacles that would
otherwise add to a dysfunctional state of being. In spite of adversity, resilient individuals are able
to pursue dreams and obtain positive outcomes.

One of the greatest obstacles facing Black males is being raised in single-parent, female-
dominant homes. Research conducted by Grant and Grief (2009) suggests that being raised by a
single mother contributes to the current plight of African-American males. Grant and Grief
further maintain that single mothers express a great deal of concern about the need to protect
their African-American sons from harm, the temptations of community influences, the lure of
crime, and the devastating reality of current statistics regarding incarceration rates for African-

American males.



In addition to unfavorable factors that exist in the community, African-American males
must navigate through adversity within the school setting. Black males are often educated in a
school district deeply rooted in poverty, contributing to a poor schooling experience (Kafele,
2009; Tatum, 2009). Despite adverse conditions within the school setting, some African-
American males encounter individuals who have helped them to understand the importance of
academic excellence and productive work ethics. Though these traits may appear to be positive,
they present a separate set of opposing conditions for African-American males. Often, one of the
greatest challenges for Black boys and young men in pursuit of their education is the ridicule
from peers who have not embraced the importance of pursuing an education (Cohen, 2010).
African-American males often reject performing well in school because it is viewed by peers as

acting White or selling out (Labauscher, 2005; Ogbu, 1990).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study is to expand the current understanding of African-American
male college students with histories of receiving special education services under the
exceptionalities of mental retardation, behavior disorders, and learning disabilities in elementary
and/or high school by examining the students’ transition process to college. Research describing
the plight of African-American males in this country conveys a very dismal state of affairs
(Kujunfu, 2005). It is critically important to examine factors that have enabled some African-
American males to defy adversity and successfully transition to a college.

The transition to college is a very complex process for individuals with disabilities
(Denhart, 2008). In addition to factors associated with a traditional disabled student’s shift to
college, African-American males must navigate through the stereotypical views of teachers,

counselors, and school staff, who may derail students’ desire to attend college, causing these



young men to reexamine their beliefs in their abilities. Historically, African-Americans have
been perceived as inferior, leading to internalized feelings of inadequacy and a development of a
fragile state (Jones, 1972; Ogbu, 2004). The reality for African-American males is that these
stereotypes have existed for hundreds of years and will continue to exist, entrenched within our
society. African-American males must be equipped with the skills to strive toward academic
success, despite the obstacles, and to pursue a college education. This study explores ways in
which African-American males with past histories of receiving special education services have
demonstrated resilience and pressed toward pursuing a college degree.

The primary goal of this research study is to capture the journey students have travelled
to acceptance and enrollment in college. Through interviews, I described their family upbringing,
academic involvement, high school transition process, and factors that motivated them to attend
college. Particular attention was devoted to the perceived impact of the relationships and
interactions that took place in high school. An account of their journey to a college campus will
contribute to existing literature with regard to the transition process and add to the limited

literature that exists about the transition of African-American males to a college campus.

Significance of the Study

Research suggests that the number of disabled students enrolled in college has increased
in the last two decades (Denhart, 2008). Although gains have been made in enrollment statistics,
efforts to ensure that disabled students have access to participate fully in higher education
continue to be a key challenge of secondary education (National Longitudinal Study-2 [NLTS2],
2011). The NLTS2 was a comprehensive study identifying outcomes for students over the six-
year period following graduation. Careful examination of NLTS2 study yields discouraging

statistics for students with disabilities when compared to non-disabled peers. Within a six-year



period of time following graduation, only 14.6% of disabled students enrolled in four-year
universities, compared to 37.4% among their non-disabled peers. Data specifically reflecting the
last two years of college enrollment statistics indicates that 11.4 % of disabled students enroll in
college versus 34.9% of non-disabled students (NLTS2, 2011). Data compiled during the latter
portion of the study indicated that 8.6% of disabled students were enrolled in college versus
34.9% of non-disabled students. Although a great deal of progress has been made in the area of
transitioning disabled students to college, there is still much work to be done in the area of
transition.

Enrollment rates for African-American males in higher education indicate they are not
well represented in higher education. This study will examine various factors that lead to
successfully transitioning African-American males from special education classrooms to college
campuses, which will provide educators with a framework of necessary skills needed for special
education students to compete in a college setting. Research has indicated that the move is often
met with inadequate levels of success because transition goals are not always aligned to the
student’s needs (Rice & Owens, 2004). Special educators will also benefit from knowledge
gained from the transition process that will help strengthen the student’s Individualized

Education Program process in addressing post-secondary goals that are student centered.

Research Questions

This study’s primary research question: What factors lead African-American males with
past histories of receiving special education services under the exceptionalities of mental
retardation, behavior disorders, and learning disabilities to successfully transition to community
college? From this question, the following sub-questions were explored in this study:

1. How did the educational experiences influence the decision of African-American males



with a history of special education services to pursue a college degree?
2. What role, if any, did family, peers, and environment play in their decision to attend
college?
3.  What resources were provided to them during their high school transition meetings?
4.  What resources are available for them in college and how do they incorporate these

services into their daily academic practices?

Methodology

This inquiry is a qualitative study that utilized interviews to collect data. The purpose of
qualitative studies is to learn from the experiences of others through understanding how
individuals interpret their experiences and apply them in the context of a social world (Giroux,
2005; Ginwright, 2006). The sample was drawn from male populations of students at a
community college located in the western suburbs of Chicago, Illinois. The participants for the
study consisted of African-American males who currently attend a community college and who
have previously received special education services in elementary school or high school. Initial
meetings were individually held with each participant prior to the first interview to ensure they
were well informed of the goals and practices to be utilized with the participants in the study.

Utilizing critical race theory as a theoretical framework approach, the narratives gained
through several interviews documented the participants’ experiences and perceptions of factors
that have led to their successful transition to a community college campus. An analysis of the
data identified common themes among the participants’ experiences and perceptions in an effort

to further develop commonalities that contributed to the success of the participants.
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE

The plight of African-American males in the new millennium is a hot topic of debate and
discussion among educators, scholars, political activists, and religious organizations. Scholarly
discussion and research surrounding African-American males focus on academic failure and
overrepresentation in special education (Kunjufu, 2005; Lewis & Erskinne, 2008). The issue of
the lack of academic achievement among African-American males is currently at the forefront of
scholarly debate, yet this topic is not new to the research community. Much of the existing
research is an extension of previous scholarly work, which identified African-American males as
“endangered species” (Gibbs, 1988). Historically, special education has been perceived as the
“other” school system for students who are unable to be educated in a traditional school setting
due to academic and behavioral deficits. Expectations are not in place for special education
students to exit special services and pursue education beyond high school (Kunjufu, 2005).
Through literature and media, society is consistently appraised of the odds weighed against
African-American males. Research rarely presents studies that highlight the ability of African-
American males to successfully move beyond the risks they encounter to pursue an education.

The purpose of this literature review is to provide the reader with research on academic
and social conditions associated with being a disabled youth in this country in pursuit of a
college degree. The reader will also be provided with research that speaks to the condition of
being a disabled African-American male in America. It is the expectation of this researcher that
readers will gain a better understanding of how African-American males are conditioned to
perceive the pursuit of obtaining a college degree in the early stages of their educational career,

with hopes of using this information to improve transition outcomes.
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When examining the issues and concerns related to educating disabled African-American
males transitioning into college in this country, one must examine their existence from a multi-
tiered approached; existence is first viewed from the perspective of a disabled individual and
then from the lens of a minority member of society. Completing the requirements necessary to
earn a college degree is an indicator of success for disabled individuals in America. Disabled
youth who successfully attend college have access to better jobs, higher salaries, and jobs that
result in greater job satisfaction (NLTS2; 2011).

Efforts to prepare disabled youth for college center on mandates governed by the
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 (IDEA, 2004). IDEA ensures protections by
providing federal mandates for the provisions of identifying and servicing disabled students ages
birth through 21 with the goal of promoting positive outcomes (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002). A
critical provision for students in high school is embedded within the language surrounding
transition services. IDEA defines transition services as a set of activities that begin at age 14.5
based upon the individual needs of the students and taking into account the student’s preferences,
interests, and community experiences (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002). The process of transition
for students with disabilities at the high school level is complex. Transition serves as a bridge
between the secure confines of high school settings and the risks associated with adult life
(Gajar, Goodman, & McAfee, 1993).

Research suggests that statistics regarding the enrollment of disabled students in college
have improved over the last two decades (Getzel & Thoma, 2008). Notwithstanding
improvements in the numbers of disabled youth enrolled in post-secondary institutions, the
transition to college is often an obstacle for many. Mandates that once provided optimal levels of

protection and services for disabled youth no longer apply to the fullest extent in institutions of
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higher education. Colleges and universities have the right to challenge and reject previous reports
and diagnosis from secondary institutions (Hatzes, Reiff, & Bramel, 2002). As result, many
disabled students are faced with the challenge of pursuing a college degree with limited levels of
support. Although obtaining a college degree is perceived to be a guarantee of hope for many
disabled students, pursuing a college degree is often a strenuous challenge requiring individuals
to demonstrate independence and self-advocacy (Deshler & Schumaker, 2006). For individuals
with disabilities, the ability to obtain a college degree is based upon the individual’s desire,
support, and motivation to succeed.

The transition into college is the road less traveled for many Black males. Literature on
the enrollment of these young men into college settings with previous histories of receiving
special education services is virtually non-existent in scholarly research. In order to provide the
reader with an understanding of the transition process, the perceptions and experiences of
African-American males will be explored within an ecological framework to examine the impact
of factors associated with being a Black male in society, family dynamics, school environment,

and community factors (Dancy & Brown, 2008; Griffin & Allen, 2006).

Transition Process for Youth with Disabilities Exiting High School

Within any school setting, one can find students from various backgrounds with and
without disabilities. IDEA (2004) provides protections and services for disabled students from
birth through 21 years of age through federal mandates that determine how special education
services will be delivered and monitored to ensure positive outcomes for students with
disabilities (Martin, Dycke, Ottavio, & Nickerson, 2007). IDEA has served as guiding legislation
regulating special education services for more than 20 years. Among many of the components

identified in the mandates, educators must, by law, assemble teams to develop an Individualized
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Education Program (IEP) that describes how special education services will be provided and
monitored on a yearly basis (Alverson, Naranjo, Yamamoto, & Unruh, 2010). Recent
reauthorizations in the legislation have created a new level of accountability for IEP teams given
the task of ensuring school districts are in compliance. One area that has been greatly impacted
by the reauthorization of IDEA is transition services that promote positive post-school outcomes
for students with disabilities (Diehm, Palmer, Lee, Schroer, 2010).

Though recent reauthorizations to IDEA have created a new level of accountability in the
area of transition services, the concept of transition itself is not a new concept for the field of
special education. In order to gain a better understanding of the transition process for students
with disabilities, it is imperative to examine the origin of the federal mandates. The transition
movement was initiated in the 1980s following the results of research studies examining post-
school outcomes for students with disabilities (Landmark, Ju, & Zhang, 2010). Many of the
outcomes for students were very discouraging, indicating that a great deal of improvement was
drastically needed. Landmark et al. (2010) articulated that the special education community was
alarmed by research identifying essential post-school outcomes, such as employment,
community integration, and independent living, as unattainable. As a result, transition services
for students with disabilities were implemented.

As more attention has been given to the transition needs of students with disabilities,
tools to assess outcomes have also become more complex. The federal government now requires
state departments of education to report Post School Outcomes (PSO) on a yearly basis
(Alverson, Naranjo, & Yamamoto, 2010; Smith, 2007). The federal government assigns
indicators to various areas that have been identified as requirements for state departments of

education; reporting of PSOs has been defined as Indicator 14 (Smith, 2007; Alverson et al.,
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2010). Indicator 14 refers to a performance indicator that requires states to report the percentage
of youth no longer enrolled in secondary school that received special education services prior to
graduation (Izzo, Narnjo, Yamamoto, & Unruh, 2010). Past practices of compiling graduation
data of students with disabilities no longer meet requirements set forth by the federal
government.

In order to maintain areas of compliance, school districts must adhere to guidelines
requiring data to determine successful transition practices by analyzing post-school outcomes for
students with disabilities. School districts are required to collect data annually between April and
December; data is gathered through disseminating surveys to former students and the students’
current employer to determine if the student has successfully secured employment (Smith &
Williams, 2007). Although mandates have been developed and implemented to improve
outcomes for students with disabilities, Smith and Williams (2007) assert that accessing
information from former students as well as current students is a daunting task requiring that
more guidance be given to states to ensure post-outcome statistics are reported accurately.

As transition services have evolved over the years, current mandates outlined in IDEA
require school districts to develop a transition plan with post-school transition goals and [EP
objectives based upon students’ interests, assessment results, and parental input (Martin, Van
Dycke, D’Ottario, & Nickerson, 2007). In past years, transition was viewed as a process that
primarily focused on addressing students’ needs through vocational and life skills training. Gajar
et al. (1993) contend that the role of the special education teacher entails providing instruction in
job-related interpersonal and academic skills, as well as comprehensive, vocationally relevant
services that give learning-disabled students the experiences and skills necessary to increase the

coordination of services that will help them successfully transition to the workplace.
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Given the new mandates of IDEA, the transition process no longer consists of the
exclusive goal of preparing students for the workplace. IDEA requires that transition be viewed
as instructional practices that are facilitated through writing and implementing specific goals and
objectives that prepare students with disabilities for college (Izzo, Yurrick, & Nagarja, 2010).
Efforts to prepare students with disabilities for the twenty-first century extend far beyond
outdated assessments such as completing a questionnaire and referring students to books and
reference materials that give descriptions of various careers. Efforts to prepare students with
disabilities for the future demands of college and the workplace include online programs that
integrate reading, writing, and teaching technology skills (Izzo et. al., 2010).

As the mandates of transition have evolved into a multitiered approach, in contrast to a
simplistic process that consisted of asking the students basic questions as they were scheduled to
graduate, the road of preparing students has become a part of the school experience well before
the student’s senior year of high school. Research geared toward examining best practices in
transition services suggests that effective transition planning begins in middle school (Diehm et
al., 2010). Diehm et al. further identify goal setting and self-determination as two critical
components that lead to a successful transition process for students. However, despite the results
given by Diehm et al., Landmark et al. (2010) suggest that a gap exists in examining research
that is scientifically based as opposed to opinion based. Given the fact that the transition process
is based on the premise of an individualized process aimed at meeting the needs of students,
many factors may exist within the process that are difficult to scientifically test and assign a
numerical value to.

Further demonstrating the gaps that exist in reporting factors that lead to successful

outcomes for students with disabilities, Landmark et al. (2010) suggest that most research studies
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lack empirical value, noting that only the following factors have been empirically substantiated:
(a) vocational training, (b) parental involvement, (¢) social skills training, (d) paid work
experience, (d) follow-up employment services, (€) employer input, and (f) inclusion in general
education. Though great advancements in the field of transition have been made, there is still
much work to be done in terms of additional methods that are scientifically proven to ensure that
transition efforts are successful and can be duplicated over time.

Transition is a vital component of the high school experience (Deshler & Schumaker,
2006). High school graduation symbolizes a time period filled with many hopes, dreams, and
challenges as students exit high school and enter into adulthood. The transition process serves as
a bridge between the secure confines of high school settings and the risks associated with adult
life (Gajar & Goodman, 1993). At the high school level, the transition process is more defined.
During the transition process, the IEP team of multiple professionals work together with teachers
to write transition goals that addresses the students’ community mobility, access to employment,
and academic aspirations (Rice & Owens, 2004). In addition to writing goals to be monitored for
students, the teacher plays a critical role in the transition process.

As a result of the transition process, students are also introduced to services that will
further support them, such as the Department of Rehabilitative Services (DRS). DRS supports
students with more delayed academic and social skills in vocational training, job skills, and job
shadowing. In addition to providing exposure to rehabilitative services, transition plans also
provide students with access to agencies to support counseling services, transportation services,
and services that promote leisure and recreational activities (Gajar et al., 1993).

Prior to the reauthorization of IDEA, students with special needs had not been required to

fully understand or participate in the transition process (Kim & Morningstar, 2005). Students
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were invited to meetings, signed in to acknowledge their attendance, and acted as silent
participants in the meeting. Martin et al. (2007) examined amounts of verbal interaction from
students at [EP meetings to determine the level of student engagement as contrasted with
teacher-led IEP meetings. Findings from the study indicated that students verbally interacted at
IEP meetings at a rate of 3% compared to teacher-led verbal interactions at 51%.

The reauthorization of IDEA in 2004 strengthened student engagement in the transition
process by adding student strengths and the development of measureable post-school outcomes
(Landmark et. al., 2010). The purpose of this revision was to promote self-determination by
holding the students accountable for realizing and articulating their strengths and weaknesses in
the academic setting. Morningstar et al. (2010) further assert that higher degrees of self-
determination increase the degree of success in post-secondary institutions, especially in the area
of psychological empowerment.

Given the emphasis dedicated to the area of self-determination, many researchers have
explored the issue and provided recommendations to validate the importance of self-
determination in the transition process (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002; May & Stone, 2010).
Without question, academic skills are important factors to be considered in the transition process.
However, non-academic areas, such as self-determination and self-advocacy, are critical factors
in the transition process for students with disabilities (Deshler & Schumaker, 2006). Trainor
(2008) supports the positions of self-determination and self-advocacy as crucial components in
the transition process. Trainor further challenges educators to acknowledge the fact that cultural
differences among students of color make it difficult to establish universal terms to be utilized
across settings in the transition process; variations in languages of students of color create a

space where words such as self-determination may translate into different meanings based upon
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cultural contexts. Further, Deschler and Schumaker (2006) assert that in order to successfully
transition into the world of adulthood, students with disabilities must be provided with
experiences that will allow them to engage with peers while maintaining the ability to resist peer
pressure. Consistent demonstration of these self-advocacy skills will prove to be critical factors
associated with successful transitions (Deschler & Schumaker, 2006).

When examining the efficacy of the transition process for most disabled students,
research suggests that beginning transition services for students at age 14 is too late in the
developmental process for some youth (Eisenman, 2007; Janiga & Costenbader, 2002; Konrad &
Test, 2004). Eisenman (2007) further identified the Self-Directed Learning Model (SDLM),
which consists of goal setting, taking action, and adjusting the goal or plan as a strategy that can
be implemented as early as elementary school.

Due to the lack of family exposure to careers and limited experiences for youth to interact
with individuals who have attended college, many disabled African-American youth in urban
areas have unrealistic views of what the future holds (Bell, 2010). Bell (2010) further asserts that
African-American youth have limited exposure to role models they can touch and cannot
continue to rest on the laurels of heroes of the past as their only guide. One of the greatest
challenges facing African-American males in the transition process is the issue of preparation for
college (Noeth & Wimberly, 2001; Tatum, 2009). African-American students are provided with
limited information about college opportunities in general. Studies conducted by Noeth and
Wimberly (2001) concluded that African-American students utilized college-planning software
45% of their time in their efforts to prepare for college, suggesting that they lack an
understanding of the essential components required to properly prepare for college.

In addition to issues related to poor preparation, Black students face additional obstacles
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that impede their ability to transition to college at rates equal to or surpassing White students.
Black students are often educated in urban schools that disproportionately represent high dropout
rates, low expectations in the area of student achievement, and high turnover rates in certified
staff and administrators (Noeth & Wimberly, 2001). For African-American males in particular,
their access to academic courses to adequately prepare them for college is limited due to the high
incidence of inappropriate placements in special education that promote removal from the rigor
of the general education curriculum and foster an educational setting plagued by lower
educational expectations (“Report of the Task Force on the Education of Maryland’s African-
American Males,” 2007). Maryland’s Task Force also maintains that African-American males
are not a part of any conversations related to advanced-placement classes focused on
appropriately preparing students for college.

Literature regarding the transition process for students of color is limited, but is
consistent in conveying the complexity of the process. Research suggests that special education
students from culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds are overrepresented in special
education, have limited access to post-secondary opportunities, and are underrepresented in
higher education (Oesterrich & Knight, 2008). Existing laws about transition were developed to
ensure that one’s race would not determine the level or quality of services given to disabled
students. Oesterrich and Knight (2008) suggested that students’ social and cultural capital creates
differences in the students’ identities and pursuit of college, and that transition efforts should
highlight these differences through empowering students to overcome obstacles rooted in racism
and classism. Trainor (2008) contributed to the existing body of literature regarding cultural and
social capital by suggesting that these factors serve a critical role in the transition process for

students of color. Trainor further asserted that efforts aimed at improving post-secondary
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outcomes for students of color must examine issues of inequitable outcomes and gaps in
achievement that exist for marginalized groups. Though faced with many challenges in the high
school setting, an effective transition process for African-American students will enhance the
ability to become advocates from a legal perspective.

Efforts aimed at ensuring success for culturally diverse students must incorporate the
importance of addressing economic limitations that exist for African-American students.
Research documents that financial status is a predictor of higher education (Trainor, 2008).

The transition process of African-American males in poverty-stricken urban school
districts must ensure that all necessary documents and evaluations are in place to verify their
disability and the need for services in the college setting. Section 504 Act of 1973 and the
Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 greatly impact African-American males by requiring
them to pay for appropriate evaluations to document their disability if special educators at the
high school failed to ensure that their records were up to date and in compliance before the
student exited high school (Oestrrich & Knight, 2008). Oesterrich and Knight also posited that
the transition process for African-American students must ensure that students understand that
their enrollment in college is part of a larger community legacy that has been the result of efforts
of other African-American students and will continue to serve as an example for future students
to model. Understanding one’s role and contribution in attributing to their success is critical for
students to grasp. Diehm et al. (2010) suggested that in order for the transition process to be
successful, students must truly be aware of their strengths and weaknesses and have a realistic
plan of what needs to be in place to strengthen areas of weakness.

The final component of the transition process for high school students is the development

of the Summary of Performance (SOP). Students receiving special education services when
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exiting high school who have earned a regular diploma or have reached the maximum age of
eligibility are required to have an SOP document drafted in accordance with the reauthorization
of IDEA (Martin et al., 2007). Prior to the reauthorization of IDEA, school districts were
required to evaluate students prior to their exit from high school; current mandates afford school
districts the opportunity to determine if an evaluation is warranted. The SOP is separate from the
IEP document and serves as a tool in determining if an evaluation is warranted. Unlike an IEP
team, only the parent, case manager, and student are required to attend this meeting (Martin et
al., 2007). Given trends in society that promote more acceptance of individuals who are disabled,
continued efforts need to be made to increase the number of disabled students of color who

successfully transition from high school to college.

Disabled Youth Enrolled in College

Although research efforts have reflected increased rates of college enrollment for
students with disabilities (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002), the needs of many learning-disabled
students are not met. This is often the result of staff either underestimating the student’s ability to
pursue college in the transition process or feeling the student’s delay is mild enough to enable
them to “pass,” in which case, students are encouraged to sit quietly and not make it known that
they are disabled (Brown et al., 2003). Disabled students may feel powerless as opportunities to
truly express their needs are stripped away.

Statistics indicating enrollment figures for students with disabilities indicate that 55% of
students with disabilities enroll in post-secondary schools, compared to 62% of non-disabled
students; post-secondary schools may be identified as vocational schools, business technical
schools, or vocational programs (NLTS2, 2011). Statistics from the study also indicated that 39%

of disabled students attend college versus 60% of non-disabled students. Clearly, statistics
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indicate a gap exists when comparing disabled students’ college enrollment with non-disabled
students. Disabled students present with a multitude of disabilities that range from cognitive to
physical disabilities. Trainor (2008) reported that out of 63% of students with disabilities who
have ever enrolled in college, students with hearing impairments represented the highest
percentages of students, with 71% represented, and students with multiple disabilities
represented the lowest percentage, with 31% represented. Although the data suggest that 63% of
students with disabilities enroll in college, efforts to improve these percentages are greatly
needed.
Federal Mandates for College Students with Disabilities

Given the decline in our current economy, college is no longer considered a privilege; it
is necessary to promote the ability to sustain oneself economically (Thomas, 2008). However, for
students with disabilities, attending a college or university is often the “road less traveled.” Many
students and families are unaware of laws and services afforded to them at post-secondary
institutions. From a historical perspective, legislative mandates and laws have guaranteed the
rights of individuals with disabilities for decades. The Rehabilitation Act of 1968-1980, enacted
by Congress, was directed toward promoting a positive quality of life for individuals with
disabilities. As a result of these efforts, Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act was developed,
ensuring that programs and activities receiving federal funding do not engage in discrimination
based on an identified handicap (Kortering, Julnes, & Edgler, 1990).

Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act provides a great deal of promise for disabled
individuals seeking to pursue a college degree. The Section 504 Act ensures that individuals are
not discriminated against solely on the basis of being identified as disabled and that reasonable

accommodations are made within the college setting. However, colleges reserve the right to

23



establish what is reasonable (Kortering et al., 1990). Embedded in the language of the act,
institutions are not required to make significant modifications (Kortering et al., 1990). In a
university in the Midwest, learning-disabled students requested the right to a course substitution
in the area of foreign language upon the basis that their disability prevented the process of
language acquisition. A final court ruling indicated that the institution was not required to grant
the course substitution but was to review their policies regarding accommodations for students
with disabilities (Phillips, Javorsky, & Sparks, 2003).

Consistent within the mandates in higher education are procedures regarding the
assessment process for students with disabilities. The Association for Higher Education and
Disability (AHEAD) is responsible for establishing consistent procedures in the area of servicing
students with disabilities on college campuses across the country. AHEAD ensures that students
seeking accommodations are formally assessed with measures used in every college and
university across the country (Denhart, 2008). Formalized tests are then used to determine if
reasonable accommodations can be made when warranted. When seeking assistance from the
university, students must provide copies of the last formal evaluation completed prior to
graduation; a review of these reports determines if the student will continue to receive some level
of specialized services (Denhart, 2008).

The journey from high school to college is a life-changing experience for any young
adult. College provides many formal and informal opportunities to learn the skills needed to be a
productive member of society. As the journey to independence becomes more complex, disabled
students experience even greater challenges in the area of self-advocacy (Getzel & Thoma, 2008;
Janiga & Costenbader, 2002). Research with regard to characteristics of students with disabilities

who successfully transition to college suggests that self-advocacy is a critical skill that disabled
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students must understand and fully demonstrate (Deshler & Schumaker, 2006; Getzel & Thoma,

2008).

Experiences of Disabled College Students

Community College Experiences

As a country, America no longer holds the belief that a high school diploma solidifies
employment (Lotkowski, Robbins, & Noeth, 2004). Although pursuing an education beyond
high school has become a prerequisite for obtaining access to a quality-filled life, the decision to
attend college is not always an automatic one for disabled students. For many students of color
as well as economically disadvantaged students, the road to a college education begins with
enrollment in a community college (Long & Kurlander, 2009).

Though a vast amount of research exists examining the experiences of disabled students
enrolled in four-year colleges, a gap exists in capturing their experiences at the community
college level. Given the presence of students of color at most urban community colleges, it is
necessary to explore the community college experience as a critical component in the lives of
disabled Black young men in pursuit of a college degree. This section of the literature review
will examine the experiences of disabled students with different lenses, first describing research
related to the experiences of students enrolled in community colleges and concluding with the
experiences of disabled students enrolled in four-year institutions of higher education.

Community colleges provide opportunities for many students from culturally diverse and
financially suppressed backgrounds to pursue a college degree. The mission of the community
college as an institution is to serve all segments of society, regardless of their academic or
financial status (Liu, Gomez, & Yen, 2009). Hagedon and Maxwell (2002) suggested that many

students’ decisions to attend community college are due to community colleges being the only
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viable choice at the time. Community college students have high aspirations, despite living very
complicated lives filled with family- and job-related responsibilities (Hagedon & Maxwell, 2002;
Liu et al., 2009). National studies investigating enrollment trends in higher education suggest
that nearly half of all minority, first-generation, undergraduate students from low-income homes
attend community colleges (Long & Kurlaender, 2009).

Given their open admission policies, their low tuition rates, and their ability to offer
remedial classes, community colleges often serve as the only viable options for minority, low-
income, first-generation, college students. Indeed, for many African-American students,
community colleges represent the only option to pursue a college degree. Flowers, Bridges, and
Moore (2011) contended that African-American students encounter a multitude of obstacles
(e.g., poverty, inadequate public school experiences, poor school counseling, and inadequate
parental support) that create obstacles to obtaining college degrees.

Community colleges and universities have become more aware of the obstacles that exist
in high schools and have responded by establishing developmental studies programs (Flowers et
al., 2011). These programs afford African-American students opportunities to acquire successful
academic study habits and assist students with decisions regarding financial aid and course
selections. As such, developmental studies programs serve as a bridge that aligns high school
experiences with college requirements and expectations (Flowers et al., 2011).

Attributes such as open enrollment and availability of remedial courses designed to meet
the needs of many diverse student populations do not exempt community colleges from many of
the discouraging student outcomes, evidenced by enrollment statistics, that are not germane to
four-year institutions. Despite commendable programs, research suggests that community

colleges have failed to deliver educational opportunities to minority, low income students
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(Hagedon & Maxwell, 2002). Long and Kurlaendar (2009) postulated that students enrolled in
community colleges are at risk of exposure to the “community college penalty,” in which
community colleges create a penalty for students by diverting them away from coursework that
immediately prepares them for four-year institutions. This penalty stems from the institutional
promotion of vocational coursework and support for non-traditional patterns of attendance (i.e.,
delayed entry, part-time enrollment, combining employment with schooling), which deter
students’ progress.

Although community colleges are viable assets to many students, they are not exempt
from challenges that affect their ability to sustain an affordable quality educational experience.
One of the many challenges that community colleges must address is the ability to increase
student success, as reflected by graduation rates (Nitecki, 2011). Nitecki further asserted that in
response to low success rates, many community colleges have formulated institutional solutions
that include strengthening student support services. Community colleges are not immune from
attrition rates that lead to discouraging graduation rates and low levels of student satisfaction.

In a study examining the campus environment as it relates to student attrition, Schuetz
(2005) determined that half of all first year community college students exit the institution before
their second year. Further findings of the study indicated that 40% of all community college
students drop out, skip academic terms, and enroll in other institutions. In an effort to identify
factors that lead to such discouraging rates for community colleges, Schuetz (2006) developed a
list of seven obstacles, identified as barriers to student success. These obstacles included (a)
bureaucratic hurdles, (b) confusing choices, (c) student-initiated versus college-initiated
guidance, (d) limited accessibility to counseling services, (e) poor advice from staff, (f) delayed

detection of mistakes, and (g) poor handling of demands.
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As community colleges attempt to develop efforts to improve attrition statistics, efforts
must also consider non-academic factors, such as students’ employment obligations,
responsibilities within the family structure, and community factors that impede the academic
success of students (Lotkowski et al., 2004). Finkelstein (2002) suggested that many efforts to
improve attrition rates at community colleges fail due to their inability to understand the lives of
students and the importance of students knowing that their voices are welcomed and heard.
Despite the many challenges facing community colleges that impact the student success rates,
many disabled students successfully matriculate from community college settings to four-year
institutions.

Four-Year Colleges

For many years, individuals with special needs have had to fight for educational
opportunities that are easily afforded to non-disabled students. Although enormous gains have
been made in educating individuals with special needs, adults with special needs in pursuit of
furthering their education still encounter many barriers within institutions of higher education
(Hatzel, Reiff, & Bramel, 2002). For many disabled students, the road to accessing
accommodations in higher education is met with a great deal of frustration (Denbart, 2008;
Hatzel et al., 2002; May & Stone, 2010). Institutions of higher learning are required to adopt
AHEAD guidelines in efforts to ensure accommodations are consistent throughout colleges
across the country (Hatzes et al., 2002).

Embedded within the requirements of AHEAD is language that speaks to issues of
assessment and diagnosis of students with disabilities. Procedures require students to be
diagnosed using formal assessments to identify cognitive abilities. Diagnosing a disability in the

college setting continues to be an issue of critical debate. Sparks, Phillips, and Javorsky (2003)
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asserted that many diagnosed cases of learning disabilities in higher education are confirmed due
to the student’s inability to meet the foreign language requirements, rather than previous histories
of academic concerns.

Although AHEAD was designed to assist students, the associated regulations present an
obstacle in that they afford universities the opportunity to reject evaluations done during the
student’s high school experience (Hatzes et al., 2002). The reality is that it is difficult to shed the
image of being an “uneducable” student; special education has long been considered to be the
warehouse for those unable to succeed. As a result of interactions with staff and students on
many college campuses, disabled college students feel misunderstood, incompetent, and have
been led to believe that they are intellectually inferior (Denhart, 2008). Denhart (2008) further
asserted in her experience as a disabled college student and a researcher that feelings of being
misunderstood impact one’s desire to seek accommodations when needed, to which she
attributes lower grades and higher drop-out rates.

Society has proven itself to be a very judgmental entity that does not easily embrace the
differences in others. Disabled students have been acculturated in elementary school and high
school settings to “blend in” with their non-disabled peers to minimize the risk of rejection, as a
coping strategy (May & Stone, 2010). As these students transition to college, it is difficult to
shed these coping strategies and access the support needed to further their education
successfully. May and Stone (2010) suggested that fears of encountering prejudice often
influence disabled students against disclosing their disability to college staff and faculty.

In addition to encountering harassment, May and Stone (2010) further maintained that
learning-disabled students often work themselves into a state of fatigue and exhaustion because

their disability requires them to work twice as hard as their peers to maintain their grades. Many
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students with learning disabilities have documented levels of average to above average
intelligence, but demonstrate a deficit in one or more academic areas. Research conducted at
three public universities concluded that learning-disabled students have their personal greatest
deficits in reading (May & Stone, 2010); however, many of the participants in the study
indicated that their identified deficits in reading greatly impacted them in other areas as well.

The struggle for many disabled students rests with completing academic tasks in the same
manner and timeframe as their peers. Students with learning disabilities may need to develop
elaborate charts and other graphic organizers to assist with formulating their thoughts in an
organized manner. Students may also need to engage in multiple levels of revisions to their
work. All of these efforts contribute to feeling overwhelmed with course requirements, leading to

feelings of self-doubt among disabled students (Denbart, 2008).

Ecological Examination of African-American Males

Embedded within this literature review are the experiences of disabled individuals
attending colleges and universities throughout the country. Research that speaks to the
experiences of African-American males who have transitioned from special education programs
to a college campus successfully are not adequately represented in scholarly research. In order to
capture their experiences, this study will present their lives from multiple perspectives: African-
American males as a cultural condition, educational practices for African-American males, and
factors leading to successful transition from high school to college. Although there may be many
influences that contribute to the rate in which Black males transition into and successfully
complete college, this inquiry will have three general areas that will assist in giving voice to

those males who have successfully transitioned to a college campus.
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Cultural Conditions of African-American Males

Many American scholars have argued that there are conditions associated with being a
Black person in this country (Brown, 2008; Lewis & Erskinne, 2008; Noguera, 2008). Research
has described these ideas and assumptions by providing a theoretical framework referred to as
the cultural condition of being Black (Gabbidon & Patterson, 2006; Hall, 2007). The cultural
condition of being a Black person in this county is a critical area to examine in this literature
review because it provides a foundation for understanding the complexities surrounding
educating African-American males. Understanding these complexities places a greater
importance on the significance of the accomplishments of African-American males who excel
despite barriers. In order to understand and apply what scholars refer to as the cultural condition
of being a Black man in America and the impact of this condition in the educational setting, it is
imperative to explore research that speaks to the historical perspective of conditions associated
with the daily experiences of being a Black person in America.

For decades, scholars from psychological, anthropological, and educational disciplines
have conducted studies with the goal of identifying factors that contribute to the reasons why
African-Americans demonstrate difficulty in learning and adjusting, as well as contributing
productively to society (Dancy & Brown, 2008). From a historical perspective, the cultural
conditions associated with being a Black person in America can be traced back to the arrival of
Blacks in this country through documented slave trades from the coasts of Africa to America
(Gabbidon & Patterson, 2006). As a result of slave trades that existed for hundreds of years,
African Americans were subjected to physical and mental abuse that compromised their quality
of life. Centuries after the slave trade ended, stress continues to be a part of the contemporary

African-American experience (Gabbidon & Patterson, 2006; Obiakor & Beachum, 2005).
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Scholarly debate and discussion have evoked many profound perspectives regarding
conditions associated with being a Black person in America. Obiakor and Beachum (2005)
described the conditions existing in Black America with the following remarks:

The condition of being Black in America means that one will likely endure more
wounds to one’s self-esteem than others and that capacity for self-doubt born out
of these wounds will be compounded by the Black race’s reputation for
inferiority. Black skin has more dehumanizing stereotypes associated with it than
any other skin color in America. (p. 19)

Gabbidon and Patterson (2006) referred to the cultural conditions that exist in Black
America as “living while Black.” In their analysis of conditions associated with being a Black
person in America, Gabbidon and Patterson (2006) further argued that being Black in America is
hazardous to one’s health. Centuries of exposure to racism and alienation have led to
manifestations of increased health-related problems such as heart failure and high blood
pressure, as well as mental illness.

Although one may suggest that conversations of health-related issues are not something
African-American youth may encounter in the scope of their school day, several scholars have
suggested that racism and discrimination experienced by African-American boys lead to feelings
of powerlessness and depression (Gabbidon & Patterson, 2006; Obiakor & Beachum, 2004).
Black males are members of a society that continues to be plagued by the effects of racism that
cannot be omitted from the tapestry of this country (Jones, 1972; Lewis & Mueller, 2007;
Obiakor & Beachum, 2004). These boys and young men continue to be faced with the task of
navigating through generations of oppression that contribute to the cultural conditions of being a
Black person in America.

African-American youth exist within a society filled with cultural conflicts that result

from society’s view of their existence and the struggle for “New Millenium” youth to evolve as
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culturally expressive and relevant members of society. Ginwright (2006) described the evolution
of today’s youth as a process in which youth struggle against becoming caught up in complex
systems of control and containment perpetuated by stereotypes and unjust public policies. As
African-American youth struggle for identity, their identity is formed and expressed through new
or revived cultural forms, such as rap music and the hip hop industry.

As the formation of a new self develops, African-American youth celebrate aspects of
their African culture by embracing basic African philosophy that informs values, attitudes, and
customs (Allen & Bagozzi, 2001). Laubscher (2005) postulated that Euro American values and
traits found in African-American men are not owned as African, but seen as a betrayal of African
worldviews. Unfortunately, the critical cultural journey in which African-American males
engage on the road toward self-exploration and identity formation is often viewed as defiance
that ultimately impacts their existence in their community and educational settings. Adding to the
literature addressing cultural conflicts that African-American males experience in school
settings, Bonner (2000) suggested that Black males are culturally out of sync with the dominant
culture’s expectations. Bonner expounded upon this position by providing the following opinion:

In order for African-American students to fit the mold of what teachers deem
acceptable, conduct means relinquishing their cultural nuances that would identify
the students as part of a racial group. When Black students behave in ways
contrary to Black cultural norms, they are treated as individuals. (p. 647)

The element of culture is a critical component to explore and discuss in any scholarly
debate or conversation regarding the existence of African-American males in this country. Some
would argue that America is the land of opportunity and that one’s culture should not be
discussed from a deficit model in terms of the ability to succeed. However, for African-American

males, the concept of culture is an element that remains a constant factor in examining their
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condition of being Black in America.

Conveyed within the literature describing the impact of conditions associated with being
Black in America, attention is given to negative psychological factors that have historically
developed over time, such as feelings of inferiority, fragility, and self-hatred (Bell, 2010;
Freeman, 2006; Tatum, 2005). African-American youth are not exempt from experiencing
negative psychological factors associated with being Black. Tatum (2005) supported the theory
of African-Americans males’ feelings of inferiority by suggesting that Black males feel invisible
in today’s society. There are many factors that may contribute to feelings of inadequacy and
inferiority among African-American males. Freeman (2006) argued that centuries of having their
talents underutilized have resulted in African Americans being negatively impacted in the areas
of psychological well-being, self-confidence, and self-esteem. Centuries of exclusion have led
African Americans to either embrace or resist the notion that their talents are not worthy of
recognition in mainstream America. Subconsciously, some African Americans have accepted
exclusion as a conditioned response in our society resulting in the perception of others becoming
their reality (Obiakor & Beachum, 2005).

Obiakor and Beachum (2005) further conveyed that the formation of self reflects past
experiences with family, school, community, and government entities. African-American youth
exist within the context of a complex society consisting of multitudes of barriers that they must
navigate through on their journey through the educational system and interactions within the
community in pursuit of crossing the bridge from childhood into adulthood. The reality is that
most will live, they will survive, but at what cost to their self-esteem, their psyche, their spirit,
and their overall well-being? If educational systems strive to be successful in their endeavors to

educate and even liberate African-American males, they must consider the psychological and
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emotional scarring that has occurred as a result of being a poor Black male in America (Tatum,
2005).
Psychological Factors Associated with the Black Experience in America

Cultural conditions associated with being a Black person in this country have led to a
series of documented experiences that have evolved into a theoretical framework described as
Black psychology. Research conveyed by Jones (1972) provided several theories for
understanding the psychological effects of being a Black person in America throughout his text,
Black Psychology. Jones referred to Black psychology as the foundation that provides a
theoretical perspective conveying the impact of racism and alienation that continues to plague
schools today. Jones further stated that the history of Blacks’ restrictive actions has promoted
perceptions of inferiority, leading Blacks to internalize feelings of inadequacy and fragility.

Given the advancements that African-American males have made in many facets of
society, from medicine to politics, some would debate that much of the research provided by
Jones is outdated and cannot sustain merit in the twenty-first century. Current research into
psychological factors that impact the educational and overall well-being of African Americans
supports theories presented by Jones several decades ago. Social science literature and
psychology scholars characterize African-American males as individuals with a multitude of
problems, such as exhibiting dysfunctional violent behaviors, leading to an inability to function
in society (Laubscher, 2005).

In a society in which Black males are inundated with negative images of themselves
through avenues of visual media, they begin to embrace negative racial identities. Research in
the area of self concepts of African-American students has posited that as a result of one’s

perception of self, the perception becomes the reality (Obiakor & Beachum, 2005). Obiakor and
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Beachum further argued that the formation of self consists of past experiences with family,
school, community, and government entities. Examining self-concept is a critical factor in
developing an understanding of why African-American males associate themselves within a
negative context.

Lott (2008) suggested that the concept of racial identity contributes to the psyche of
Black students. Lott further suggested that one of the first psychological stages that Blacks
engage in is pro-White attitudes that result in their belief systems that reject identifying with
being Black. Throughout history, Blacks have been conditioned to believe that any attributes of
being Black are associated with negative treatment in this country. Bell (2010) asserted that the
treatment that Blacks have received from White America during critical historical timeframes
has contributed greatly to the development of self-hatred. Bell further suggested that negatively
held beliefs by the dominant culture have restrained the academic potential of African-
Americans. Discussions regarding beliefs and perceptions are critical areas to examine within the
educational setting because perceptions may quite often influence the method in which students
are perceived.

As with many psychological factors, such as inferiority and fragility, Blacks have also
embraced a deep-rooted history of self-hatred that continues to manifest itself globally (Charles,
2003). Charles (2003) argued that feelings of self-hatred are manifestations of lingering
psychological scars resulting from the impact of slavery. As such, treatment endured during
slavery brainwashed Blacks to hate themselves by elevating values of the majority over African
descendants (Charles, 2003). Historical events of slavery are not just isolated to America; other
countries heavily populated with African descendants also have historical accounts of slavery.

Globally, the psychological impact of slavery can be evidenced through research conducted in
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Jamaica by analyzing data from a rising health crisis; Jamaicans dangerously engage in
bleaching their skin in attempts to detach from African descent and embrace White mainstream
features (Charles, 2003). Nationally and internationally, Blacks have been psychologically
conditioned to reject black or brown skin and embrace perceptions of negative attributes that
others attach to one’s dark complexion.

Cultural Conditions and Psychological Factors Impacting African-American Youth

Research suggests that cultural conditions associated with being a Black person in
America have led to psychological factors tremendously impacting African Americans (Obiakor
& Beechum, 2005). Although the literature speaks to this impact from the perspective of adults,
African-American youth also experience these conditions and have been exposed to these same
detrimental effects in their neighborhoods and schools. Bonner (2000) purported that Black
students must work diligently to ensure they do not reflect stereotypes associated with being
Black; these acts of disassociation result in self-hatred, low self-esteem, and low achievement.
The impact of cultural conditions and psychological factors affecting African-American youth
today primarily focuses on African-American males. Lewis and Erskinne (2008) suggested that
the current conditions of society have elevated the need to continue to address this condition of
being a young Black male more aggressively in order meet the needs of a population that is
increasingly becoming extinct.

Efforts focused upon accessing a level of understanding of cultural conditions that exist
in the lives of today’s African-American youth, one must take a step back and first explore the
experiences that have led to the development of their perspectives and practices. Youth today
reside in a world where they are viewed as the dark force that inhabits the country in which we

live (Grossberg, 2005). As a result of this view, Grossberg suggested that society suffers from a
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term he described as ephebiphobia, the fear of teenagers. The existence of African-American
youth in society presents them as an even darker force than the average White or Latino youth.
Alexander (2012) contended that society has become accustomed to the nightly news displaying
images of African-American males being arrested, and as such, crime has become racially coded
for associating Black youth with violence. It has become socially accepted to interpret the “War
on Crime” as a war on African-American youth.

Alexander (2012) provides a deeper analysis of the perceived war on crime in the text,
The New Jim Crow Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness. Alexander contended that
publicized legal tactics designed to implement a “War on Drugs,” which is to be racially
understood as a “War on Poor Communities of Color.” Alexander further expressed the
following opinions regarding legal practices implemented with the alleged intent to decrease
crime:

African Americans—particularly in the poorest neighborhoods—are subjected to
tactics and practices that would result in public outrage and scandal if committed
in middle-class neighborhoods. In the drug war, the enemy is racially defined.
Law enforcement methods have been employed almost exclusively in poor
communities of color, resulting in jaw-dropping numbers of African Americans
and Latinos filling our nation’s prisons and jails every year. (p. 99)

Black males exist in a society that has become content with policies that continue to
threaten and diminish their livelihood. Given the historical existence of racism and racially
motivated agendas in this country, it is difficult to arrive at a solution to this generational curse
of marginalization and mistreatment in this country. Though the solution cannot be arrived at
easily, some scholars have argued that the root of the problem exists in the public school system,
through its role in failing to meet the academic and cultural needs of Black males that results in

an overrepresentation in special education programs.
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The next portion of this literature review will be organized as follows. In the next section,
I will discuss literature that speaks to the cultural needs of Black males and cultural conflicts that
exist in the school setting. I will then discuss how existing cultural conflicts are perceived within
the deficit model that leads to Black males being referred for special education services. Finally,
I will provide a review of literature that identifies correlations in special education programs and
prison systems. The presentation of literature in the above-mentioned context will provide a
greater understanding of the complexities that compose the educational experiences of many
Black males. Dancy and Brown (2008) purported that the educational experiences of African-
American males that take place in the K-12 setting determine their outlook and aspirations to

pursue an education beyond high school.

Educational Experiences for African-American Males in K-12 Settings

Academic failure has become a term heavily associated with the performance of African-
American males in school settings. Threat (2007) suggested that many of the failures African-
American males experience in the educational setting are due the failure of educators to
understand the salient nature of race as a critical component in the identity formation process.
Fordham (2010) postulated that racial identity is a critical process in the lives of adolescents that
impairs their ability to navigate through the school environment. As emphasis is placed upon
academic failure, the identity of the individuals that evolve in the midst of these failures are not
considered. In examining failure, it is critical to identify factors within the school setting that
shape these experiences leading to academic failure. An examination of these factors could
provide critical suggestions to ensure more successful experiences for African-American males.

For decades, scholars have addressed the issue of educating students of color from a

deficit model. The deficit model consists of viewing the mainstream dominant culture as the
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normality and perceives minority groups as aberrations (Hibel, Farkas, & Morgan, 2010;
O’Connor & Fernandez, 2006). Given the fact that the deficit model does not value the culture of
African Americans and views cultural attributes as aberrations, these cultural differences lead to
Black males being referred and placed in special education at alarming rates as an educational
practice (Kunjufu, 2005; Porter, 1997). In addition to minority students being perceived as
aberrations, the deficit model also brings attention to the fact that minority students represent
small numbers of the general population and the largest numbers of individuals identified as
being disabled (Morrison & Epps, 2002).

The view of minority groups as aberrations in the school setting has resulted in increased
representation in remedial academic tracks and special education classrooms. The tracks that
lead into special education are packaged through an evaluation process that is culturally biased,
with development of evaluation tools based on White, middle-class societal norms (Serpell,
Hayling, Stevenson, & Kern, 2009; Vines & Hairston, 2005). As the White dominant culture
develops evaluation tools, their language, culture, and experiences become the benchmark of
success (Bonner, 2000). Bonner further asserted that standardized tests used to measure
academic achievement and determine eligibility for gifted and special education programs
measure cultural knowledge that African students have not acquired and are developed in a
convergent versus divergent format. Therefore, utilization of standardized tests places African-
American students at a disadvantage, leading to underrepresentation in gifted programs and
overrepresentation in special education programs.

Many scholars believe that the educational practices evidenced in most public school
settings are developed and sustained with the intention to ensure that African-American males

are not successful academically. Ginwright (2006) postulated that many newly created policies
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and practices that exist in the field of education and public policy have ushered in a public
assault on Black youth and ethnic communities. The next section of this literature review will
discuss cultural conflicts that exist for African-American males and will also include research
that provides suggestions for improving the educational outcomes and experiences of Black

males in the K-12 setting.

Common Cultural Conflicts

In Elementary School Settings for African-American Males

African-American males exist in an educational setting that does not value their culture
as an important component to consider in fostering their academic success (Kujunfu, 2001;
Ogbu, 1987; Perry, Steele, & Hilliard, 2003; Tatum, 2005). Evidence of the lack of importance
placed upon highlighting the culture of African-American males can be easily accessible by
reviewing any widely recognized textbook. Tatum (2005) argued that the current curriculum
does not take into consideration that many students in urban settings come from
socioeconomically, ethnically, and linguistically diverse backgrounds that do not share the
language experiences represented in most texts. Ladson-Billings (2006) maintained that
culturally relevant curriculum is a major factor, increasing the achievement of Aftrican-
Americans by promoting a curriculum that promotes possibilities for students of color.

Although research has identified the absence of culture in most curricula as a factor
attributing to the low academic performance of African-American males, most school districts
lack the resources and support needed to enhance the educational experiences of African-
American males. Townsend and Patton (2000) acknowledged the importance of resources in
enhancing the lives of African-American students; however, they argued that resources exist

within the realm of human resources that simply require individuals to willingly critique the
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educational practices of themselves and others. Efforts to enhance the lives of African-American
males cannot rest at the level of reflecting on one’s educational practices without a systematic
plan of action to address the deficiencies through incorporating financial and human resources.

Many scholars support the theory that cultural influences must be considered when
developing educational strategies that promote positive experiences for African-American males
in school settings (Banks & Banks, 2005; Kunjufu, 2005; Perry, Steele, & Hilliard, 2004). Tatum
(2005) argued that the dominant curriculum is organized to convey concepts, paradigms, and
experiences of the mainstream culture. Townsend and Patton (2000) contended that most
traditional curriculum models fail to emphasize dignity, self-worth, and the importance of
working with parents as a part of the educational experiences of African-American students.
Hopkins (1997) postulated that rather than serving as a systematic structure to promote
liberation, public schools foster social, political, and cultural inequalities.

Even in the midst of being educating in all-Black urban schools, Black males often
remain culturally disconnected from the staff, who are typically predominately White and who
expect them to engage in curriculum that does not address their cultural needs. Hooks (2003)
posited that White culture marginalizes Black males by forcing them to suppress many aspects of
their culture that are not well received by the dominant culture. Black students filter through the
K-12 setting, often feeling disconnected from the curriculum with no further aspirations to
pursue an education beyond high school (Banks & Banks, 2005; Ogbu, 1987; Tatum, 2005).

In order to engage students and raise the academic performance of African-American
males, Tatum (2005) urged educators to move beyond the mandated curriculum and address the
needs of African-American males, integrating the fields of education, sociology, anthropology,

and social work. Based upon the belief systems of the dominant culture, the current curriculum
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promotes competition and individualism. From a cultural perspective, African-American males
must be exposed to a curriculum that promotes collective orientation, harmony with nature, and
the importance of families and kinship (Vines & Hairston, 2005). Kirkland and Jackson (2009)
examined how literacy formed and functioned in a group of adolescent males ages 11-14 from an
educational and social perspective by allowing the students to incorporate attributes of their
“cool” language into the academic setting without fear of consequences; cool talk was defined as
their language syntax, semantic qualities, and musical phonology that operated like poetry. As a
result of observing how the students acquired and sustained their ability to understand literary
works, Kirkland and Jackson (2009) concluded that incorporating “coolness” allowed an outlet
to cope with everyday stressors such as social oppression, racism, and rejection.

Scholars have provided theories that attempt to explain the experiences of African-
American students in educational settings that have resulted in the dismal data conveying the
academic achievement of African -Americans and ultimate enrollment in special education
programs. Kafele (2009) argued that the cultural conditions associated with being a Black man in
this country contribute to the lack of educational progress for African-American males. Kafele
further urged educators to maintain an awareness of the impact of the cultural conditions endured
by Black males through the following statement:

As we all know, Black males in the United States have been the victims of
extreme racism for generations. Your Black male students are the products of this
long and difficult journey. They are the ones who carry the scars. It is imperative
that you consider the consequences of racism that your students must endure
because it has a direct impact on their motivation to learn. (p.17)

Freeman (2006) contended that the absence of culture in the school setting is a
determining factor leading to the academic underachievement of African-American students.

Freeman suggested that the educational system has historically been used as one of the primary
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channels that foster cultural alienation and annihilation of African-American students by
discounting the cultural and social capital of Black populations. Freeman further argued:

Cultural alienation and annihilation have had a devastating effect on Black
students’ participation in education. Over time, the process of trying to breed
“out” the Black (assimilation, whether through the devaluation of the cultural
capital of Blacks or the what and who of the transmission of knowledge) has
severely impacted Black students’ sense of self “identity.” (p. 216)

A synopsis of the theory presented by Freeman suggests that as Black students are

culturally excluded from the educational setting through being placed on low academic tracks,
they begin to internally exclude themselves as students. Kafele (2009) expanded upon Freeman’s
theory by suggesting that omissions, distortions, and marginalization of African-American
culture has produced students who arrive at school daily with historical and cultural amnesia,
which negatively impacts their academic achievement.

Conversations of the underachievement of African-American students portray a dismal
state of affairs that is even more discouraging for Black males. Within the educational setting,
Black males are valued the least; many Black males are educated in poorly staffed schools with
limited resources and limited skills in addressing the needs of culturally diverse students, which
subsequently ensures that they will never be able to compete academically with peers (Report of
the Task Force on the Education of Maryland African American Males, 2007). As Black children
are culturally disconnected, they become disinterested in school and perform poorly on most
academic measures and assessments (Freeman, 2006).

Traditionally, from a cultural perspective, Black males are conditioned to be masculine,
independent, and active (Dancy & Brown, 2008; Kujunfu, 2005; Majors & Billison, 1993; Ogbu,
1987). Within an elementary school setting, African-American males are typically punished for

independent and adventurous behavior because it is often defined as being rebellious to
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individuals in authority (Dancy & Brown, 2008; Kujunfu, 2005). Ferguson (2001) conducted a
three-year field study analyzing the disciplinary practices for African-American males in an
elementary school setting, concluding that confident outgoing males were misperceived to be
defiant to authority and were often the target of increased consequences when compared to
White and Latino males. Ferguson further maintained that labeling and disciplinary practices
exist as part of a hidden curriculum that isolates Black males.

Research suggests that African-American males are expressive individuals who possess a
natural level of movement and engagement in many ordinary tasks (Neal, McCray, Johnson, &
Bridgest, 2003) Within an educational setting, these elements of movement and expression are
often misinterpreted, leading to increased referrals and overrepresentation in special education.
Neal et al. (2003) examined teachers’ perceptions of African-American males’ aggression and
movement through observing and assessing the stroll, which was defined as a culturally
expressive rhythmic walk. Findings from the study indicated that teachers are likely to mistake
cultural differences for behavioral disabilities, contributing to African-American males being
viewed from a deficit model, rather than culture being perceived as a positive attribute in school
settings. Based on scholarly research with regard to the academic achievement of African-
American students, one can ascertain that the concept of culture or the existence of culture
conflicts in the educational setting, which defines and shapes the academic experiences of
African-American males. Often, these experiences carry over into adulthood as a negative or
positive reminder of what an education has to offer.

Secondary Educational Experiences for Black Males
As Black males exit the elementary school setting, heading into high school, the

challenge of navigating the educational setting becomes even greater. One of the many
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challenges that African-American males encounter in high school is interacting within an
educational setting that does not reflect their emerging values and beliefs. Wright and Tyler
(2010) maintained that the cultural values of African-American, male, high school students are
not acknowledged or supported within the context of the culture of the school. High school is a
critical experience for all teenagers making the transition into adulthood (Mazotti et al., 2009).
The establishment of quality relationships with teachers is essential in sustaining positive
outcomes for African-American high school students as a prerequisite for academic success
(Flowers et al., 2011).

For many students, high school is filled with challenges and rewards. In an effort to
examine the experiences of African-American males in special education, one has to examine
their high school experience from several aspects because a gap exists in the literature that
explicitly speaks to this specific population of students. In order to effectively convey the
experiences of this specific population, one must first implement a scaffolding approach that
conveys the high school experiences of African-American students and disabled students
respectively. By presenting the experiences of Black and disabled students, the similarities and
differences will provide a better understanding of combined experiences of African-American
males receiving special education services in a high school setting.

The purpose of conveying the experiences of non-disabled African-American high school
students is to gain a better understanding of factors within a high school that potentially shape
the experiences of African-American males receiving special education services; examining non-
disabled peers provides a point of reference to identify similarities and differences in the
experience. Efforts to accurately capture the experiences of all African-American high school

students must incorporate research from high performing and low performing students to ensure
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that the achievement of African-American students does not convey stereotypical undertones
suggesting that all students are low performing. Scholarly research devotes limited attention to
high achieving African-American students. Research focusing on student achievement highlights
the accomplishment of gifted, middle-class, White students (Griffin & Allen, 2006).

African-American high school students are not exclusively educated in poor urban areas
stricken by high rates of poverty. Existing within the small body of research depicting the
achievement of African-American students, Griffin and Allen (2006) compared the experiences
of high achieving African-American students placed at predominately White and predominately
Black schools, respectively. Findings of the study concluded that African-American students
placed in predominately White schools encounter hostile conditions that challenge them to rise
above stereotypes about their ability to perform academically. Additional findings concluded that
African-American students enrolled in predominately Black schools lacked access to the same
resources, such as credentialed teachers, technology, and activities afforded to peers in more
affluent school districts, but reported feelings of support and encouragement from teachers to
pursue their goals. Issues related to overcoming stereotypes and negative perceptions are
consistently present in the experiences of African-American students; therefore, African-
American students must learn how to navigate through misperceptions and remain focused on
their educational goals.

Griffin and Allen (2006) concluded that African-American students experienced more
encouragement and success in predominately Black schools; however, some scholars would
suggest that there are challenges that exist within predominately Black schools that impact the
students’ success. Butler (2003) argued that within the context of all-Black schools in poor urban

areas, high school counselors feel ill-prepared to service African-American students and often
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over identify them for vocational and trade school programs in lieu of accredited college
programs. Within a high school setting, African-American students encounter an array of
interactions with staff and peers that help shape their high school experience. It is critically
important to study the experiences of African-American students because a gap in the literature
is evident that highlights effective high school programs promoting experiences that lead to
college readiness and transitions to college (Griffin & Allen, 2006).

Although many Black students meet with academic success in high school settings, some
students continue to struggle academically and behaviorally. When compared to other racial
groups, African-American high school students score lower in reading achievement (Flowers &
Flowers, 2008). Flowers and Flowers (2008) further asserted that reading scores are affected by
the quality and type of educational experiences; African-American students are often denied full
access to higher order literacy experiences that result from the teacher’s assessment and beliefs
about their behavior and attitude. Given the depth of reading across core subjects in a high
school setting, a student’s success relies upon his or her ability to understand and apply the
materials being presented.

Research describing the educational experiences of African-American males in high
school primarily focuses on high referral rates for special education, statistics indicating high
drop-out rates, disciplinary infractions, and academic failure, substantiating the fact that African-
American males are in a state of crisis (Erksinne & Lewis, 2008; Kujunfu, 2005). Statistics
regarding suspension and expulsion rates for African-American students indicate that out of the
total number of students suspended nationally in a given school year, 57% are African-American
males (National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2011). In addition to the alarming

rates of school suspensions, male students are reported nationally as being expelled from school
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at a rate twice higher than females; African-American males demonstrate a percentage rate of
10% above the national statistics for rates of expulsion reported for male students across the
country (NCES, 2011).

In addition to the negative experiences from the elementary setting and the current
barriers that exist in schools today, Black males receiving special education services face even
greater challenges than their non-disabled and non-minority high school peers. They must
navigate through a new set of challenges requiring them to demonstrate traits of resilience to
graduate in the midst of discouraging drop-out rates for students of color. Literature regarding
the experiences of African-American disabled males in high school settings are often absent
from scholarly research; however, a few scholars have contributed to this underrepresented field
of study.

Murray and Naranjo (2008) contributed to this much needed body of research through
their studies with poor, Black, learning-disabled students in urban areas. As identified within
their studies, they have conveyed additional risk factors for learning-disabled Black youth. These
risk factors include (a) high drop-out rates; (b) negative peer pressure; (¢) neighborhood
violence; and (d) early parenting. Experiences shared by participants in their studies were used to
conclude that their low reading skills made the transition to high school difficult and created an
atmosphere in which they had to hide their disability from non-disabled peers, creating a great
deal of stress and shame. Within high school settings, students often solidify social groups and
declare who is “in” and who is “out.” Disabled students learn to blend in and go along with the
crowd to seek and gain acceptance; this is a characteristic that often proves to be detrimental
when the students transition to college.

For students identified as having a behavior disorder, their high school experience of
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being educated primarily in separate classes makes it difficult for them to solidify healthy
relationships with peers (Porter, 1998). Porter further suggested that Black males are excluded
from access to a rigorous curriculum because they are “lost” and warehoused in behavior-
disorder classes. Without opportunities to access the rigor and social networks in the general
education classrooms, it is difficult for Black males sustain educational success beyond high
school.

Patterson (2005) added to the relatively small existing body of literature by suggesting
that deficits exist in training teachers to implement effective instructional interventions for
African-American males placed in special education. As a result of instructional deficits in
developing and sustaining appropriate instructional strategies, African-American males are the
recipients of educational practices that do not properly address their learning styles. In addition
to exposure to improperly aligned instructional strategies, African-American males must also
develop skills to shield themselves from low expectations placed upon them by teachers and
staff. Patterson (2005) conveyed the issue of low expectations as a burden that African-American
students must overcome to ensure that they do not become victims of a failure syndrome that
fosters inaccurate beliefs about their self-knowledge and self-esteem. Thus, navigating through
systems plagued by ineffective teaching strategies and low expectations fosters a climate of
negative experiences for African-American males receiving special education services.

Within a high school setting, classroom teachers are not the only individuals who possess
the opportunity to impact the educational experiences of African-American males. School
counselors are in a position to assist in helping African-American students acquire academic
skills and competencies (Flowers et al., 2011). Moore, Henfield, and Owens (2008) conducted a

research study with African-American male special education students in a high school setting,
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assessing experiences that led to their perception of the role of school counselors. Findings from
their research further solidified historical and cultural factors that deter African-American males
from acknowledging and receiving support from staff. The scholars argued that the historical
effects of slavery and a combination of many present-day conditions of racism and stereotypes
manifest themselves as distrust in the twenty-first century.

Gant and Grief (2009) argued that historical, ecological, and cultural factors have
significantly impacted the current status of African-American males. Further support regarding
the historical impact of slavery has been conveyed through research studies conducted by other
scholars as well. Tatum (2005) ascertained that the current turmoil and difficulty with
adjustments that African-American males experience today are deeply rooted in the history of
slavery in America and can be evidenced by responses and behaviors of African-American
males. Resulting from historical factors, African-American males are hesitant to trust and
disclose issues that are impacting their lives.

Adding to the limited amount of scholarly research giving voice to the experiences of
African-American males, Murray and Naranjo (2008) identified protective factors that led to
African-American students with disabilities successfully completing high school with aspirations
to pursue a college degree. The participants expressed that the presence of strong, caring special
educators made a difference in their ability to succeed. In addition to the strong presence of
special educators, family support and guidance from members of their community also
contributed to their ability to make good decisions and remain focused upon obtaining their
diploma. Murray and Naranjo (2008) further concluded protective factors make a difference in
the success of African-American students in urban communities.

Absent from the literature are extensive studies that speak to the experiences of African-
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American males in special education, conveying their voice, feelings, and ways in which they
negotiate these feelings in a productive manner. The absence of “voice” describing factors that
lead African-American males to overcome obstacles and successfully attend college limits
opportunities to investigate protective factors that promote resiliency (Flowers et al., 2011).
Bridges and Moore (2011) posited that any true efforts geared toward preparing African-
American high school students for the rigor of college must consist of collaboration among
teachers, school counselors, and developmental studies professionals to access a better
understanding of issues that consistently interfere with educational outcomes.

The educational experiences of African-American males in this country have been
plagued by many conflicts that have led to discouraging outcomes. Given historical trends of
poor academic outcomes for Black males, one could ascertain that school systems have
continuously failed to meet their needs. A growing debate among the educational community is
that public school systems have systematically become a pipeline to prison systems for Black
males. Though there are many factors that lead to the incarceration of Black males, the next
portion of this literature review will focus on the role of special education as a supplier of the
prison pipeline.

Role of Special Education in Supplying
The Prison Pipeline and Sustaining the Deficit Model

As literature describes an educational crisis for African-American males, one must
consider the roles schools play in fostering decades of negative experiences and promoting the
acceptance of a disproportionate amount of African-American males being placed in special
education at alarming rates. In the last several decades, public schools have become more

segregated now than they were in the 1970s and 1980s; the new style of segregation is placing

52



Black males in special education and remedial classes for low academic achievers
(Weatherspoon, 2006). As Black males experience poor educational outcomes, their ultimate
enrollment in basic remedial classes and special education programs becomes more evident and
unavoidable.

The issue of African-American children being placed in special education is viewed by
some scholars as an ethical issue. Patton and Townsend (1999) contended that schools are rife
with many issues that are intertwined with ethics, power, and privilege that impact the
educational decisions and policies that affect African-American students. Patton and Townsend
further argued that the historical maltreatment of African-American students by privileged
groups of society solidifies the placement of African-American males in special education. In
more recent literature regarding the dilemmas that exist in public school settings, Patterson
(2005) suggested that schools have negatively impacted African-American students by providing
inadequate services that have consistently produced poor educational and community outcomes.
Patterson further suggested that schools also play a role in producing hostility towards adults by
promoting controlling behavior as opposed to the delivery of appropriate instructional strategies.

Without effort, one can easily access volumes of research indicating that Black males are
overrepresented in special education. Research conducted by Hibel and Farkas (2010)
investigating identification and enrollment figures for students placed in special education
determined that African-American children are 2.4 times more likely to be identified as mentally
retarded and 1.3 times more likely to be identified as behavior disordered when compared to
White peers. Statistical data from the study by Hibel and Farkas (2010) further concluded that
although African Americans composed 20% of the population studied, they represented 45% of

the students identified as having a disability; fndings from this study provide a visual
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representation of the deficit model. Additional studies investigating the referral and placement of
African Americans in special education have suggested that that Black students are
overrepresented in the areas of mental retardation and behavior disorders (Morrison & Epps,
2002; O’Connor & Fernandez, 2006; Sullivan & Artiles, 2011).

In addition to being overrepresented in the areas of mental retardation and emotional
disabilities, Black students have been increasingly identified as learning disabled. Proctor,
Graves, and Esch (2012) provide the following statement regarding identification rates for
African-American students in the category of learning disabilities:

African American students are increasingly represented in the SLD category and
are 1.5 times more likely than students in other racial/ethnic groups to be
identified and certified under this category. (p. 270)

Given the increase in the rates of referral and identification of Black students in the area
of learning disabilities, Patton (2005) suggests that this is a critical area of study in hopes of
identifying of why students increasingly experience failure. Proctor, Graves, and Esch (2012)
argue that efforts focused on why Black students experience failure and are overrepresented in
the categories of behavior disorders, mental retardation, and learning disabilities must
acknowledge the fact that these areas are subjective and represent judgmental and socially
constructed disabilities.

Studies aimed at exploring the issue of minority overrepresentation in special education
are not new topics of scholarly debate. Patton and Townsend (1999) postulated that the
overrepresentation of African-American students in certain disabilities has plagued the field of
special education since its inception. African American overrepresentation in mental retardation
and behavior disorders and underrepresentation in gifted programs has been an acceptable

educational practice for decades. Skirba, Poloni, Gallini, Simmons, and Azziz (2006) suggested
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that special education and issues of disproportionality have been an intense focus of scholarly
debate for the last 20 years. Trend data emerging from studies examining the issue of
disproportionality among African-American students confirm that the problem is continuing to
get worse (Serpell, Hayling, Stevenson, & Kern, 2009).

Sullivan and Artiles (2011) posited that previous studies examining the
overrepresentation of Black males in special education failed to possess a theoretical framework,
remaining focused too much on statistics and the placement versus the institutional processes
that led to the placement. Sullivan and Artiles (2011) further argued that utilizing structural
theory as a framework allows scholars to investigate policies that facilitate the disproportionality
of Black males in special education. Structural theory provides a space for institutional racism to
be considered as a factor in developing policies and procedures that fail to appropriately address
the cultural and ethnic needs of students of color. An example of the implications of the
structural theory can be found in the assessment tools generally approved at the state and federal
level as accepted measures to assess a child as disabled; these measures are often created by the
dominant culture and have been viewed by scholars as racially biased (O’Connor & Fernandez,
2006).

Research has documented that significant proportions of criminal offenders in the
juvenile justice system have documented disabilities and are eligible for special education
services (Morrison & Epps, 2002; Robinson & Rapport, 1999; Sherwin & Schmidt, 2003). In an
attempt to explore the theory that public schools serve as a pipeline to the prison system for
Black males, Ferguson (2001) conducted a three-year study examining the educational practices
that lead to identifying Black males as bad boys in need of special education or punitive forms of

discipline school setting. As a result of the study, Ferguson concluded that Black males are
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tracked for prison as early as elementary school through the implementation of practices that
exclude them from general education settings by labeling them as “bad” or as “school deviants.”
Ferguson further suggested the following opinion regarding the role of public schools in
promoting and sustaining disproportionate incarceration rates for Black males:

There is also an immediate, ongoing connection between schools and jail. Schools
mirror and reinforce the practices and ideological systems of other institutions in
the society. The racial bias in the punishing systems of schools reflects the
practices of the criminal justice system. Black youth are caught up in the net of
the juvenile justice system at a rate of four times that of White youth. (p. 231)

Building upon existing opinions about the role of schools in sustaining a classroom to
prison pipeline, Weatherspoon (2006) examined the racial injustices and inequalities that exist in
this country for Black males and argued that public school systems warehouse Black males and
prepare them for future placement in the penal system. Weatherspoon further argued that public
schools directly supply prisons with Black males by disproportionately expelling and suspending
them from school, excluding them from college prep curriculum tracks, segregating them in
classes for low academic achievers, and ultimately impacting their desire to attend school and
graduate from high school.

As African-American males are suspended from school, these suspensions begin to
constitute discipline referrals that lead to placement in special education in behavior-disorder
classrooms. Porter (1998) supported the theory that behavior disorder and in-school suspension
rooms were developed to prepare African-American boys for prison life. Porter further
postulated that the educational system has taken the position that it has no intention of educating
Black males because education holds the power to free Black males from juvenile detention cells
and jail cells.

Research suggests that correlations exist in data describing the overrepresentation of
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Black males in special education and the prison system. In a study examining the demographics
of a juvenile justice system, Morrison and Epps (2002) concluded that African-American males
are overrepresented in juvenile correction systems. After carefully reviewing the racial
composition of the juvenile correction facility, Morrison and Epps (2002) determined that Black
males constituted 15% of the juvenile population; however, they represented 28% of juvenile
arrests and 45% of delinquency cases. Statistics regarding the arrest rates support the theory that
the deficit model exists in prison systems. The deficit model in prisons can be established when
Blacks represent a small number in the general population and a large number of individuals
identified for receiving the sentencing for more delinquent cases when compared to White peers
or other negative area of society such as prison systems (Morrison & Epps, 2002). Identifying
Black males as juvenile delinquents in need of the most severe sentencing possible verifies that
their behaviors and actions are perceived to be abnormal and in need of the most rehabilitation.
With a deeper investigation into the academic histories of Black males as described in
their study, Morrison and Epps (2002) further discovered that that a median age of 15 had been
established; the majority of offenders at the median age were confirmed to be minority and poor,
and were diagnosed with a learning disability or behavior disorder. Further findings from their
research study provided a typical profile of the juvenile offenders that consisted of the youth
demonstrating a below average 1Q, problematic experiences in elementary and high school, and
the inability to read materials they composed on their own utilizing their own vocabulary. In
comparing the educational status of some Black males in prison systems and special education
programs, similarities are noted in how they are perceived and the extent to which the perception
determines the outcome. Black males are perceived to be aberrations in both systems and are

serviced through institutional practices that result in more seclusion in the educational setting
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and more punitive outcomes in the prison system. The concept of the deficit is prevalent in the
educational system and prison system and continues to be an acceptable outcome for Black
males.

The issue of the deficit model being prevalent for African-American males in the
educational system and prison system has led scholars to postulate that being a Black males
constitutes being at risk to be exposed to a double deficit. African—American males exist within a
sociological framework that positions them to be viewed from a double deficit model. The
“double deficit” model can be used to describe the conditions that exist for Black males in the
general society and within the educational setting. As Black males in society, they encounter acts
of racial discrimination, degradation, and racially driven polices fueled by society’s negative
portrayal of their lives (Alexander, 2012; Howard, 2012). Palmer and Maramba (2011) posit that
African-American males are more likely than any other racial and ethnic group to be
marginalized and labeled problematic (p. 434). For Black males in this country, a penalty and
plan for failure have historically been conceived at birth and continue to serve as a generational
curse.

The negative portrayal of Black males through media coverage posits them as deviant
members of society disproportionately in need of incarceration versus higher education. Petit and
Western (2004) suggest that high incarceration rates have led researchers to declare prison a
normal part of early adulthood for Black males. Research suggests that when comparing the
number of Black men in the penal system to the number enrolled in college, the number in
prisons exceeds the number enrolled in post-secondary institutions (Palmer & Maramba, 2011).
In response to the disproportionate numbers of Black males represented in penal institutions

across the country, Bennett (2013) provides the following argument regarding the historical
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expansion of prisons in this county:

Historically, the expansion of imprisonment and its disproportionate use against
minority groups, particularly Black men, could be characterized as the fourth
manifestation of America’s “peculiar” institution. The first was slavery, which
was followed after abolition by apartheid-like segregation of the Jim Crow
system. The third manifestation was the ghettoization of urban populations. The
fourth manifestation is the development of mass imprisonment that has created a
situation where poor Black men imprisonment is woven into the fabric . . . and
life course . . . across generations. (p. 133)

For Black males, the school setting reflects the societal norms of the dominant White
middle class culture (Serpell, Hayling, Stevenson, & Kern, 2009: Vines & Hairston, 2005).
Given its endemic nature, race and the consequences of one’s racial membership are engrained in
the fabric of education in this country (Abrams & Moio, 2009). Race plays a critical role in the
lives of Black males in its ability to serve as a predictor of success in the educational setting.
Racial group identification has been posited to place African-Americans at risk for academic
engagement through the influence of individuals’ heightened awareness of the negative status of
their racial group in society (Smalls, White, Chavous, & Sellers, 2007). The discrimination that
exists in schools is a factor that prohibits African-American men from advancing through the
educational pipeline (Palmer & Maramba, 2011). Regarding the role of discrimination in
fostering negative educational outcomes for Black males, Palmer and Maramba further provide
the following opinion:

Teachers and counselors disproportionately track Black men into low academic-
ability classrooms, whereas many of their White counterparts are placed in
advanced courses that prepare them for college prep competitive institutions.
Black men are overwhelmingly to be classified as mentally retarded and labeled
to have learning disabilities. (p. 434)

As a result of many racially driven practices that exist within the school setting, a deficit
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model of educating Black males has led to their overrepresentation in special education.
Research suggests that the racially driven teacher perception serves as the basis for lowering
expectations for Black students, resulting in limited levels of support in the classroom
environment (Collins, 2011). In supporting the theory of the impact of teacher perceptions in
fostering a deficit approach to teaching Black males, Milner (2007) suggests that deficit thoughts
and beliefs may cause teachers to lower their expectations for Black males because of
preconceived notions. As a Black male, the deficit model of teaching secures their enrollment in
special education by promoting low achievement. Although Black males may desire to perform
well academically, graduate from high school, and attend college, their placement in special
education prohibits them from achieving their goals. In identifying the negative impact of Black
males special being placed in a special education classroom consisting of rote activities filled
with isolated skills, worksheets, and rote learning, Jordan (2005) provides the following
argument:

The absence of this critical engagement in learning is referred to as literacy for
“stupidfication” or literacy for the development of only functional literates who
meet the basic requirements of post-industrial society and keeps people in their
place. (p.134)

Within this society, Black males exist within a web of stereotypes and racially driven
practices that continue to secure them in a double deficit. Black males in urban school exist in
poverty that equates to poor educational opportunities and a denial of a college preparatory
curriculum, which contribute to a school-to-prison pipeline instead of a school-to-college
pipeline (Winn & Behigadeh, 2011).

The literature describes an educational crisis for African-American males, and one must

consider the role schools play in fostering decades of negative experiences. Patterson (2005)
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suggested that schools have negatively impacted African-American students by providing
inadequate services that have consistently produced poor educational and community outcomes.
Patterson further suggested that schools also play a role in producing hostility towards adults by
promoting controlling behavior as opposed to the delivery of appropriate instructional strategies,
such as effective note-taking and guided-reading activities.

Throughout this literature review, research has documented that African-American males
are in a state of crisis. Despite exposure to negative educational experiences fueled by
institutional practices of marginalization, some young men defy obstacles and continue on to
pursue a college degree. The final portion of this literature review will focus on factors that
contribute to the overall educational success of Black males. In addition to attention being given
to these protective factors, the literature review will also discuss their experiences in the college

setting.

Family and Community Factors Inspiring

African-American Males to Attend College

African-American males encounter many obstacles in the educational setting that
influence their educational goals and shape their decisions to pursue a college degree. In African-
American homes, the family structure serves as an engine that promotes successful choices
(Obiakor & Beachum, 2004). Herndon and Hirt (2004) further suggested that Black families
establish standards in the home that affect the students’ outlook on the larger social order and
educational attainment. In a study identifying factors that led to success for Black students in
pursuit of a college education, Herndon and Hirt (2004) suggested that families nurture and
develop Black students’ capacity to learn.

Adding to the existing literature surrounding family involvement, Flowers and Flowers
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(2008) note that the reading achievement for African-American high school students is positively
affected by parental expectations and involvement. Lessons in determination and resiliency that
Black children learn to survive in society take place within the context of the family unit.
Although research examining resiliency in African-American families has increased over the
years, gaps still exist in this literature (Brown, 2008).

Black families play a critical role in fostering learning capacity and influencing decision
making. However, most research conveying the role of the family focuses primarily on White
families; absent are studies that convey the cultural significance of family life that examines
intersections of race and ethnicity as it relates to the undergraduate experience (Herndon & Hirt,
2004). Within the family unit of African-Americans, discussions of race and ethnicity cannot be
omitted from any efforts to equip students with the academic and social skills needed to perform
within the school setting and society at large. Issues of race and ethnicity are critical components
of the Black experience that students must learn to understand and negotiate on the journey to
adulthood.

Within the African-American community, family factors and influences extend beyond
immediate family members and consist of many layers of support. Research has described these
structures that exist as fictive kinship (Brown, 2008; Herndon & Hirt, 2004). Fictive kinships are
networks of social support such as churches, neighbors, and members of the community
encompassing cultural patterns that have historically contributed to the ability of African
Americans to overcome adversity (Brown, 2008). Ogbu (2004) defined fictive kinship as one’s
sense of who one is and where one belongs.

Culture plays a critical role in establishing and maintaining fictive kinships. Fictive

kinships promote feelings of pride and strength. Many Black students gain a sense of identity,
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values, and attitudes from the neighborhoods in which they exist (Kafele, 2009). The fictive
kinships in which students exist greatly impact their ability to perform academically and their
desire to further their education beyond high school (Herndon & Hirt, 2004). As such, the

African-American family structure plays a critical role in the student’s transition to college.

College Experiences of Resilient African-American Males

Throughout this literature review, research describing the dismal state of affairs for
African-American males has been extensively articulated. Despite adversities that have
historically existed in the lives of Black males, many young men have demonstrated resilience
and successfully transitioned to college. This section of the literature review will focus on the
concept of resiliency and the experiences of resilient African-American males on college
campuses.

During the 1970s and 1980s the major focus of resiliency studies relied upon identifying
variables that were found to be consistent in individuals displaying successful behaviors by utilizing
instruments, data, and surveys to identify African-American students who had overcome obstacles
and maintained a level of academic resiliency (Jones, 1995). Jones asserted that more contemporary
studies have examined the impact of stress and protective factors that evolve in response to
stressors, such as internal locus of control, intelligence, and positive life events.

More contemporary studies in the area of resiliency define academic resiliency as an
educational achievement outcome that occurs despite the individual being exposed to statistical
risk factors (Morales, 2008). Cunningham and Swanson (2010) identified the establishment of
family relations as a factor that promotes resilience for adolescent African-American
adolescents. Resiliency studies grounded in the experiences of young, Black males postulate that

the issue of race cannot continue to manifest in a salient manner, minimizing its role in the
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healthy development in the lives of these young men (Wright, 2011). Wright (2011) further
proposed that high achieving Black students must possess a positive racial identity and links pro-
Black identities to pro-academic attitudes. As young Black men experience adversities that have
occupied a permanent space in the lives of generations of men before them, it is critically
necessary for them to understand the importance of a positive racial identity in their efforts of
self-preservation and self-empowerment that ultimately lead to their success. As a result of their
ability to understand the importance of racial identity and its impact on academic success, these
skills will enable young Black males to continue to demonstrate traits of resiliency, ultimately
leading to continued success beyond college.

Despite their ability to demonstrate resiliency, many African-American males bring a
number of the challenges of urban living with them to college, which greatly affects their ability
to make decisions and sustain their enrollment in college (Roderick, 2003). Roderick suggested
that Black males are often positioned as the father figure in female-dominated homes and
struggle with leaving family members unprotected. African-American males exist in two
different worlds, and community life is often different from the college campus life.

As African-American males matriculate to institutions of higher education, they must
navigate through a system where educational problems that existed at the elementary and
secondary level persist in their pursuit to obtain a college degree (Palmer, Davis, & Hilton,
2009). As they encounter these educational problems, it is imperative they continue to evolve as
resilient young men. African-American males must work increasingly hard to show that they are
not uneducable individuals seeking college degrees because of a stereotypic perceived athletic
ability. Research studies conducted by Smith, Allen, and Danley (2007) positioned stress as an

everyday experience in the lives of African-American males on college campuses. Stressors that
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define the everyday lived experiences of Black males on college campuses consist of navigating
through systemic racially discriminatory practices, accessing adequate financial support,
understanding the need to ask for assistance, and the disconnections that inevitably begin to
surface regarding their home life (Palmer, Davis, & Hilton, 2009; Smith et al., 2007).

Although positioning themselves to emerge beyond the stereotypes that are congruent
with life in an urban setting by attending college, African-American males are still subject to
experiences and interactions that promote inferiority and doubt. The challenge of transitioning
and maintaining one’s status is increasingly difficult for African-American males with histories
of receiving special education services in the areas of emotional disabilities and cognitive
disabilities. In addition to sharing experiences of discrimination and alienation, disabled African-
American males must navigate cultural stereotyping that often impedes their ability to seek out
the academic and emotional structures of support that exist in institutions of higher education
(Grant & Grief, 2009). The issue of navigating the cultural contexts that exist is complex with
many intricate areas, requiring equitable levels of attention and research.

The transition from high school to college is difficult and filled with many barriers that
require African-American males to demonstrate resilience in the midst of perceived defeat. The
process is not limited to students receiving their diploma and traveling to their school of choice.
The road to college is often “less traveled” for African-American males who have received
special education services. Although the road is less traveled, scholarly research devoted to this
area could produce greater outcomes for African-American males with histories of receiving

special education services who have demonstrated a desire to pursue a college education.

Summary of the Literature

The concept of transitioning students with disabilities from high school to institutions of
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higher learning is very complex. Although statistics indicate that students with disabilities have
been increasingly represented in college settings over the past two decades, the future for youth
with disabilities remains dismal (Rice & Owens, 2004). The transition from high school to
college is filled with a great deal of excitement and anxiety for students with disabilities. The
protection of special education laws and federal regulations such as the Individuals with
Disabilities Act no longer exist in institutions of higher education (Janiga & Costenbader, 2002).
Disabled students must navigate many new structural systems at the collegiate level that are not
required to accommodate their needs.

In addressing the complex needs of students with disabilities, a gap exists in the literature
that speaks to the transition process for students of color. In the few studies that address
transitioning students from culturally diverse backgrounds, Oesterrich and Knight (2008)
conveyed that students of color have limited access to post-secondary education and are often
placed in academic tracks that do not engage them in college preparation classes. In addressing
the needs of Black males moving from high school to college, it is important to note that
experiences that occurred in the elementary school settings informed their decisions to pursue an
education beyond high school (Dancy & Brown, 2008). It is critical to further examine these
experiences if true efforts are to be made to develop a body of literature that exists to promote
more positive outcomes for students with previous histories of special education services who
matriculate to institutions of higher learning.

Research conveying the experiences of African-American males with past histories of
enrollment in special education programs that transition to college is scarce. As reflected in the
literature review, disabled students encounter barriers to educational access that could ultimately

result in abandoning their goals to enroll in college and remain encouraged until the goal has
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been completed (Hatzel et al., 2002). Disabled students are often misunderstood and feel
victimized by stereotypes that suggest they are inferior, incapable of learning, and are seeking
opportunities to do less than their peers (Denhart, 2008). As a result of the barriers and
experiences with stereotypes, disabled students are often misunderstood, feel isolated, and
experience the need to work harder than peers to demonstrate their intellectual potential and
talents (May & Stone 2010). Although advancements have evolved through legislation that
protects the rights of disabled students, efforts are still needed to ensure that their enrollment in
educational settings is not tainted by feelings of despair and frustration. Data reflecting the
enrollment of disabled students in higher education are dismal, indicating that disabled students
only comprise 8.6% of the total enrollment of college students nationwide (NLTS2, 2011).

A close examination of literature conveying the experiences of disabled students that
transition to college and disabled African-American males are similar in many aspects.
Historically, Black males have been perceived as being intellectually inferior and unable to
succeed in the academic setting (Bell, 2010; Jenkins, 1972; Tatum, 2005). The salient issue of
race in school settings greatly impacts the academic outcomes of Black males, as White privilege
establishes measures in which African-American males will be viewed and treated (Patton &
Townsend, 1999). Stereotypes have led to African-American males being tracked into remedial
academic programs and special education programs that do not have the rigorous standards that
prepare them for college. Black males are also marginalized within the academic setting through
exposure to teachers with low expectations. As a result of the negative stereotypes associated
with academic achievement, African-American males are placed in a position to work harder
than their peers to prove that they are capable competing in classes that require rigorous

coursework (Mc Gee & Martin, 2011). As a result of experiences encountered in the educational
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setting, Black males must demonstrate traits of resiliency in order to complete high school and
ultimately pursue a college degree.

Statistics reflecting the enrollment of African-American males in college are even more
discouraging. African-American males represent 5% of the total population of students enrolled
in colleges nationwide. Though advancements have been made in the area of legislation that
ensures African Americans have opportunities to receive an appropriate education in this
country, there is still much work to be done to ensure better educational outcomes for African-

American males.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY

Black males are often disadvantaged by the perplexing and misunderstood intersection of
race and gender [i.e., ritualized expressions of masculinity among African-American males can
intersect negatively with boundaries of race in the context of school, which are often viewed as
oppositional (Wright, 2011)]. For African-American males, the color of one’s skin symbolizes
centuries of racial injustices purely based upon one’s membership in a particular race. Race has
always been and will continue to be a factor that cannot be minimized or eliminated from any
discussions regarding circumstances that impact academic achievement and social well being of
African-American males in this country (Abrams & Moio, 2009).

In this study, I explore the transition process of resilient Black males with past histories
of receiving special education services and a successful transition to a community college.
Research suggests that the decision to attend college is the result of experiences that have taken
place within the K-12 setting for African-American males (Dancy & Brown, 2008). Given the
position of the research regarding college aspirations for Black males, I examined the
educational experiences of these young men in the K-12 setting that have led to their aspirations
to attend college despite exposure to risk factors that have led similar males to achieving less
productive educational outcomes. In addition to examining their educational experiences, I also
explored protective factors within their communities that have helped develop their journey

toward pursuing higher education.

Theoretical Framework: Critical Race Theory

The theoretical framework utilized for this research inquiry was critical race theory

(CRT). CRT was chosen because of its ability to examine the impact of race in this society;
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specifically, CRT was chosen because of the historical role race plays in the education of
students of color. The origins of CRT can be found through examining the efforts of lawyers,
activists, and legal scholars who have pursued strategies to effectively address the emergence of
post-civil rights racial structures and inequalities in the 1960s and 1970s (Abrams & Moio, 2009;
Malagon, Huber, & Velez, 2009). Historically, issues of racism and inequality have been a part
of the American experience for all individuals of color. As noted scholars establishing the
foundation of CRT in the field of education, Ladson-Billings (1995) argued that society operates
from a premise of being colorblind as an attempt to marginalize people of color.

The tenets of CRT are built upon efforts to challenge the intended neutrality in a
colorblind society by counteracting meritocracy through empowering oppressed individuals by
creating space for their voices to be heard (Abramo & Moio, 2009; Malagon et al., 2009). In
order to understand the importance of CRT as a guiding theoretical framework in this study, it is
critical to examine its key tenets:

1. Endemic race: Asserts that racism is an ordinary experience every day for
people of color and is embedded into the social fabric of America.

2. Race as a social construction: Race is a contrived system of categorizing
people according to observable traits with no biological or genetic reality.

3. Differential racialization: People in power can racialize groups of people at
different times, in different ways.

4. Interest convergence/materialist determinism: Racism brings material and
psychic advantage to the majority race, and progressive change regarding race
occurs only when the interests of the powerful (i.e., the White majority)
happen to converge with those of the racially oppressed.

5. Voices of color: The dominant group’s accounting of history routinely exclu-
ded racial and other minority perspectives to justify and legitimize its power.

6. Antiessentialism/intersectionality: CRT acknowledges the intersectionality of

various oppressions and suggests that a primary focus on race can eclipse
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other forms of exclusion. (Abrams & Moio, 2009, p. 251)

As a theoretical framework, CRT provides a lens through which to examine these experiences.
By engaging in this research study, it is my hope that the experiences described by the
participants will serve as catalysts for transformational changes in the policies that shape the
educational journeys of future African-American males with histories of enrollment in special

education programs, who have aspirations of attending college

Methodology

In addition to origins rooted in legal studies, CRT has also evolved as a vehicle to
legitimize narratives and storytelling (Parker & Lynn, 2002). Given its ability to provide a
framework for incorporating the elements of narratives and storytelling, CRT can serve a dual
role as a theoretical framework and methodology in qualitative research studies. Through
storytelling, CRT provides a medium for persons of color to provide their interpretation of how
the law is used to justify racism. The final outcome challenges readers to experience thick
descriptions that describe experiences of victimization through institutionalized practices of
racism (Parker & Lynn, 2002).

In qualitative research that seeks to study the experiences of individuals of color, it is
critical for the researcher to understand the tenets of CRT to ensure that the participants in the
study are not exploited (Milner, 2007). Milner further postulated that researchers must not
implore a color-blind research epistemology fostering the elimination of race as a factor because
failure to acknowledge the salience of race and racism will result in the researcher failing to
interrogate his or her beliefs. Failure to interrogate beliefs makes it difficult for the researcher to
understand and be exposed to the participants’ experiences.

Discussion of racism is often a very delicate matter in the field of research studies and
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requires a great deal of effort to pursue it in a manner that fosters productive conversations with
the goal of arriving at solutions to address the issues. As a researcher, I maintained a level of
awareness about the sensitivity of this subject. I remained cognizant of the fact that though we
may want to believe that democracy exists for people of color, subordination has been socially
and legally sanctioned (Lopez, 2003). As I interacted with Black males, it was imperative for me
to realize that they are not exempt from experiences of subordination and how this may affect
their willingness to speak freely with me.

Despite difficulties that exist in addressing the issue of racism from a scholarly and
practical perspective, issues of race must remain at the center of all research studies depicting the
experiences of individuals of color (Milner, 2007). Race is such a part of our everyday
experiences that Rogers and Mosely (2006), in a qualitative study, noted that White students as
young as second grade were observed to act upon White privilege and engaged in conversations
about race that minimized its impact. Most scholars and educators consider issues and
conversations about race to be irrelevant; however, racism begins in the early stages of education
and affects the mindset of students of color and of White privilege.

As this research study sought to convey the experiences of Black males, it was necessary
to continually review the tenets of CRT both individually and collectively because they
summarized the lived experiences of Black males in this country. By merely exploring the
second tenet, an understanding is provided as to how one’s skin color determines one’s
educational opportunities. Though all of the tenets outlined are equally important, as the study
focused on the experiences of African-American males’ educational experiences, it was
necessary for me to maintain a clear focus on this tenet because it served as a guiding factor in

the participants’ educational experience. Stovall (2006) argued that Black students are negatively
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labeled early in their school experience and are often unable to elude preconceived ideas about
their educational development. Based on perceived notions, Black males are often exposed to
educational practices that foster racism; CRT provides a lens through which to examine these
experiences.

In addition to origins rooted in legal studies, CRT has also evolved as a vehicle to
legitimize narratives and storytelling (Parker & Lynn, 2002). As a methodology, CRT greatly
impacts the field of education through reshaping educational practices to address the cultural
needs of diverse groups of students. Historically, school systems have operated from an
oppressive, bank-like system in which teachers deposited information and students received it;
this was the means of delivering instruction. Absent from instructional practices have been
opportunities for students to engage in meaningful dialogue (Freire, 1998). As a methodological
practice utilized in educational research, CRT can be used to promote involvement and
engagement by incorporating the students’ values, views, and perceptions (Stovall, 2006). By
pursuing active engagement and creating a space for the students’ voices to be heard, a story
emerges that enables the reader to understand the students’ interpretation of the events that have
occurred within the education setting.

A critical component of this study rested upon accurately capturing the voices of
marginalized participants through listening to their stories. A strength noted in the CRT
framework is its ability to promote counter storytelling as a method to accurately capture the
experiences of oppressed individuals by allowing them to tell their own stories, as opposed to
accounts of their history being told by those granted the privilege to oppress others (Solorzano &
Yosso, 2002). By engaging in this research study, the experiences described by the participants

serve as a catalyst for transformational changes in the policies that shape the educational
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journeys of future African-American males with histories of enrollment in special education
programs who have aspirations of attending college.
Methods

The purpose of this research study was to gain a better understanding of the experiences
of Black males who have defied the adversities of being placed in special education programs
and have successfully transitioned to a community college. In order to best capture these
experiences, I conducted three semi-structured interviews with four participants. The semi-
structured interviews were guided by an open-ended interviewing protocol designed to
encourage the young men to freely speak about their experiences (Jones, 1995).

The primary focus of the first interview was to build trust through sharing and
exchanging background information. Trainor and Graue (2013) asserted that researchers must
build trust as a critical component in the interviewing process by sharing information that
displays a common interest among the researcher and the participants. In my efforts to build a
level of trust with the participants, I shared information about my experiences as a special
education teacher at an urban public high school that helped to shape my research interests. My
sharing this information with the participants enabled them to view me as a person who has
experience with some of the adversities they have encountered along their educational journey.

The second interview focused on their educational experiences within the K-12 setting,
with a great deal of emphasis being placed on their high school experiences as an individual with
a disability. Attention was given to their entire school experience because prior research
documents that the experiences of African-American males in the K-12 setting shape their
aspirations to attend college (Dancy & Brown, 2008). As a result of these interviews, I gained

insight into circumstances they may or may not have encountered that are consistent with the
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prior research on the educational experiences of African-American males.

The third interview focused on their fictive kinship and the role that has played in their
successful transition to college. Fictive kinships play a significant role within the tapestry of the
Black experience in America. As a result of conducting in-depth interviews, I gained an
understanding of the role of fictive kinship within the lives of the young men who participated in
the study.

Site and Sample Selection

The setting of the research study was Roosevelt Moore College.* Roosevelt Moore
College is located in a suburb in Illinois. The college has a population of over 17,000 students. In
addition to college courses, students can earn a GED and receive services through their English
as Second Language programs. Students with disabilities are serviced through the Center for
Access and Accommodative Services Office. The site was established by sending a letter to the
college asking permission to post flyers to recruit participants. Interested participants called or
emailed me to express their level of interest.

Based upon the research provided that describes attributes of resilient individuals, criteria
was established to ensure that a purposeful sample was selected, which included people who
have experienced the phenomena being studied and who could serve an investigative purpose
rather than a statistical representation of the population (Carter & Little, 2007). Participants in
the study were African-American males ages 18-25, who were currently enrolled in college for
one or more classes and who had past histories of enrollment in special education under the
exceptionality of learning disabled, mental retardation, or behaviorally disordered prior to

attending the college. Previous research has confirmed that African-American males are

* Roosevelt Moore College is a pseudonym used to protect the identity of students and institution utilized in this

study. Data source is from the institution’s website.
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disproportionately represented in these areas.

Exceptions were made to include young men who have been identified as having
Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder and serviced under the exceptionality of other health
impaired. Research suggests that African-American males are frequently misperceived as being
hyperactive or aggressive and overrepresented in the population of students diagnosed as ADHD
(Kunjufu, 2005; Porter, 1998). Students diagnosed as having ADHD are often qualified under the
exceptionality of emotionally disordered or other health impaired; other health impaired refers to
medical conditions that limit the student’s ability to access the educational environment.
Descriptions of the Participants

Junior.

The essence of everything spoken yet unspoken about Black Males. Uneducable,

undesirable, underachieving, underrepresented, and unaccounted for. All terms

used to define, demean, and discourage his path, his passions, and his progress.

Erased are these uninvited terms and embraced are terms of strength and

resilience unbroken, unstoppable, and unable to be influenced by those unlike

him who do not share his dreams.  (Dixon, 2013)

Junior is a 22-year-old African-American male currently attending Roosevelt- Moore
College. Junior is one of five children who resides with his mother in an urban area located near
Roosevelt-Moore College. Junior’s goals consist of becoming an engineer, owning his own
engineering firm, and utilizing his firm as a vehicle to empower other Black males and men of
color. Junior attributes his ability to overcome educational obstacles in his life to the support that
has been extended to him from family, teachers, and selection of friends that motivate him to do
his best. Junior is secure with who he is and doesn’t let the perceptions of others deter him from

his educational goals or persuade him to engage in self-destructive behaviors.

Junior’s educational journey left me asking questions about the validity of tests and terms
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that are used to diagnose and determine the fate of Black males. Junior represents a social
question that has been discussed and debated and will be years to come: How does one become
labeled as learning disabled in elementary school and placed in separate classrooms, but later
achieve National Honor Society and collegiate level Dean’s List status without the support of the
same special education services that determined he was academically “deficient”? Junior’s
academic achievement and path for success can only be overshadowed by his journey to sustain
life. Just as he has surpassed the symbolic “death sentence” intended for Black males based upon
their racial membership, Junior refuses to accept the “death notice” in his daily fight with cancer
by refusing to let this illness define his longevity.

Junior embodies the essence of everything spoken and unspoken about Black males.
Spoken conversations about Black males center around their poor educational outcomes that lead
to placement in special education. Silent are conversations about Black males who are making
positive life decisions and who are attending college. Junior’s placement in special education
confirms stereotypes that African-American males are underachievers and unable to be educated.
Unyielding in his educational pursuit of excellence, Junior remains unstoppable and
uninfluenced by those who do not share his dreams and goals. Junior’s positive outcomes and
experiences remain unspoken in any conversations about Black males. Junior’s voice will now
be heard from the perspective of a young Black male bound and determined for success.

Kylan.

Kylan, described by society and educational institutions as mildly mentally
impaired, mentally retarded, intellectually delayed, learning disabled, and by
society’s definition, predestined to failure. Kylan—described by his inner drive
and motivation as a college student, entrepreneur, community activist, and
Executive Director of a not-for—profit youth organization—is future—focused on

the possibilities that will be unleashed upon the completion of his college degree.
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(Dixon, 2013)

In the late 1990s, I served as one of four Special Education Supervisors in an elementary
school district. It was during this time that I had the opportunity to meet Kylan. He was in the
special education classroom for students in grades five and six, identified to have mild mental
impairments. As two decades have passed, the changes in special education terminology for
Kylan’s classroom would identify him as being mentally retarded and cognitively impaired, the
most recent terminology for 2013 being intellectually disabled. Given the task of managing the
special education needs of the caseload at Kylan’s school, I remember him very well. As a
student, Kylan was a quiet, mild-mannered student who was always respectful and helpful
toward any adult he met. One quality of his that stood out was his gentle spirit and his ability to
exercise good judgment when other students broke classroom rules.

Academically, Kylan’s class was designed for students who had IQ scores of 69 and
below, with identified deficiencies in their daily living skills. Many of the students that graduated
from 8th grade matriculated to high school and received their education in a functional life skills
setting rather than an academically driven curriculum. After Kylan graduated from 8th grade, I
had no contact with him. As my research study evolved, Kylan agreed to participate and I was
impressed with the man Kylan had become. Dismissed was a timid, quiet young man with a soft
voice, in my presence he was a poised, articulate, confident, college-educated young Black man
standing six feet tall. He had defied multitudes of educational and societal stereotypes that
predestined him to be uneducated and a threat to society.

Based upon the educational diagnosis of intellectual disability, Kylan was not expected to
be an articulate man capable of great oratorical skills. During each interview, I became
increasingly convinced that the elementary school special education team that characterized

Kylan as intellectually delayed had grossly misdiagnosed him. How could someone identified as

78



being intellectually delayed possess such an intense vocabulary and ability to engage in an
intellectually stimulating, scholarly conversation about the plight of African-American males?

As Kylan and I continued to engage in critical dialogue, my educational training
reminded me that students with intellectual disabilities often have delays in their speech and
language commensurate with their deficiencies of intellectual functioning. As I continued to
formulate questions about Kylan’s potential misdiagnosis, I could not help but wonder what
happened to Kylan’s predicted language delays: why had they not surfaced in any of the
interviews? As I engaged in the process of coding my data for this research study, I continuously
listened to Kylan’s audio recordings. Contrary to the expectation that language delays exist for
individuals deemed intellectually disabled, Kylan’s audio recordings were clear, succinct, and
absent of pauses that indicated he required time to gather his thoughts to formulate cohesive
sentences.

Kylan is a 24-year-old African-American male currently attending Roosevelt Moore
College. He is the youngest of five children raised in a single-parent, female-dominated home
and currently resides by himself in a suburb in Illinois. After completing his associate’s degree at
Roosevelt Moore College, Kylan determined which four-year universities he would like to
transfer to in order to obtain his bachelor’s and master’s degrees. Kylan plans to attend a small
public university in Illinois for his bachelor’s in justice in the fall of 2013. Upon completion of
his bachelor’s degree, Kylan would like to transfer to a large public university in Illinois with a
longstanding history of scholarship and service in the area of strengthening communities of color
through advocacy in the area of public administration. Kylan would like to obtain a master’s in
public administration. In terms of his career goals, Kylan would like to start his own consulting
business in the area of communication, while also working in the nonprofit sector with his degree

in public administration.
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Like Junior, Kylan attributes his ability to overcome educational obstacles to the support
extended to him from former teachers and members of the community who have served as
mentors in his life. Unlike Junior, Kylan is a first-generation college student. Kylan is very
secure with who he is and has not let the exposure to risk factors deter him from making healthy
educational and life decisions. Kylan’s passion to serve as an example for others has led him to
develop a nonprofit organization for youth in his community. The origin of this organization
began during Kylan’s high school years. The concept began among friends as a community
service project and has evolved into an organization for which Kylan serves as the executive
director. In his role as executive director, Kylan has secured numerous grass-root grants that
have enabled him to maintain an office suite in which to interact with youth on a weekly basis. In
addition to the office suite, Kylan’s grant awards have afforded him the opportunity to provide
tutoring, mentoring, fine arts facilities, and daily meals for youth in his organization. Kylan’s
desire to positively impact the lives of children and families in the community has led him to
participate in two elections for the position of village trustee in the town in which he resides. He
participated in his first election immediately following his graduation from high school and just
recently ran for trustee again in the April 2013 elections. Though Kylan did not obtain a position
as trustee, he is still very committed to upholding his civic duty in contributing to helping others.
He will continue to remain visible in local politics with the hopes of one day gaining a seat as an
elected official.

In addition to civic work in his community, Kylan is very active with student government
organizations and student activity committees at Roosevelt Moore College. Through the
connections he has made at Roosevelt Moore, he has established a network of faculty mentors
who assist him academically and also serve as resources for him in his endeavors as a grant

writer and as the executive director of his youth organization. Kylan sees his level of

80



involvement at Roosevelt Moore as springboard for future work in public administration, while
continuing to serve the community through grass-roots organizations.

Similar to Junior, Kylan’s educational journey left me asking questions about the validity
of tests and terms that are used to diagnose and determine the fate of Black males. As a student
with a previous diagnosis of mild mental impairment and a current diagnosis of learning
disability, Kylan’s deficits warranted placement in separate special education classrooms for
most of his K-12 experience. My interactions with Kylan showed him as very articulate, well-
versed, confident, and able to balance the demands of intense civic involvement while
successfully attending college.

Students with learning disabilities often have standardized tests scores that indicate
deficiencies in tasks related to reading, writing, math, and verbal expression. In contrast to this
expectation, Kylan’s role as executive director of his youth organization requires him to read and
write effectively to secure and maintain grants. Additionally, he must be able to prepare monthly
expenditure reports verifying that grant funds have been properly administered. While his
diagnosis predicted deficits in reading, writing, and verbal expression, Kylan somehow
developed competencies in all these areas. His placement in separate education classrooms
defined him as incompetent and incapable of academic achievement, so how did Kylan develop
these competencies? One also wonders what Kylan’s potential might have been in the K-12
setting if he had had the opportunity to be educated outside of separate special education
classrooms.

Like Junior, Kylan represents everything spoken and unspoken about African-American
males. Consistently articulated in the research about Black males are suggestions that African-
American males are intellectually deficient, academic low-achievers and—more than any other

race—educationally in need of placement in special education programs (Davis, Aronson, &
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Salinas, 2006; Patton & Townsend, 1999; Weatherspoon, 2006). Absent from the literature are
the voices of Black males who demonstrate competencies in their ability to positively contribute
to the community. Also absent from the literature are stories of resilience that highlight Black
males who have defied the odds and are successfully attending college. Consistent with Junior’s
perspective about the importance of sustaining positive peer relationships, Kylan surrounds
himself with positive people who share his commitment to helping youth in his community and
being civically active. Kylan’s voice will now be heard from the perspective of a young Black
male who has demonstrated he is determined to be successful.

Bernard.

In the midst of the pressures that make having a baby out of wedlock something to
celebrate, Bernard emerges with traditional family values that many believe do
not exist. Bernard doesn’t have it “twisted” he is bringing in old school when

“family” meant being a part of a cohesive unit. (Dixon, 2013 )

Bernard is an 18-year-old African-American male currently attending Roosevelt Moore
College. In interacting with Bernard, I found he presents himself as very soft spoken and mild
mannered. Bernard is the middle child of three. He currently resides with his parents in a suburb
in Illinois. Bernard’s parents are both military veterans, and his family structure includes a very
tight bond with his grandparents, who reside close to his home. Bernard describes his parents as
hard-working people. The importance of establishing a good work ethic has been passed down to
Bernard. In addition to being a full-time student, Bernard has a part-time job that requires him to
work the third shift. After working his scheduled hours that extend into the early morning hours,
Bernard attends class.

Educationally, Bernard views Roosevelt Moore College as an opportunity for him to stay

on top and never fail. Ultimately, Bernard envisions himself being employed as a certified
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automotive mechanic. It is interesting to note that Bernard’s father is also a mechanic and has
spent a great deal of time sharing his love for cars with Bernard. A hobby that Bernard shares
with his father is buying cars that need to be repaired and completing all of the work needed on
them together. In addition to using the cars themselves, they also help family members with their
transportation needs.

As a newly enrolled college student, Bernard’s experiences turned out to be somewhat
different from Junior’s and Kylan’s. Bernard has not had many of the same educational and
social experiences as Junior and Kylan. Much of that can be attributed to their age difference and
years in the college setting. In comparison to Junior and Kylan, Bernard appears to have lived a
very sheltered lifestyle, a great deal of his socialization and lived experiences being obtained
within the structure of his close family. Like Junior, the expectation to attend college has been
evidenced by many members of his family. Bernard’s mother has some college experience, as
well as several of his aunts. Bernard’s sister currently attends a college in Missouri. Unlike
Junior and Kylan, Bernard did not provide a great deal of depth about school relationships
established with peers or teachers throughout his educational experiences. But similar to Junior
and Kylan, Bernard was diagnosed with a learning disability in the same elementary school
district.

Together with Junior and Kylan, Bernard represents everything spoken and unspoken
about Black males. A litany of research identifies Black males as delinquent, uneducable, and
violent (Davis, 2005; Howard, 2012; Tapia, 2011; Wilkinson, Beaty, & Larry, 2009). Scant in
the research are the experiences of young Black males who have graduated from high school and
are in pursuit of a college degree. In addition to gaps that exist in reporting the experiences of

these young men, a gap also exists in examining the role of their fathers in guiding them through
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critical transitions in their lives. Existing literature on the role of the father in African-American
families often positions them as members of the family whose absence contributes to negative
outcomes for Black males (Reynolds, 2009; Thomas, Krampe & Newton, 2008). As an absent
voice in the literature, Bernard’s voice will now be heard as an African-American male college

student raised in a traditional two-family middle class home.

Jeremy.

Emerged from the pit of his own self-doubt, Jeremy dispelled all myths associated
with brothers in the “‘hood” and is on a self-driven path for success. He has a
well- defined self-image and no longer lets the perceptions of others define his
destiny. Jeremy is well aware of who he is, the challenges he faces, and the
potential he possesses. (Dixon, 2013)

Jeremy is a 23-year-old African-American male student attending Roosevelt Moore
College. Jeremy’s decision to attend college rests upon his belief that earning a college degree is
something no one could ever take away from you. Additionally, he feels that a college degree
will provide him with a stable future. Jeremy is the youngest of six children and the first one in
his family to attend college. He resides in an urban area of Illinois with his mother and brother.
Jeremy lives in a part of Illinois that is plagued by a great deal of violent activity and gang
recruitment. Jeremy limits his involvement outside of his home to his daily commute to school.
With the exception of the public transportation that exists in his neighborhood, Jeremy does not
interact with any of the elements associated with living in an extremely dangerous neighborhood.
As a part-time job, Jeremy shines shoes at the local police station near his home. During the
summer months, he secures full-time employment in various factories to ensure that he has
money during the school year to travel back and forth to school and to purchase daily essential

items.
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Jeremy’s educational journey is one that has become all too familiar for African-
American males. Similar to the educational experiences of Junior, Kylan, and Bernard, Jeremy
was diagnosed with a learning disability in third grade. Jeremy conveyed that being placed in
special education was embarrassing for him. The experience of being placed in a separate class
away from his friends resulted in his viewing himself and as someone who was “slow.”
Embarrassed by how others perceived him, Jeremy masked his embarrassment by being
disruptive in class. Jeremy felt more comfortable with his peers thinking he was in special
education because of his tough behavior rather than his academic deficiencies.

Jeremy embodies everything spoken and unspoken about Black males. Spoken
conversations about Black males focus on their poor educational outcomes and predestined
encounters with gangs, violence, and death. Unspoken are the voices of young men like Jeremy
who have overcome issues of self-doubt that have been perpetuated by inadequate, culturally
mismatched educational experiences. Unspoken are the voices of young men like Jeremy who
have not let the daily exposure of environmental risks that have claimed the lives of so many
Black men deter his aspirations to obtain a college degree. Jeremy’s ability to financially serve as
major source of support with minimal financial resources from his home is absent from the
literature describing how African-American males show resiliency in the ability to provide for
themselves. Jeremy’s voice will now be heard from the perspective of a young man who has
overcome educational adversities and will obtain a college degree in May of 2013.

Participant Recruitment

The recruitment process consisted of first sending letters of introduction to a counselor at

the college. The letter provided a description of the research study, anticipated commitment of

staff, participants involved, verification of IRB approval, and my contact information (see

85



Appendix A). Also, enclosed within the initial contact information sent to the site were flyers to
be posted at the college to find interest among students currently enrolled who may meet the
criteria of the study (see Appendix B).

Prior to conducting the initial interview, an individual meeting was held with each
participant to review the consent and to gain their voluntary permission to participate in the
study. During the individual meeting I introduced myself and provided a brief overview of the
study, discussed the voluntary nature of participation, and assured them that their privacy and
confidentially would be protected. I concluded the meeting by reading over the consent forms,
obtaining their signed consent, and thanking them for their upcoming participation (see
Appendix C).

Interviewing process

Semi-structured interviews were used during scheduled sessions with the participants.
Semi-structured interviews utilize a protocol consisting of a prescribed number of open-ended
questions that guide discussions (Pringle & Lyons, 2010). Questions may be developed using
several methods that assist with encouraging the participants to have a point of reference in
generating their responses. In a study examining the burden of acting White in an academic
setting, Stinson (2011) provided Black male participants scholarly journals related to racial
perspectives of educating Black males prior to interviews to assist with guiding the discussion;
adoption of this method was utilized during my study and reflected in the second interview. The
open-ended nature of semi-structured questions allows for the researcher to explore concepts as
they may arrive.

As noted previously, participants in this study participated in three semi-structured

interviews at Roosevelt Moore College in an area designated by the college. Interviews took
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place at times mutually agreed upon by the researcher and participants. When conflicts with
scheduling space became a concern, the local community library room was utilized. The three
interviews took place within a month’s time. An interviewing protocol was used to guide each
interview (see Appendix D). Additional questions were added to help clarify existing answers
given by the participants who were not clear during their initial response. Each meeting was
audio-recorded and was sent to a certified transcriptionist to transcribe the interviews.
Verification of the transcriptionist’s credentials were provided with the IRB application and
approved. After interviewing the participants, I coded the interviews to find themes that emerged

as well as areas that needed to be clarified or developed further.

Data Analysis

The process for analyzing data collected in this study consisted of utilizing an
overlapping process of sorting and categorizing data through a procedure called initial coding
and focused coding (Charmaz, 2001; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Initial coding takes place at the
beginning of the study and consists of breaking large amounts of data into smaller parts to help
make sense of relevant interests, literature, perspectives, and commitment (Moghaddam, 2006;
Strauss & Corbin, 1990). As I coded the data, I first identified general themes around CRT tenets
and resilience. Second, I converted the data from general themes into specific concepts. The last
step consisted of reviewing the emerging themes as they related to the existing literature that
speaks to the experiences of the participants in the study. During this phase of the data analysis
process, it was essential for me to review the tenets of CRT to help frame and gain a clearer

understanding of the responses given during the interviews.

Ethical Considerations
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The issue of ethics plays a critical role in all areas of research to ensure that research
participants are not exploited in any manner. Contained within this final section are ethical
considerations that I considered in my study. Based upon a list of ethical considerations proposed
by Marshall and Rossman (2011), careful consideration was be given to the areas of informed
consent, confidentiality, and data access and ownership. In addition to ethical considerations
proposed by Marshall and Rossman (2004), I utilized this section to address ethical issues that
focus on the quality of the study as it relates to what Lincoln and Guba (1985) referred to as the
trustworthiness of a research study; trustworthiness speaks to elements of credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability.

Informed Consent

During the informational meeting with the participants, the components of the consent
were discussed. Participants were given opportunities to ask questions prior to providing their
consent. Critical components of the consent were highlighted, including benefits and risks
associated with the study and the fact that participation was based on the participant’s
willingness to participate and could be revoked at any time.

Confidentiality

The names of the participants were not included in the audio-recorded interviews or
transcripts. Each participant selected a pseudonym to protect his identity. I was the only person to
have access to individual’s name during the interviewing process. Each audio-recorded interview
began with stating the individual’s pseudonym and the time and date of the interview. I kept a
master copy of a schedule of interview times and dates with the participant’s name in a locked file
cabinet in my office set up at my home. I reviewed the schedule periodically to ensure it accurately

reflected the participant’s levels of availability.
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Data Access and Ownership

Data collected in this study was stored in a securely locked file cabinet located in my
home office. I am the only person to have access to this office via a door that remains locked
when I am not working in the office.
Credibility

In the field of research, we live in a quantitative world that assesses the effectiveness of a
study upon proof of validity and reliability (Padget, 2009). Given the perception of effectiveness
as a quantifiable measure, qualitative researchers are often the recipients of skepticism
(Mansourian, 2008; Padget, 2009). Much of the criticism received in the field of qualitative
research is based upon the perception that qualitative research methods are unsystematic or lack
rigor (Leitz, Langer, & Furman, 2006). Based upon the misperceptions in the field of research
regarding the scholarly merit of qualitative research, Lincoln (1995) was instrumental in
conveying strategies to ensure rigor as an observable component of research studies. Many of the
strategies proposed decades ago have been continually used by noted contemporary scholars.
Building upon the earlier elements of rigor established by Lincoln (1995), Creswell (2007)
suggested eight strategies to ensure rigor in qualitative studies. Creswell identified these
strategies as prolonged engagement and persistent observation, triangulation, peer review or
debriefing, negative case analysis, reflexivity, member-checking, thick description, and external
audits. Though the list provided by Creswell to ensure rigor is lengthy, he suggested that the
researcher utilize at least two of the recommended strategies.

Member checking is the most important component in the qualitative research study to
ensure credibility (Shenton, 2004). During this process, participants had the opportunity to read

the data transcripts prior to the final dissertation being completed. By providing the participants
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with an opportunity to read their responses, an accurate presentation of their experiences was
ensured (Percy & Benson, 2005). During the final scheduled interview, participants were
informed that a follow-up session would be scheduled with them to review their transcripts prior
to the publication of this research study. Participants were provided with a definition of member
checking and were given the opportunity to ask questions. Credibility also is ensured through the
background of the researcher and his or her familiarity with the phenomena being studied
(Trainor & Graue, 2013). Given my background as a special education teacher in an inner-city
high school and my current position as a Director of Special Education, I am aware of the
challenges faced by the participants in this study in the academic setting and community.
Transferability

The terms transferability, dependability, credibility, and confirmability are often used as
alternatives to quantitative terms such as validity and reliability (Richards, 2007). Transferability
refers to the ability of the researcher to apply the findings of the research study to other situations
(Richards, 2007). In a qualitative study, it is often difficult to apply this definition to the findings
because the findings are specific to a small number of participants who have experienced the
phenomena being studied (Shenton, 2004). Qualitative studies employ transferability by
providing transcripts from interviews that display thick descriptions from the perspective of the
participants in the study (Mishana, 2004). Thick description provides a detailed account of
experiences that occurred during the researcher’s field experience and displays the ability to put
cultural and social relationships into context (Mishana, 2004). The outcome of the interviews
with the participants in my study will result in detailed descriptions of the participant’s

experiences. Transferability was accomplished through these thick descriptions.
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Dependability

Ensuring dependability in a qualitative study involves interrogating the context and
methods used to derive data (Richards, 2009). Dependability is also obtained through assessing
the quality of the process involved in data collection, data analysis, and theory generation
(Abrams, 2010). During this process, I assessed if the research process was conducted while
ensuring that critical attention was given to rules and methodological conventions (i.e., research
questions are clear and connected to the research purpose, and parallels across data exist).
Confirmability

Efforts to establish confirmability were maintained through developing an audit trail. An
audit trail consists of, but is not limited to, journal notes and reflections that capture the data
during the process of interviewing the participants (Gray, 2009, 2011; Shenton, 2004). I utilized
a journal to record my thoughts about information shared that immediately related to research
presented in my literature review. I also reflected upon ways to improve or engage participants
more in the interviewing process when needed. Audit trails are an integral part of the research
study because of their ability to demonstrate the process in which the interpretation emerged

from the data opposed to being imposed on the data (Maxwell, Al Hano, & Skivington, 2007).

Conclusion

The purpose of this qualitative study is to capture the experiences of African-American
males with histories of receiving special education services who have successfully transitioned to
college. By utilizing CRT as both a framework and methodology, I was able to accurately capture
a rich description of these young men’s experiences. When one examines the experiences of
African-American males in the educational setting, I found race plays a significant role in guiding

their educational experiences. Given its endemic presence in ordinary everyday experiences for
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people of color, it is impossible to eliminate race from any discussions of the educational
experiences of Black males (Abrams & Moio, 2009). Although all six tenets associated with CRT
are equally important, a great deal of attention was given to tenets two and five. Tenet two refers
to race as a social contract used to categorize people based on observation. Tenet five notes the
importance of creating a space for voice in the lives of those racially oppressed. Utilizing CRT as
a theoretical framework and methodology will allow me to use the powerful tool of narratives and
storytelling to provide thick descriptions that convey a better understanding of the experiences of
the participants (Abrams & Moio, 2009; Malagon et al., 2009).

Utilizing a purposeful sample of African-American males with past histories of
enrollment in special education programs who have transitioned to a community college allowed
me to capture their experiences through semi-structured interviews, the research will add to a
field of literature that virtually does not exist. Though research describing characteristics of
resilient traits are prevalent among Black students, research that speaks directly to the experience
of Black males in special education is scarce (Wright, 2011). Based upon the research that exists
in the area of resilient students of color, academically resilient students are described as
individuals who perform well academically despite exposure to adversity (Cunningham &
Swanson, 2010; Jones, 1995).

Roosevelt Moore College was chosen as the site for this study because of the adverse
circumstances that are situated within the community that surrounds the college. In addition to
adverse community factors, the site was chosen for its reputation for providing services to
students with disabilities. Based upon the reputation of Roosevelt Moore College’s services for
disabled students, the college served as appropriate site to conduct the research study.

The data analysis process served as a factor critical to my ability to successfully
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accomplish the purpose of the study. Careful review of the data determined if the experiences of
the participants confirmed or contradicted what the literature states about resilient students of
color and factors that have contributed to their success, such as fictive kinships and positive
relationships with teachers and family members (Cunningham & Swanson, 2010). In addition to
the many tasks associated with conducting a research study, in order to ensure credibility, I had
to maintain the confidentiality of the participants and continually examine ethical considerations,
the guidance of which was critical to the study (Padget, 2009). Overall, the successful
completion of the study rested upon my ability to understand and incorporate the importance of

research that currently exists related to my research topic and literature that exists in the field.
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CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS

The purpose of this research study was to gain a better understanding of the experiences
of Black males who have successfully transitioned to college despite the challenges associated
with placement in special education programs and the societal constraints that exist as a result of
their racial affiliation. In order to best capture these experiences, semi-structured interviews were
conducted with four participants using qualitative analysis techniques, as described by Charmaz

(2001) and Strauss and Corbin (1990).

Data Analysis Process

The data analysis consisted of an overlapping process of sorting and categorizing data
through creating initial codes followed by focused codes (Charmaz, 2001; Strauss & Corbin,
1990). Initial coding consisted of reviewing the transcribed data from each interview. After
reviewing the data, initial codes were established that emerged from the data. Upon establishing
the initial codes, I assembled tables to categorize the data from general codes into specific related
concepts. By assembling tables, I was able to identify the frequency of responses as they related
to each category. Finally, the themes were reviewed in light of the phenomenon under
investigation, the specific tenets of CRT, and the key, common responses of the participants to
form overarching themes that represented their voice through expressed experiences and

perceptions of the participants as a group.

Findings
Findings from the analysis of the study data revealed common relevant responses that

represented elements essential to the experience and perceptions of the individual participants,
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relevant to the research questions (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The coded responses were
categorized into relevant thematic categories, highlighting initial themes from which to address
the research questions for the group of participants as a whole. The analysis provides textual,
verbatim data along with the response and frequency data to provide an in-depth understanding
of the experiences and perceptions of interview participants as well as to capture directly the
intimate voices of the participants. Findings are therefore discussed according to these
categories.
Influence on Decision to Attend College

The first thematic category was determined by responses related to the influences on the
decision to attend college. Key factors included the involvement of immediate and extended
family members and mentoring by teachers and other individuals in the school community.
Family support was evident in the form of guidance, role models, and assistance with decisions
about where to attend school. Table 1 (next page) illustrates the variety of the participant
responses and the frequency of occurrence among the four participants, highlighting the key

common responsces.
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Table 1

Influences on the Decision to Attend College

Response # of participants offering
this response

Family involvement 4
Chose school because is close to home 3
Support from family contributes to success and decision 3

to attend college

Family helped to make the decision where to go to 2

college

Legacy 2

Positive and safe environment 2

Role models and guidance offered 1
Mentoring by teachers and others in community 2
Always wanted to gain more and a broader knowledge 1
base
To gain experience and tools to be successful in education 1
Importance of positive influences 1
Continue education for the career I want 1
Example of those in the community who don’t have 1

degree and limitations experienced
Like going to school so much 1

Self-determination and confidence in capabilities 1

Family influences were stressed by all four participants. The following examples shed light

on the impact of family involvement for the participants. The examples below expand upon on
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several of the responses listed above, that describes the individual’s, unique experiences and

perceptions derived from these experiences.

One was the family support as far as at home. I noticed that you asked me a lot of
questions about school and everything, but you didn’t ask me about my family
support at home or was there anyone who I looked up to that made me make these
decisions of wanting to attend college, and I feel that there was someone in my
household that influenced me, which was my brother-in-law. He took his time out
and he sat me down and he talked to me daily about, you know, how important
my education was and about the different decisions I make upon my everyday
life. And by just sitting down and listening to him made me realize that I do have
a decision to make and that there are people out there that are willing to help me
with those decisions and by him sitting down and doing these type of things made
me want to do more and not just be like my peers. He made me want to do more.
And by having a disability it influenced me to want to do better, as well, because
having a disability it made me feel, you know, a little beneath or lower than the
average classmate or whoever I was going to school with. It made me feel beneath
them, but having that family support base, you know, made me overcome that
stumble or that fear within my life. . . . I would say my mother played a big part
of me choosing Roosevelt Moore College because Roosevelt Moore wasn’t my
first decision amongst colleges of attending. She wanted me to be close to the
family and able to get in contact with me to see me as much as she can, so |
decided to choose Triton because it wasn’t that far from home.

(Jeremy personal communication, December 18, 2012)

It was, first of all, it was close to home. My mother had actually gone there and
she got a nursing degree there and she knew kind of how everything was. She
knew the system, so to say. And she knew it was a pretty good environment, and I
think that played a key role into going there because you don’t want to send your
kids somewhere where you have to wonder if they’re going to make it home at

night. . . . Because I know schools in the city, like out South, that like a couple of
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my friends actually got robbed a few times because they was coming home late
night. They had their book bag, their ear phones on, and somebody clipped them
upside the head. You know you don’t want your kids to go through that, so
parents are actually worried about their getting in. I guess the environment was a
key role to actually sending me to Roosevelt Moore College, and being that it’s
close to home. . . . also, the education. It’s small enough in each class that you
won’t feel as if you’re just a number, but big enough that you’ll get the college
experience as far as the campus. I know some colleges are just as big as
universities, but they’re not a university, but they have the landscape of one. So,
you’d still get that feel of, okay, I’'m on my own, even if it’s for a few hours, you
still have that sense of having to feel responsible. But at the same time, you know
you still could go home and it’s not that far and you feel safe, opposed to having
to worry about if [ put my earphones on today will I get robbed, stuck up for my
shoes or my book bag or my laptop. Or do I not bring my laptop to school because
I’'m scared somebody is going to rob me and try to kill me for it. Education was a
key and safety, a good environment. . . . It’s a legacy luckily. My auntie, my
grandmother, my mother, my stepfather, my older sister, a couple of my uncles,
who else? I’ve got cousins, and I mean just from that you know I was looking at
them like, “They did it. It’s my turn.” You know I didn’t want to not be the one to
be like, “Well, my uncle graduated from such-in-such IT with an electrical
engineering degree, and I’d be at home doing nothing.” My cousin graduated
from Syracuse with electrical engineering and I’m doing nothing. You know my
uncle lives in Ohio, he graduated with an architect degree and design, so I was
like, okay, if they doing it, I’'m not about to look like the, say, the fool of the
family. And these are very smart people, it’s my turn to show them what I can do
too and to keep it going so that my kids can look at their great uncles and aunties
and great grandma and grandma like it’s okay to go to school. You know because
you know with the pressure of how the world is, some people are looking at it
like, “Nah, you ain’t gotta go to school, school is not for everybody.” But I mean,

even saying that, school might not be for everybody, but taking up a trade may be,
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going to a trade school to learn how to work with your hands, because if you go
and do absolutely nothing, you’re going to be left behind and it’s not going to be a
good feeling and you can’t feed yourself, let alone if you have a family. So,

definitely a legacy.  (Junior personal communication, December 11, 2012)

My older sister went there and she went there to study for. . . to be a part of their
childcare program they had during the time, and that was my connection because
other than that I didn’t know anything about the institution. But I knew that she
had gone there to pursue her educational goals. She didn’t complete, but, you
know, that connection allowed me to connect to it, so I definitely think it makes it
easier for you to make a selection if you know someone who has been through the
system and has experienced how the system works as well, especially when it
relates to helping you identify what the resources that the institution has as well.

(Kylan personal communication, December 4, 2012)
Teacher-student mentor relationships were another common response in terms of the
positive influence on the decision to attend college. The following examples demonstrate the

experiences and significant contribution of these teacher relationships.

Definitely, teachers from previous schools, some of my closest friends. I have a
mentor, you know I talk to him quite a bit and we play basketball and we talk
about school and we talk about how important education is now from back when
he was growing up, how he maybe just needed a high school degree you can
probably get a job. But now even those who just had a high school degree now
have to look forward to going back to school because those companies are getting
rid of them because they don’t have that piece of paper, as they say, to show them
that I know what I’'m doing, I have this, and I went to school for this. You know
so it was just kind of like, well, if you don’t go to school, you’re going to be
looking for a job or you’re going to be working for somewhere like McDonald’s
for the rest of your life and I don’t think you want to be making $8 for the rest of
your life. You know that’s not a way that you want to live. You want to live

comfortable enough that you can feel, okay, if I want to go somewhere I can do
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that without having to worry. So, with that in mind and looking at struggles of
people that I actually know that didn’t go to school and how they have to struggle
day in and day out, I didn’t want to live my life that way. Not to take anything
from them, because they’re great people, but without an education it’s hard to get
anywhere without knowing the right people. Sometimes you’ve got an education
and not know the right people and not have a job, but that’s a kind of shooting
yourself in the foot because you might not know the right person that can hire you
or get you into a good position. And then you’re just stuck and you end up having
to go to school anyway. So, do it rather sooner than later and don’t regret it, going
to school and bettering myself and stuff like that.

(Junior personal communication, December 11, 2012)

Well, I was a part of Toast Masters when I was in grammar school, and I
continued when I was in high school, as well. I did a lot of activities after school
while in high school so, you know, I would probably consider that as mentoring,
you know, working with the teachers, having them to take me places that I have
never been to before and giving me new experiences. So I think that played the
part of mentoring, participating in those afterschool programs.

(Kylan personal communication, December 1, 2012)

These teacher mentor relationships are further elaborated in the next section, in which the

participants described their school experiences.

School Experiences

The second thematic category revealed in the analysis was formed by clustering responses

related to the participants’ elementary and secondary school experiences and how those

experiences may have contributed to attending college. Essential to this thematic category is the

importance of building positive relationships with teachers (three of four participants). One

participant noted that he was initially embarrassed about the special education label, hiding it

from other students and feeling separated. With the help and guidance of a specific teacher, he
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was able to understand the disability as a different way of learning and not something that should

be a source of shame or embarrassment. Table 2 (next page) demonstrates the variety of

responses and associated frequencies.
Table 2

School Experiences and Perceptions of Special Education Students

Response

# of participants

offering this response

Built positive relationships with teachers

Sought out volunteer opportunities, assisting and volunteering

after school
Elementary experience was like a big family

Wanted to hide sped status at first from other students; initially
felt separated

Teachers taught me to embrace my disability as a different way of

learning, not a bad thing

Able to help others to feel good about self despite disability
Received assistance from sped office to conquer the challenges
Perceptions of those with sped services

People wrongly look down on sped students because of the

way they learn differently
Everyone learns at different rates

People should not judge others on how fast it takes them to

learn something

3
1

The key common theme in this category highlighted the development of relationships,

primarily with teachers. The following examples provide narratives of these experiences among

the participants.

Well, I don’t know this about me, but most of my math and science teachers, I
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would reach out to them and tell them thank you. I met like my—I want to say my
sophomore year. Well, actually, all four years in high school I had great math
teachers, so I loved it. They always supported me and like if I came to them after
hours or before class, they were always willing to work with me, so I greatly
appreciated that. My science teacher was actually my track coach, too, so if |
talked to him outside of class while we had a track meet, about something about
physics, because that was the class, he would actually encourage me and tell me
in real-life scenarios how to apply. And it helped me because I’'m like, okay, this
is what it applies to, instead of you teach me this formula or this and this and I'm
like, what are you talking about? He actually broke it down into real-life
scenarios, which I grasped a little bit easier than sometimes doing a formula
you’re throwing words at me. So my science mostly, my science and my, and I
had one English teacher, and I really don’t like English that much, but he was
probably the greatest English teacher I have ever had. And not only from a
teacher standpoint, but from a relationship, student-to-teacher relationship, like
we had an actual, I think, a good relationship. And I would definitely tell him
thank you because he was a great person. So that made teaching, for me to
actually like his class, it made it easier because I knew him as a person. So that
was good. And let’s see, so my math teacher, science teacher, and my English
teacher. And a couple of my coaches, I’ll actually thank them, too, because even
though they got on my nerves sometimes, the life lessons they taught me, you
know, bigger than the actual basketball that [ was learning at the time. It was a
bigger picture that I didn’t see at the time that [ see now. And there’s a work
effort that I continue to put forth in everything I do, not only basketball, but
everything I do in life. And just to not quit and to be a leader. You know you
watch stuff, and then when it’s time for you to step up you’re always ready, so [
would tell all of them thank you.

(Junior personal communication, December 4, 2012)

Throughout my educational experience in both elementary school and in high

school I always built solid relationships with my teachers, to always helping out,

102



assisting, volunteering after school, because I think that it’s, you know, it’s just
healthy to do so. But I’ve always had positive connections with those in the role of
teacher.

(Kylan personal communication, December, 1, 2012)

Well, throughout my high school, throughout my high school, throughout going to
high school, I experienced a relationship with my teachers and my peers. With my
teachers I experienced getting the definition and understanding about being in
special education. I felt that it was something that I wanted to hide from the other
students throughout high school. It was something I didn’t want nobody to know
and when I heard of being in special ed or LD slow classes, I felt bad about it, but
having different conversations with my teachers influenced me that it’s just a
name and it’s okay to have a disability, or to be in special ed because it helps you
with things that you are facing in your day-to-day life and it took me a while to
understand that it was okay and that the help was there. I mean, as far as with
students, they said bad things to make me feel different, but like I said about
sitting down with my teachers and them telling me that it was okay, I had to
experience myself knowing that I was in special-education classes and that [ was
learning through a different way.

(Jeremy personal communication, December 18, 2012)

Personal perceptions of being labeled with a disability and their own experience confirm

existing stereotypes and misperceptions that exist for special education students. Special

education students are often looked down upon and considered to be incapable of achieving at

high levels academically; however, the reality is that they only learn differently from others and

should not be judged according to how or how quickly they learn. This was passionately

expressed by Junior, who stated,

I think people need to know that people from, say special ed or whatever, that
they are actually, you know people don’t look at them as always the smartest

people or always the coolest people, but you know we are human just like
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anybody else. We have friends, we have families. And I think people wrongly
look down on those people just because of the way they learn or a certain
disability that they might have, opposed to looking at them as, what if this was my
brother or my sister or my cousin? You know everybody is faced with different
challenges, so I believe that this will help enlighten people to understanding that
they are the same no matter how they learn or what they might look like. And
personally going through it and knowing how certain people tend to look at
people that is not of, say, mental capacity of somebody else, they look at them
like, you know, badly. Opposed to looking at them like, okay, he might not be the
fastest when it comes to doing the math problem, but he can draw out the world or
he can make music. We still are humans, but we just, the way of our thinking is a
little different or it’s not as fast processed as others. But pretty much to say that
we’re human and everybody don’t have the same mental capacity, so everybody
learns at a different rate. But learning, they don’t put a standard on when you
should learn something or how fast you should. So I think people should not
judge people on how fast it takes them to learn something or how slow.

(Junior personal communication, November 30, 2012)

IEP, the Transition Process, and Initial College Experiences

The third thematic category is related to school experiences; more specifically, highlighting
the transition process from high school to college, experiences of IEP meetings and transition
meetings, and initial college experiences and services received. The responses to this inquiry
were varied. One specified challenge in this transition period was noted by one participant, who
discussed the challenge of not knowing the resources available in college or how to access them.
In contrast, the IEP and transition meetings described by participants served to meet just their
immediate high school needs, such as identifying their strengths and weaknesses, keeping them
on track with credits and helping them to identify specific challenges upon entering college.

Consistently communicated by the participants was the fact that the IEP meetings also
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encouraged them to continue to work hard, while directing the student to possible resources,
giving the student an idea of what to expect in college, and supporting the student’s confidence.
Absent from the transition process were concrete visible efforts to ensure college and/or
vocational resources were in place upon their exit from high school. In terms of the resources
and special services made available to the students in college, the TRiO program at this college
was noted by two participants. Other participants noted the use of tutoring services and the

receipt of extra time for assignments and testing.
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Table 3

IEP and HS Transition to College

Response # of participants
offering this response

IEP and HS transition meetings

Helped identify what need to focus on and possible challenges 2
upon entering college

Encouraged me to continue to work hard 2
Focus of IEP meetings was to identify areas of strength and 1
weaknesses

Directed me to possible resources 1
Gave me an idea of what to expect in college 1
Helped track grades 1
Gave me confidence through teacher feedback that I could do it. 1

Transition process and initial college experiences

Challenge of the transition from HS to college; not knowing 1
resources and ways to connect

Support from family and friends makes it less scary, not that bad 1
Pride in working hard for something and achieving that knowledge 1
Transition process was difficult 1

Services offered in college

TRiO program: Helps to track academic progress and tutoring 2
Tutor: for more one-on-one attention 1
Went to department of disabilities for assistance; received extra 1
time

None 1

Study participants focused on the benefits of the IEP and transitional meetings in terms of
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helping to identify their needs and possible resources in college. The following examples give

the details offered by each participant.
Well, I think that they helped me a lot because if they keep, they helped me to
keep track of my grades, to see where I’'m at, and see where I stand, or what,
where I needed help on at that time, because like one of the subjects I was kind of
down the drain with and I needed to focus on that; then, when my next IEP
meeting came up they shot up to a eight. Mmm, what else? That’s all I can think

of. (Bernard personal communication, December 8, 2012)
Kylan described identifying strengths and weaknesses, and the possible challenges that

might be faced in the college setting.
Well, do you want the IEP meetings, what it. . . you know, the fabric of the
meeting was basically to identify areas you were strong in and areas you were not
so strong in. And the meeting kind of helped me to really kind of see those areas I
was not so strong in and the areas I was strong in as well. So areas I needed to
improve in as well. And it kind of helped me with relation to Triton and what I
need to focus on and what my challenges were going to be entering the Triton
system. . . . So it just really being able to identify what the strong points and weak
points and directing me to possible resources as well, giving me insight on
possible resources I can tap into there as well. So, really, like a guide to where
you’re at and kind of like what you need to do to get to the next level.

(Kylan personal communication, December 1, 2012)
Other participants also highlighted the encouragement they received to continue to

work hard:
Well, my experience throughout that process, I can remember in my [EP meetings
of the different compliments that I was getting from my teachers, the feedback
that they were saying that I’'m such as a go-getter, I want to do. And by hearing
those things and getting it steady pounded in my head I felt that after high school
my transition to Triton is that. . . [ mean that Jeremy is this guy that, he’s this guy

that he can do it. You know, he’s a go-getter, he asks, he’s opening up more. He’s
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asking questions. He’s getting involved in more things. And by hearing those
things and doing those things I felt myself being able to do so. And just by
hearing those words of accomplishments and those uplifting words, it played a
very huge impact in, in my school here at Triton. I believe that having those
meetings helped me out a lot because of the positive talk that they were saying
and, you know, bragging about that I was an accomplishment throughout my high
school years. They gave me the confidence of wanting to do more and wanting to

help others do more. (Jeremy personal communication, December 18, 2012)

Well most of the discussion was to continue the good work because they seen
how I progressed as a student throughout the four years I was in high school. And
they’d seen how more encouraged I was and better I was when it came to
academic studies. So they encouraged me to continue that and to always work as
hard as I did, and to pretty much take the bull, how do they say it, bull by the
horn? Instead of procrastinating things, I was like more, let’s do it, let’s do it now.
And get an understanding instead of being hesitant and procrastinating about their
stuff. So the last couple of meetings were just pretty much them supporting me
and telling me to continue with the good work and to don’t be discouraged.
Because you know many people fail classes, but you ultimately fail once you
stop. So I was like, don’t quit, just continue on and work as hard as possible
because you know once you give your best effort, nobody can take that away
from you. So it was moral support and continue to strive for the better in
myself...I would say the most helpful was being able to reach out I guess, to say to
be able to communicate with people that have been to college and kind of pick
their mind on how a college experience would be and what to expect, and how to
approach classes, and how to not just be in a box so to say. . . . But it definitely
prepared me from a standpoint of knowing what could happen and not going in
there with a blank mind like, “Oh, is this going to happen or is this going to
happen?” Instead of guessing, I kind of had a couple, a couple—I can’t think of
the word—I guess, like I said, I had an idea on how things were going to work

(Junior personal communication, December 4, 2012)
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Attributes Critical to Success

The participants offered their insight into the factors that are perceived to be contributing
factors to student success in terms of the ability to attend college. These responses served to
form the fourth thematic category of perceived critical attributes to successful transition to
college. Common themes included self-motivation and ability and desire to self-educate (3 of 4
participants), guidance and support from parents and family (3 of 4 participants), desire and drive
for personal success (2 of 4), and surrounding yourself with “the right people” in terms of
positive role models and influences by peers. Table 4 offers a variety of responses with
associated frequencies of occurrence among the four participants.
Table 4

Attributes Critical to Success

Response # of participants

offering this response

Be self-motivated; self-educate 3

Parents and family that point you to your goals; importance of 3

influence of family

Have drive and desire to succeed 2
Surround yourself with right people; striving for goals and 2
education

Have to be future focused at all times 1
Seek resources available to you 1
Importance of education K-12 1
Consistent; not giving up 1
Confidence; self-esteem; able to be self 1
Feeling a part of something 1

Common themes consisted of being self-motivated and self-educated, having the drive to
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succeed, remaining focused on the future, and demonstrating confidence, despite having a

learning disability. These concepts were expressed in detail by Junior, who explained:

Another question would be, what is your motive, what is your motivation to
actually keep going? Like, what is making you want to strive to be better? Like,
you know what have you seen that made it click in your mind, like, I can’t live
this way and I don’t want to live this way? You know I don’t want to be looked at
like this; I want to make an example; [ want to make a difference. I want to, you
know, I don’t want to follow trends, I want to set them. . . . [ want to be great. |
want to, like, when I leave this earth [ want to be known for something beyond
just being a nice guy. | want to be known for he was a nice guy, but he was smart.
He was intelligent beyond belief. He was able to talk to people, and they wouldn’t
know that he might have had a learning disability when he was younger because
he actually worked that hard to better himself, that you wouldn’t know the
difference between him and the next person. I want to be able to, you know, when
I’m gone they say, “He impacted my life.” I want to impact people’s life in a
positive way. And not only Black young men, but everyone. I want them to look
at me and say, “That’s who [ want to strive to be.” And when I get older, no
matter what the situation is you’ve been faced with, no matter how many times
you’ve been knocked down, the only time you truly fell is when you quit. You
know you can get pushed down on the floor, but if you keep getting back up
you’re not losing. You know you’re still getting better every time. And just to, |
mean, it’s a lot. I want to write a book so you know I want to inspire the world. I
mean that’s my whole. . . . I just, I think I want to just help other people with my
life so that they can look at it and be like, “You know what, he came from this, he
was faced with this, and yet he still grows from it all.” Like you wouldn’t have
known that I was sick or you wouldn’t have know that, technically, I wasn’t
supposed to graduate from college or I wasn’t supposed to be an author one day.
You wouldn’t know that, or you wouldn’t have thought that it would happen

because of the statistics of what people or the environment or people may say that
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people with certain disabilities might have, like me. They probably are not going
to make it out of their grade. They’re going to be somewhere cooped up in a
halfway house or in jail or in trouble all the time. I don’t want that to be said, I
want them like, “Wow, he had this.” You know they read my book and say,
“Wow, he was faced with this?”” And they’d be astounded. So, I want to make
people say, “Wow!”

(Junior personal communication, December 11, 2012)
Kylan focused on the needs to be self-motivated and a self-educator and the desire to be a

SUCCESS:

Well, if I could just encourage students who are behind me, I just would
encourage them by telling them to be self-educators, education is important. It
allows you to negotiate while you’re at the table. It allows people to take you
serious on matters that they didn’t take you serious on before. And always, always
read, because reading gives you, not only does it give you knowledge, but it also
gives you information and information is very, very important in today’s society.
And people will be able to elevate you based on that information that you have.
So the more you know, the more you’ll be able to grow and the farther you’ll be
able to go, as well. So it’s important to just. . . being able to just read, and gain as
much knowledge and wisdom as possible; and listen to folks who have been
through the process already because it limits your liabilities, going through the
process of listening. Also being able to follow instructions when people give them
to you as well. The more you are able to do that, the less liabilities you have and
the more successful you will be because of those things. . . . I would just probably
add that you have to want success for yourself and you have to be future focused
at all times. No matter what challenges that the individual may face, you have to
seek those resources that are available to you to achieve whatever goals you have,
and you have to be future focused at all times. And the other thing is having the
drive to win, because that’s what it’s simply about. It’s about the individual

choosing to win, in spite of the odds being against you, you have to choose for
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yourself that you want to live a better life; you want to provide something better
for yourself, for your family, and for those who are around you. And we have to
start thinking about, well, how can I leave my mark, right? And what can I do to
bring my brick to this bridge so that others may be able to cross over it as well. So
it just simply, you know students being self educators. You know if you don’t get
it in the schools, you have to go out and seek it yourself because that’s life. All
the time we may not get the information from one particular person. We have to
do our own research and examination, so to say, so that we could make better
choices ourselves and not go off of information that’s just being given to us, but
be self educators. And that is very, very, very important. And even with the things
that happen in the Chicago Public School System, that was my message as the
teachers and the union and the city and the administration and state were going
against each other. My motivation is why you guys are out of school, don’t get on
Facebook, but pick a book, a real book, and read so that you could become a self
educator. Because at the bottom, at the end of the day that’s really how you get
ahead. Because it’s up to you and that’s how you do well in college because
they’re not going to hold your hand when you get there. They’re not going to be
calling home telling your parents to help you with your homework or that you
didn’t do your homework. It’s all going to be on you, and that’s why I think for so
long we have been, folks have been holding our hand, but when it’s time for them
to let go, we kind of reject that and we don’t do so well, simply because of that
whole process. But eventually it’s going to have to stop, and I think that we need
to at earlier stages, start getting our students into having them being self
educators, picking up a book, doing extra, going beyond what the teacher gives
you so that you could be able to compete in this competitive society when it
relates to the educational piece or jobs or just being able to compete in life in
general. So self educators, I think, is very important. And just being self
motivators, not waiting on others to say, “You’re doing a good job,” or “Keep up
the good work,” because that may not come. And you need to know that if you

want to continue, that you need to have that within yourself and you need to
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choose to win, choose to win.

(Kylan personal communication, December 1, 2012)

Junior also expressed the importance of hard work on perseverance despite adversity:

You know, I look at me and my brother, for instance, he’s in college, I’'m in col-
lege, and you’re like, well I only had my mom, or I lived in the worse neighbor-
hood. Well, I only had my mom and I mean my neighborhood wasn’t the Beverly
Hills or anything, but you know me and my brother worked together with our
mom and we both... I mean, we’re not successful yet, but we’re always working
for that. You know being able to go to college, some people look at that as like
it’s like a dream. And being that me and my brother have and are in college, you
know it’s like it’s not only a dream, but it’s something that can be reached if you

try hard enough. (Junior personal communication, December 1, 2012)
Participants also discussed the importance of parents and family influence. For

example, participant Bernard stated,
The more you learn, the only thing you can be successful is from your parents
because they’ll point you to that goal in life on what you’re trying to become or
trying to be, trying to accomplish that and keep on doing what you want you want

to do and have a life.
Educational and Career Goals
The fifth thematic category was developed from participant responses related to their

personal career and educational goals. Essential to this thematic category was the shared belief
that this first degree would serve as a stepping stone for continuing educational pursuits (three of
four participants). The career goals of the participants varied, but they highlighted the desire for
success in starting their own businesses or generally contributing to the working society by being
a leader or by inspiring and empowering other young Black men to do the same. Table 5 presents

the responses under this thematic category and the frequency of these responses.
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Table 5

Educational and Career Goals

Response # of participants
offering this response

Career goals

Start my own business or firm 2
Senior engineer status 1
Empower other young Black men to do the same 1
Work in nonprofit sector 1
Automotive technician 1
Can use degree to further career 1

Educational goals

Will continue education beyond this degree; will use to further 3
my education

Degree is something no one can take away from me 1

Participants in this study exhibited strong career and educational goals. The following

examples provide a glimpse of these goals and expectations for the future:

Well, with the degree that [ will receive from Roosevelt Moore College, I know
it’s a degree that no one can take from me, and I can use it to further my
education and further my career, and to help others. And working with my hands
and knowing about cars is something that I take dearly to my heart so, getting a
degree in with working with automotives will really help me in my career.

(Jeremy personal communication, December 16, 2012)

Well, I plan on being one day a senior engineer at a firm. And after that I plan on
actually owning my own firm for not only Black engineers, but a very diverse
workplace. But I want to, so to say, empower the minds of young Black men that

they can pretty much do anything no matter what some may look at them as or
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how they might be perceived as. But you know, try to broaden their horizon as
mine was opened up as I started my journey at college and seeing different things,
met different people. So pretty much owning my own business instead of working
for other people, but at the same time giving back to people of not only my race

but others. (Junior personal communication, November 30, 2012)

Well, I am currently studying at Roosevelt Moore College in general studies; I’'m
getting a degree in general studies. And my goal is to transfer over to North
University to gain a degree, a bachelor’s degree in justice, while I hope to take that
degree to City University, and get a degree in public administration. And then after
that I hope to springboard to start my own consulting business, a communications
firm, while also working in the nonprofit sector with that degree in public

administration. (Kylan personal communication, December 1, 2012)

Educational goal is trying to stay on top and never fail; and career plans is to stay
career plans. . . Pretty much. . . I pretty much see myself as an automotive

technician. (Bernard)

Cultural Conditions and Misperceptions for African-American Males

The sixth thematic category, cultural conditions and misperceptions for African-American
males was formed from both participant perceptions related to current literature depicting the
dismal state of affairs for African-American males and their own perceptions of issues
surrounding higher education for Black males. Common responses included the need to defy
stereotypes and generational scars (3 of 4 participants), a multitude of issues that must be
addressed to support African-American achievement (2 of 4 participants), and the need to
support and develop resilience in African-American students to promote perseverance (2 of 4
participants). A comprehensive compilation of responses is provided in Table 6 (next page)

along with the associated frequencies.
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Table 6

Issues and Misperceptions of African-American Men

Response

# of participants offering

this response

Breaking down stereotypes and generational scars

Many issues that must be addressed in order to see positive
results in AA achievement

Need to support and develop resilience in AA students to these
issues so that they persevere

Need to focus on K-8 to get them future focused and more

driven
Need to empower AA male

Fighting racism and misperceptions of AAs in higher

education
Lack of two-parent home or family
Not every young Black male has the same problems

School experiences, friends, community experiences that at

shape contribute to positive self-concepts and developments

If apply self to best of ability will succeed, despite racism or
other things

Can chose role models who have succeeded, then aren’t trying
to be White, just emulating success

3
2

Participants in this study described the need to break down negative and debilitating

stereotypes that contribute to the struggles of Black males. This concept was perhaps best

described in detail and at length by Kylan:

When people are introduced to an African-American young man, you know they

have all of these thoughts running through their heads that they are creating based

on their experience with others. So you know you’re tearing down that. But also
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you know it’s just generational barriers that must be broken. You know we are
now making some major strides, some relates to different things in our world with
our President Barack Obama now, you know you’re looking at a lot of young
African Americans saying it is possible, I too can be president. We just kind of
really got there, but we really are still not there. So when it relates to, like,
employment things, we have to kind of empower our young people to, you know
when they step out, to step out ready and prepared because there are a lot of
stereotypes that are out there that must be torn down. There are a lot of negative
thoughts and perceptions that are out there about African-American men. All of
them are not standing on the corner, but you have those who are graduating with
masters and PhDs. And you have some of my friends that I know that I have kind
of associated myself with, they have showed me that it is possible, so we have to
put those individuals on the frontlines to continue to show young men in African-
American communities and in schools and universities that it is possible. You
know when things get rough, you know if your friend was able to do it, well, if
this guy was able to do it, I too can do it. And that’s why I continue to surround
myself around positive African-American male influences. . . . A lot of barriers
need to be broken, generational curses and chains that need to be broken, but it’s
within us to be great because there’s greatness in our history. . . . So, we need to
really kind of evaluate that system. And I know it is relevant in our school system.
It is definitely relevant in our school system, and I have watched so many
students, and not only their peers, but family members just kind of ridicule them
just because they can’t articulate their words properly. So we have to start
embracing that and praising it as well. When we see young people living up to
their fullest potential and utilizing their talents to move along and to get ahead in
our society. And that’s really what I think the country is built on. I think that
everyone has a talent and it’s simply about utilizing that talent to get to the place
you want to be. And it’s not something that’s complex. It’s just about identifying
a talent and assisting students and challenging them to live up to their full

potential. So I definitely think that this is true, and I had a conversation with
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someone who I work with about what does that mean, acting White? And it was
the same thing the statement just said. You know we have to really identify and
help our students identify what does acting White mean? Does acting intelligent
mean to acting White? And I’d definitely say no, it’s just simply acting intelligent
and having the skills or talents that are needed to get to the next level. Because
that’s what people look for, they look for intelligent people, whether you are
African American or White. They want someone who can speak well and
someone who could communicate their message in a way that people can

understand it. (Kylan personal communication, December 1, 2012)
Kylan continued to convey the multitude of issues facing the Black youth and that the
solutions start at home and include teachers and educators in the community, commenting on the

it-takes-a-village mentality:

But I think that there are many marks or many scrapes that must be addressed
when it relates to African-American students because they’re coming in with so
many different problems so it’s really hard for you to focus on your academics if
you are struggling with housing issues and you don’t have a place to live. And it’s
really hard to focus on academics when you can barely get back and forth to
school. Or when you are thinking about what you’re going to eat when you get
home because there may not be any food in the refrigerator. So there are a lot of
issues that must be addressed in order for us to really start seeing some positive
results in relation to African-American students achieving their goals. . . . And
staying involved in the process and not giving up and dropping out simply
because something has happened at home or something has occurred that is
messing up their atmosphere, their thinking atmosphere. But we need to kind of
build up a strong resistance within them. And it starts with, it starts at home, but if
they’re not, if they don’t get it at home we need to kind of go back to that it-takes-
a-village mindset and mentality to make sure that if you see that they’re not
getting it at home, have other components in place. Like teachers stepping up if

the teachers are identifying that the parents are not participating in the process, the
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teacher provide other outlets to encourage their student to live up to his or her full
potential. So there is a lot of work that needs to be done to address the issue. And

I think. . . I don’t think it will be something that will happen overnight, but I think
that we need to start making the correct steps in that right direction to address the

problem, and we’ll start seeing some positive results.

(Kylan personal communication, December 1, 2012)

Junior added similarly,

Well, I only had my mom and I mean my neighborhood wasn’t the Beverly Hills
or anything, but you know me and my brother worked together with our mom and
we both. . . . I mean, we’re not successful yet, but we’re always working for that.
You know being able to go to college, some people look at that as like it’s like a
dream. And being that me and my brother have and are in college, you know it’s
like it’s not only a dream, but it’s something that can be reached if you try hard
enough. No matter where you come from, I look at it as if the person wants to do
it, they’re going to do it. Like you look at TV and you say, “Well, this guy is
selling drugs.” Well, look at the guy that’s not selling drugs. That’s the same age
that’s doing what he should be doing instead of downplaying that all Black guys
end up in jail or sell drugs or have babies. And you know it’s not true. I mean
there’s a time and place for everything; you plan on having a kid, but when it’s
planned, instead of having it when you’re 16. So, that is definitely a negative vibe
you would get when you look at those types of things, magazines, the TV, the
news, it’s always negative when it is young Black males that are doing the right
thing. And they’re not, unless they get glorified, but they’re not getting put out
there as much as the negative people are.

(Junior personal communication, December 4, 2012)

Bernard described the need for increased awareness:

You have to be aware of what’s being said or what’s being told to the young,
Black males because you can’t believe anything that other people will be saying

about them. . . because they just got to be, they just got to be aware because if you
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don’t be aware you’re going to wind up not doing the things that you really

wanted to do. When you exceed through high. . . exceed through elementary

school, high school and college, you would just be coming out of high school and

not go to college and just sit around being. . . get in trouble, fights, jail, or

probably wind up being dead.

(Bernard personal communication, December 8, 2012)

Feedback and Recommendations for Teachers and Counselors

The participants in this study were asked to provide their feedback and recommendations
to the high school teachers and counselors who assisted them in their transition to college. The
responses were varied, but the participants offered their gratitude for the encouragement and
support extended to them by their teachers and counselors. In addition to their gratitude, the
following recommendations were also made.

Table 7

Recommendations and Feedback to Teachers and Counselors

Response # of participants offering
this response

Encourage to go beyond teaching, and ensure they equip 1

students with resources and tools

Invest in promising students, make sure working up to 1
potential
Make sure students know it is going to be challenging, but 1

to stick to it, be future focused
Encourage students to aspire to be great 1

Let them know they can do it, can go to college 1

Kylan mentioned the recommendations to encourage mentorship and go beyond

classroom teaching while also specifically investing in those students with promise and
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supporting them, but also being realistic with them by letting them know it is going to be

challenging and not to give up.

It was difficult, challenging, and almost thought to be impossible, with starting
the process. And I would definitely encourage them to just go beyond making
sure that they equip students with the correct resources and tools to make the
transition to appear easy. Because it would have been very easy to just give up,
but me being the fighter that I am, I continue to move forward on my faith to do
what seemed to be impossible at the time. So, I would definitely strongly
encourage them to give students the resources, go beyond just teaching them the
curriculum, but also make sure that you are connecting with them, too. . . . And if
you see talent in someone, invest in them and make sure that their students are
living up to their fullest potential. . . . And I know that they have a lot of students
that they may deal with, but just making sure students know that it is possible that
it’s going to be, you know it may be challenging, but to stick with it and to always
encourage the students to remain future focused, because that’s how I was able to

make it. (Kylan personal communication, December 1, 2012)
Jeremy also highlighted the need to encourage students, in terms of letting them know

they can do it, specifically those with learning disabilities.
I would say that it could be done and that I’'m a living testament of it being done
because everyone has that little person inside of them telling them what they
cannot do. You know, and if a lot of students, even myself, have that small voice
inside of me telling me what I cannot do because I have a disability. And what I
felt what others might say. But what I would like to let them know is that they
should tell their students that it’s able to be done. It can be accomplished because
Jeremy, he was the student that you guys are and that, and that I’m here; that
Jeremy, he’s moving forward with his life. He’s in college and just because
you’re in special ed or you have a disability, it doesn’t stop here as far as high
school; you can also go to college and receive a degree and have a career.

(Jeremy personal communication, December 18, 2012).
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Further, Kylan described experiences from the perspective of the special education

student and the need to encourage these students to aspire to greatness, despite the challenge:

And I had a lot of students, I mean a lot of teachers at the school as well to kind of
speak over me as well. So, teachers need to continue to speak over students, even
when they’re not at their best, continue to let them know that they could aspire to
be something great and better. . . . Let them know that they want to do great
things and that they’re going to achieve great levels of achievement. And just
speak over in whatever they see. So they may see you as doing something really
powerful in the future, so a lot of those teachers say, “I know the kid will go and
do great things, or I know that you are going to be a powerful young person in the
community.” And just being able to speak words basically of encouragement over

the student.  (Kylan personal communication, December 1, 2012)
Participation in the Present Study
Finally, the participants were asked what influenced their decision to participate in this
present study. The responses offer insight into their desire to have their voices be heard and to
support positive change among these students. Although varied, each response reflects social
responsibility in terms of capturing an accurate representation of Black males by highlighting
their perspectives and academic successes. Table 8 provides the different responses given by

participants and the associated frequencies.
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Table 8

What Influenced Decision to Participate in the Study

Response # of participants offering

this response

Providing the Black male student perspective of college 2
Offer my point of view 1
Explaining my success may help others through similar problems 1
People avoid asking for help because of disability or being made 1

fun of, but can be cheating self of an education

Participants expressed their influence in choosing to participate in the study, which
reflected their social concerns and the ability to offer their perspective to assist others. Kylan
stated simply, “I feel like it’s a great way to communicate as successfully as possible from a
student perspective.” Similarly, Bernard noted, “I’m trying to—trying to get my point of view on
what I see when I attend two different schools and that’s pretty much it. Just to get my point of
view on the things I see.” Jeremy provided great detail in his answer, giving clues into the

rationale behind providing one’s perspective or point of view:

Well, what influenced me to participate in this is that I know I’m not the only
student that has problems and stumbles throughout college and I won’t be the
only one. And there are other students that have these problems and by me
explaining my success and the help that I am getting, I believe that it’s able to
help another student in their situation that they’re going through in college. And I
believe that every college student should be able to have someone to go to for
help. And I believe I’m the person that, again, that can help them with the
information that I’'m providing to you all. . . . Well, I mean, I had a lot of
influences. One, being that I felt if [ was able to speak on my behalf personally
from, how do I say, how I feel different Black men probably don’t get to speak

when you know. . . [ don’t know how to say this? There’s a lot. . . Pretty much
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just being heard. The knowing the ups and downs of going through college, I
mean people don’t always get a male. . . that is, Black perspective because they
don’t look at us as going to college in the first place. So once I attended college
and had learned and experienced different things, I think other people should
know that at first it’s scary, but it’s not being able to talk about it and get my
perspective on if you go in with support from family and friends, I mean it’s not
as bad as it seems, as most probably make it seem like it is. But it’s not that bad. I
mean it’s hard work, but it’s not. . . I mean if everything was given to you, you
wouldn’t appreciate it. So being able to work hard for something and then, say,
getting an A in a calculus class or chemistry class, you feel like, yes, I’'m one step
closer to what I want to achieve in life and nobody can ever take that information
that you do gain away from you. . . . I believe that students shy away from
wanting to ask help for, you know, with certain things that they’re dealing with
within their classes, you know, because of maybe a disability or maybe they feel
that they’d be made fun of. And I feel that by letting those things get the best of
you, you are cheating yourself out of a degree and your education because there
are people out there to help you overcome these stumbles that you are facing, and
you don’t just want that to go by. And the help is there, so I feel that if there’s
anything that’s bothering you or that you need help with, try to reach out and ask
someone for help, because help is there.

(Jeremy personal communication, December 16, 2012)

Conclusions

The conclusions were developed from combining information gained through the review of

individual narratives and the key common responses within the thematic categories of the

previous section. The data from the thematic categories were clustered and re-organized into the

following overarching themes, which offer insight into the conclusions for the group as a whole.

Thus, the overarching themes below describe how the participants as a group perceived the
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essence of their experiences. The themes and corresponding experiences provide the overall
conclusions of the data analysis.

Theme 1: Defying Racial Stereotypes and Generational Scars

Desire to defy stereotypes and generational scars that have sustained negative issues that
promote educational and societal constraints for Black males. The multitude of constraints and
challenges that exist for Black males must be addressed from a multilayered approach, which
must be addressed to develop resilience and promote positive outcomes for Black males.

Theme 2: Family Support and College Attendance

Family support and influence contributes to student success and the decision to attend
college and which college to attend through providing positive role models, guidance, and a safe
and positive environment.

Theme 3: Teacher Relationships and Student Success

Relationships established with teachers greatly affect student’s desire to attend college.
Maintaining positive relationships ensures students have access to resources and have developed
positive attitudes about the benefits of hard work and perseverance.

Positive relationships and mentoring relationships with teachers as well as other members
of the school community encourage achievement and ultimately support college attendance. The
importance of learning that having a disability status is not something to hide or be embarrassed
about, but rather is a personal characteristic that reflects your learning style and not your
intelligence. This concept, along with the support and encouragement of family and the school
community, supported these participants to demonstrate educational and career goals of higher

education, leadership, and entrepreneurial achievement.
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Theme 4: High School Transitional Meetings

Transition from high school to college was aided by IEP and transition meetings, which
served to help identify possible challenges upon entering college and encourage the student to
continue to work hard, while identifying areas of strengths and weaknesses and directing the
student to possible resources, such as tutoring services and programs such as the Trio program.

Theme 5: Attributes Critical to Success

Attributes critical to success included self-motivation and ability and desire to selt-
educate, the drive and desire to succeed, and the ability to surround oneself with positive people
who support striving for goals and the value of education.

Theme 6: Educational and Career Goals

Educational goals consisted of pursuing their education beyond the community college.
Career goals consisted of exploring entrepreneurship and empowering other Black males to
pursue their educational goals.

Theme 7: Voices from the Black Male Perspective

The desire to have their voices heard from the perspective a Black male perspective.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION

Critical Race Theory

This study utilized critical race theory (CRT) as a theoretical framework to understand the
experiences of African-American males with past histories of enrollment in special education
who successfully attend community college. Increasingly, CRT has become utilized as a
conceptual lens to identify the intersectionality of race, gender, and racism that shapes the
experiences of Black students in the K-12 elementary system (Caton, 2012). Caton further
articulates that when used as a framework, CRT confirms ways in which racism is embedded in
the school system contributing to unequal educational experiences for Black males.

In addition to utilizing CRT as a theoretical lens, this study also incorporated CRT as its
methodology through storytelling and narratives. As a methodology, CRT allows scholars the
opportunity to challenge the premise that the United States has transformed to a color-blind
society by capturing the experiences of Black males who have been exposed to racism and racial
microaggressions that have become intertwined in the fabric of the educational system (Caton,
2012). The primary goal of exploring these experiences was captured by using the storytelling
component of CRT. By utilizing CRT, the young men were able to have their voices heard, while
conveying their experiences from the perspective of individuals who have experienced cultural
conditions associated with being a marginalized member of society (Abrams & Moi, 2009;

Malagon, 2009).
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Themes
Through engaging in rich dialogue with the participants from the study, seven themes
emerged that captured the depth of the experiences the young men shared. The next portion of

this discussion will provide descriptions of the themes that emerged with the participants.

Theme 1: Defying Racial Stereotypes and Generational Scars

There is a desire to defy stereotypes and generational scars that have sustained negative
issues that promote educational and societal constraints for Black Males. The multitude of
constraints and challenges that exist for Black males must be addressed from a multilayered
approach, which must be addressed to develop resilience and promote positive outcomes for

Black males.

Theme 2: Family Support and College Attendance
Family support and influence contributes to student success and the decision to attend
college and which college to attend through providing role models, guidance, and a safe and

positive environment.

Theme 3: Teacher Relationships and Student Success

Positive relationships and mentorship relationships with teachers, as well as other members
of the school community, encouraged achievement and ultimately supported college attendance.
It was important to learn that having a disability status is not something to hide or be
embarrassed about, but rather is a personal characteristic that reflects your learning style and not
your intelligence. This concept, along with the support and encouragement of family and the
school community, enabled these participants to demonstrate education and career goals of

higher education, leadership, and entrepreneurial achievement. Maintaining positive
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relationships ensures students have access to resources and have developed positive attitudes

about the benefits of hard work and perseverance.

Theme 4: Transition from High School to College

The transition from high school to college was aided by IEP and transition meetings, which
served to help identify possible challenges upon entering college and encouraged the student to
continue to work hard, while identifying areas of strengths and weaknesses. Transition meetings
also directed students to possible resources, such as tutoring services, and programs, such as the

TRIO program.

Theme 5: Attributes Critical to Success
Attributes critical success included self-motivation and ability and desire to self-educate,
drive and desire to succeed, and the ability to surround oneself with positive people who

supported striving for goals and the value of education.

Theme 6: Educational and Career Goals
Educational goals consisted of pursuing their education beyond the community college.
Career goals consisted of exploring entrée and empowering other Black males to pursue their

educational goals.

Theme 7: Voices from a Black Male’s Perspective

The desire to have their voices heard from the perspective of a Black male. Literature on
Black males portrays them as problematic individuals who are unable to productively contribute
to society. Absent from the literature are stories of resilient Black males who make positive live
choices and achieve positive educational outcomes. Given the absence of the perspective of

Black males in the literature, this study will capture their unheard voices. In an effort to best

129



capture the depth of the experiences, each participant will be presented as a mini-chapter.
Presenting each participant in this manner will allow me to fully describe their experiences as

they relate to each theme that emerged in this study.

Junior

Theme 1: Defying Stereotypes and Generational Scars

Discussions regarding the plight of African-American males in this country center upon a
negative portrayal of their existence. African-American males exist within a web of stereotypes
fueled by racist beliefs that consist of being perceived as problematic, uneducable, easily prone
to violence, intellectually inferior, absent in raising their children, endangered, at risk, and
content with the unemployment rates that depict them as individuals refusing to seek
employment (Alexander, 2012; Erskinne & Lewis, 2008; Gibbs, 1988; James, 2012; McGee &
Martin, 2011). Junior’s enrollment in a community college with transcripts that indicate he is
able to compete academically with White counterparts does not exempt him from the stereotypes
that attempt to define him purely based upon his racial membership. Simply by the observable
shades of his rich brown skin, Junior inherits the historical burden of proving that he is not
intellectually inferior and that his physical presence does not present a threat to anyone (Howard,
2013; Jones, 1972; Obiakor & Beachum, 2005). Despite his academic achievements and
initiations into honor societies that acknowledge his academic excellence, Junior cannot alter the
fact that race is a social construct that will continue to categorize him based upon racist beliefs
that lack biological or genetic evidence to validate them (Abramo & Moio, 2009; Malagon et al.,
2009).

The stereotypes that exist about African-American males are not applied exclusively to

“young brothers” who live in the “hood”; the multitude of these beliefs impact Black males from
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all facets of life. The endemic nature of racism cannot be separated from one’s daily life
experience (Soloranzo, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000). Sue et al. (2007) define these daily experiences
with racism as mircroaggressions. Sue et al. further define microaggressions as brief, everyday,
commonplace verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities that perpetuate hostile, derogatory
racial acts and insults toward people of color. Microagressions maintain a space in our daily
experiences through exchanges of conversations in passing, direct conversations, and body
gestures such as facial expressions and movements in response to discomfort caused by the
presence of individuals of color. In their efforts to perpetuate America as a color-blind society
absent of overt racist actions, subtle acts of racism have replaced cross burnings, lynchings, and
physical attacks; although easily disguised, microaggressions continue to fuel the toxic effects of
racism by providing it with a modern day makeover.

As an African-American male existing in a web of racially driven stereotypes, it is
critically necessary to explore the impact of these stereotypes from a scholarly perspective. The
exploration of these stereotypes will provide a deeper understanding of the context in which
Junior is defined as a result of his race, as well as the constraints Junior must navigate what the
researchers have called the stereotype threat (Davis & Aronson, 2006).

When asked to comment on the impact of stereotypes that have become ingrained in the
fabric of our society, Junior shared some experiences that give credence to the fact that racism is
alive and well. In Junior’s opinion, most things that are portrayed for young Black men or Black
men in general are always negative. Beyond the constraints of the portrayals that exist, Junior
does not believe that all the negativity being displayed is the truth; however, he does
acknowledge that Black males who are doing the right thing aren’t glorified as much as those
engaging in negative activities.

Junior’s beliefs about the lack of exposure highlighting the activities of positive Black
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males are documented by scholars who share the same concern. Noguera (2008) asserts that
research depicting stories of resilience and positive outcomes for Black males in the educational
setting is limited. In lieu of stories of resilience and positive outcomes, African-American males
are consistently placed in headlines for being the initiators or victims of alarming rates of
violence and murder (Alexander, 2010; Ginwright, 2006; Giroux, 2005). Grounded in the tenets
of CRT, some scholars would argue that negative portrayals of African-American males exist for
the intended purpose of ensuring that the dominant culture continues to acquire financial benefits
(Abramo & Moio; Malgon et al., 2009; Howard, 2013). Howard (2013) postulates that America
has a love-hate relationship with Black males; America loves the financial revenue generated by
rap artists glorifying negative aspects of the ‘hood, but reveals its hatred for young men pursuing
an education by attempting to shackle them through facilitating stereotypes to portray them as by
uneducable, undesirable, and invoking fear in others.

As a student pursuing a degree in a field that requires rigorous mathematics and science
courses, Junior has experienced acts of racism in the form of mircoragressions and overt acts of
racism at his community college setting. Junior shared acts of racism and tension he has
experienced in his calculus class. In his opinion he feels that when you take higher level classes,
other races look at you differently. In most cases, Junior has been the only Black male or one of
a few Black males in the room. Junior has experienced many instances where classmates were
hesitant to sit by him. In lieu of sitting next to him, classmates survey the classroom to sit next to
Caucasian students.

Sue et al. (2007) would argue that the actions of Junior’s classmates embody the same
perceptions that take place when Black males are walking down the street and White women
clutch their purses or swiftly walk to the other side of the street. Because nothing is known about

Junior’s academic strengths, his racial membership has served as the justification for
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categorizing him as academically ill prepared and unworthy of his position in that classroom,
with no evidence to support these claims (Abramo & Moio, 2009; Malagon, Huber, & Velez,
2009). The perceptions associated with Junior’s skin equates to the “field” never being leveled
for him. Images of his skin continue to serve as a reminder that society has not disengaged from
past racially driven acts of overt and covert discrimination predicated upon beliefs that Black
students are intellectually inferior.

As Junior provided more details about the interactions with classmates, he revealed that
classmates do not actively receive his feedback about assignments and projects. In many
instances Junior has taken additional courses beyond what his fellow pre-engineering students
have taken. Although Junior has taken courses that demonstrate he is more prepared than his
peers in calculus class, he is still made to feel he is not worthy of contributing to the group
discussions or assignments. Junior is very much aware of the racial conflicts that exist in classes.

In addition to constraints that exist as Junior must continually prove he is intellectually
capable of competing academically, he is also confronted by stereotypes that portray his presence
as a physical threat. Junior’s enrollment and attendance at a community college does not erase
the fact that as a Black man, he will continue to fit the description of every Black male in this
country who has not chosen to follow a productive road (Smith, Allen, & Danley, 2007). As
articulated by Smith, Allen, and Danley (2007), Black males on college campuses are often
classified and must “assume the position” of criminals as a result of the level of racial profiling
that exists among college campuses throughout the country. The reality that exists for Junior is
that the detrimental effects of racial profiling do not end when he sets foot on the campus of
Roosevelt-Moore College. Junior’s racial membership ensures that descriptors such as honor
student, pre-engineering major, and resilient will not be used to describe or define in him. In lieu

of terms that promote a positive outlook, Junior cannot escape adjectives that describe him as
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deficient, in need of developmental classes, and aloof.

As Junior communicated his experiences with racism, he shared that he feels the need to
show White people that he is just as good if not better than them. He contends that he must carry
himself in a manner that does not display that the misperceptions and generational scars of
racism phase him or hinder his progress and outlook for the future. Junior’s acknowledgment of
possessing the desire to show White people he is just as good as them speaks to what scholars
define as the stereotype threat. Taylor and Walton (2011) define stereotype threat as “a
disruptive apprehension about the possibility that one might inadvertently confirm a negative
stereotype about one’s group could interfere with how well the student learns” (p. 1055). Despite
the fact that Junior has received numerous accolades from the Dean’s Office, his brown skin
serves as a reminder that he will have to constantly navigate a web of stereotypes that have
historically plagued Black men.

A portion of the interview required the participants to provide their opinions about what
the literature refers to as generational “scars” that African-American males continue to bear in
relation to historical actions of racism and denigration that have continuously led to discouraging
educational outcomes for Black males. Kafele (2009) contends that any efforts to raise the
achievement of Black males must acknowledge that they historically, currently, and daily carry
the turmoil of racism on their backs and that these scars are a part of their history. In speaking to
the element of generational curses that exist in this country, Junior theorizes that the ancestors of
his classmates would perceive his enrollment in engineering classes as an indication that the
quality of the coursework has shifted to a “slow” class rather than viewing his enrollment as an
acknowledgement of his academic capability. Junior’s thoughts reflect that White classmates
don’t feel that he belongs in upper echelon classes securing their beliefs that he is not worthy of

pursuing something as good or as great as them.
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Junior shared his exposure to racism by providing the following reflections about his

classroom experiences:

The tension is high. Even if they don’t say anything to you, you can tell the
tension is high and that makes me kind of mad so to say, because I’'m not out here
robbing. I’m not out here. I haven’t said anything to you. You don’t know me, but
yet you already dislike me because of who I am, my skin color, or where I come

from. (personal communication, December 4, 2012)

As an African-American male, Junior has been exposed to elements of oppression that
are congruent with generations of Black males in this country; additionally, he has to navigate
through and overcome elements of discrimination associated with being disabled. When asked to
speak about elements of discrimination he has faced as a result of his disability, Junior’s
responses indicated that he is well aware of the misperceptions that exist about disabled
individuals. As an individual identified to have a disability, Junior feels he is often judged and
looked down upon by others. Junior passionately spoke about the need for people to see that
having a disability does not negate the fact that first and foremost he is a human being. In
addition to articulating the need to be viewed as a human being, Junior spoke intensely about
being disabled not meaning one lacks the mental capacity in others; disabled means that you

learn differently and that’s okay:

I think being faced with a lot of challenges from grade school into college, even
through high school, I think people need to know that people from say special ed
or whatever, that they are actually, you know, people. We are human just like
anybody else. We have friends, we have families. And I think people wrongly
look down on those people just because of the way they learn or a certain

disability they may have. (personal communication, November 30, 2012)

Within Junior’s description of his experiences as a Black male with a disability, he
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provides a space to discuss a concept that CRT scholars would refer to as antiessentialism/
intersectionality. Abrams and Moio (2009) describe this tenet as an acknowledgment of the
intersectionality of various oppressions and argue that race serves as a primary factor that leads to
the eclipse of other forms of exclusion. Junior exists in a society that has historically
discriminated against Black males by classifying them as disabled at alarming rates and
facilitating segregation via placing them in separate special education classrooms and facilities
(Kunjufu, 2005; Weatherspoon, 2005). Abrams and Moio (2009) would further argue that
Junior’s multiple layers of oppression that exist as the result of him being a Black male with a
disability from an urban, economically depressed environment equates to him being positioned in
a complex social location. Though Junior exists within a web of multiple levels of oppressions
resulting from his race, gender, socioeconomic status, and his identified disability, his racial
membership will ensure that acts of discrimination and oppression continue to exist. Disclosure of
Junior’s socioeconomic status and his disability cannot be confirmed by his mere physical
presence; however, his race cannot be concealed and will continue to serve as the initiator of
oppression and discrimination.

The acknowledgment of the theory of intersectionality that exists for African-American
males has been documented in the literature. Smith, Allen, and Danley (2007) provide the

following argument regarding the concept of intersectionality that exists for Black males:

Black males carry the burden of two negative social identities they move through
society, one as a member of the African-American race (i.e., anti-Black racism)
and the other as a Black male (i.e., Black misandry or anti-Black male attitudes

and oppression). p. 553
As an African American, Junior bears the generational scars of anti-Black racism that for

centuries have labeled him as uneducable and academically inferior (Maryland Task Force,
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2007; Palmer & Maramba, 2011). In addition to the racism that Blacks have endured for
hundreds of years, Junior exists in racially driven stereotypes that exist for him as a Black male.
Junior is shackled by the additional constraints of anti-Black male stereotypes that portray him as
a constant physical threat to other members of society (Howard, 2013). Despite his existence in a
multitude of oppressions, Junior is successfully attending college. Junior’s enrollment in college
confirms that he is fully aware of the choices he must make to ensure he is able to lead a
productive life.
Theme 2: Family Support and College Attendance

Junior spoke consistently in his interviews about the influence of family members in his
decision to attend college. Historically, Black families have been articulated within the literature
as dysfunctional and a contributing factor to unfavorable outcomes for youth of color (Wilson,
1986). Wilson further asserts that “the focus of the Black family research has shifted from a
pathological disorganization to a strength/resiliency model” (Wilson, 1986, p. 44). More recent
studies in the area of family resilience “recognize parental strengths, family dynamics, and
interrelationships and the social milieu as factors leading to successful outcomes” (Lobo, 2008,
p. 33). Though a shift has occurred in the literature identifying Black families as a source of
strength, Herndon and Hirt (2004) contend that the role of family influence within the African-
American community is often absent from literature that speaks the role of family support, due to
researchers’ inability to examine the intersectionality of ethnicity, undergraduate experience, and
family influence. Despite gaps that exist in articulating the role of family influence in African-
American homes, Obiakor and Beachum (2005) argue that within the structure of African-
American households, family plays a critical role in influencing all educational decisions and
future aspirations of Black students (Obiakor & Beachum, 2005). Within the context of the Black

experience, past histories of racism and discrimination have led African-American parents to
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frame their influence in their children’s educational decision from a perspective that resembles
advocacy (Obiakor & Beachum, 2005).

Junior’s positive educational choices and decision to attend college can be attributed
partly to his family. Research suggests that within Black families, there is a strong correlation
between family support and student success (Herndon & Hirt, 2004). Expounding upon the
impact that families play in promoting success for African-American males, Lewis and Erskine
(2008) suggest that by embracing a cradle-to-college pipeline, Black males are provided with
resources, support, and all of the necessary ingredients that lead to productive outcomes. Within
Junior’s home, attending college is not viewed as something uncommon or unexpected. Junior’s
mother received a degree in nursing from Roosevelt Moore College and encouraged him to
follow in her educational path. As expressed by Junior, he has several family members that have
attended and graduated from college; the accomplishments of others have led Junior to embrace
the belief that if others can do it, so can he. As research suggests that female-dominated homes
contribute to the plight of African-American males in this country, Junior’s enrollment in college
contradicts literature that suggests that his family structure serves as risk factor rather than a
protective factor (Grant & Grief, 2009).

Prior to attending Roosevelt-Moore College, Junior attended a private four-year institution
in Illinois directly after high school. Due to pressing medical concerns, Junior had to return home
so that his mother could monitor his medical care. In 2012, Junior was diagnosed with Stage 4
cancer and underwent extensive surgeries and chemotherapy treatments. Junior’s attendance at a
four-year school prior to attending Roosevelt Moore College creates a space to review the
literature that speaks to the disparity that exists in college enrollment for Black males. It is
imperative to review this literature in order to understand why this study was designed to study

young men like Junior who are overcoming obstacles in pursuit of a college education.
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Despite exploitations that portray Black males as uneducable, undesirable, immoral,
amoral, and prone to violence, Black males demonstrate a desire to be educated (Maryland Task
Force, 2007; Palmer & Maramba, 2011). Although the desire exists to be educated, Black males
have represented less than 5% of the student population since 1976, according to college
enrollment rates (Palmer & Maramba, 2011). Trend data representing college enrollment for
Black males suggest that for every one male enrolled in college, there are three Black females
enrolled (Smith, Allen, & Danley, 2007). Smith, Allen, and Danley further argue that the dearth
of male enrollment in college can be attributed to the fact that one in four Black males will be
incarcerated between the ages of 20-24, whereas statistics suggest one in five Black males will
enroll in college. As the data representing college enrollment for the past several decades has not
been favorable, scholars have attempted to identify factors that have led to such disparities.
Several scholars have argued that the overrepresentation of African-American males in special
education and lower performing courses have ensured inferior educational practices that have
ensured that Black males are not represented in gifted programs and courses to adequately
prepare them for college (Kunjufu, 2005; Tatum, 2005; Weatherspoon, 2006). Black males in
urban economically depressed areas lack access to college planning resources in their pursuit of a
college degree. Despite the discouraging research investigating post-secondary education, Junior
has taken the road less traveled and is successfully attending a community college.

The dynamics of Junior’s family have resulted in him being resilient. O’Connor (2002)
describes resilience as “an individually determined phenomenon as it seemingly rests on inherit
traits, natural abilities, and personal character and temperaments when such accounts are then
associated with those who beat the odds” (p. 856). O’Connor further maintains that within
African-American homes, educational resilience is the result of relationships with parents and

other adults who demonstrate warmth and caring but establish high expectations that include
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monitoring their child’s social interactions and academic behavior. As a result of the support
Junior has received from his family, he is on a path toward obtaining a college degree and has
not allowed himself to be statistically categorized as another Black male who has become a part
of the penal system that has plagued the lives of so many young men like him. Given public
school’s inability to produce positive outcomes for African-American males, many scholars
contend that institutionalized education serves as a pipeline to prison (Ferguson, 2001;
Weatherspoon, 2006) Consistent within the research, significantly high proportions of criminal
offenders in the juvenile justice system have been documented to be disabled and have been
found eligible for special education services (Morrison & Epps, 2002; Robinson & Rapport,
1999; Sherwin & Schmidt, 2003). Ferguson (2001) asserts that “there is an immediate, ongoing
connection between jails and schools” (p. 231).

Junior’s enrollment in a community college symbolizes a journey to obtain a college
degree that has been traveled by many Black males before him. For many Black males,
community colleges represent their first and last experience with postsecondary education
(Wood, 2012). Black males have placed a great deal of confidence in community colleges;
however, two-year schools have failed to secure their upward mobility, advance their livelihood,
or limit their exposure to the “community college penalty” (Long & Kurlaendar, 2009; Wood,
2012). Long and Kurlaendar (2009) further expound upon the concept of community college
penalty by suggesting that community colleges create a penalty for students by diverting them
away from coursework that immediately prepares them for four-year institutions by promoting
vocation-tracked programs and by implementing attendance policies that do not promote full-
time attendance. Despite the discouraging outcomes for Black males at community colleges,
Junior has maintained his position on the Dean’s List and will be graduating from Roosevelt

Moore College with honors.
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Junior currently resides in a low-income urban area heavily populated by drug activity,
gang violence, and homicides of adolescents. In response to the violence and disadvantages that
are manifestations of urban living, Junior must remain cognizant of individuals who have
developed their own set of values and beliefs and engage in actions to secure their safety and
position within the community (Parker & Maggard, 2009). The elements of violence and safety
that exist in Junior’s community influenced his decision to attend Roosevelt Moore College.
Well aware of the dangers that exist with being a Black male in an urban community, Junior felt
that attending a school located in a low crime area would best secure his safety and facilitate a
positive learning environment. When asked about factors that influenced his decision to attend
Roosevelt Moore College, Junior shared the experience of a friend of his who was robbed while
on his way to a community college in an area of [llinois. As Junior reflected upon the experience
of his friend, he disclosed that he felt it was critically important for him to feel safe about
bringing his laptop to class and other items that could potentially lead to him being robbed on his
way to school. In Junior’s opinion, Roosevelt Moore College provides him with levels of
security.

Theme 3: Teacher Relationships and Student Success

The educational experiences of Black males in grades K-12 shape their decisions to
attend college (Dancy & Brown, 2008). For many African-American males, their experiences in
the elementary school setting have not been favorable. Classically captured in much of the
literature that speaks to the academic achievement of African-American males, school districts
have historically failed to meet the academic and socioemotional needs of African-American
males (Weatherspoon, 2006; Farkas & Morgan, 2000). Junior’s educational history is one that is
all too common among many Black males (Weatherspoon, 2006; Farkas & Morgan, 2010;

O’Connor & Fernandez, 2006). Junior’s induction into the ranks of young Black males perceived
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to be uneducable and in need of placement in separate special education classrooms began in
fifth grade. Like many other Black males before him and many more to come after him, Junior
received his elementary school education in urban school system staffed by predominately White
teachers.

In concert with many schools across the country, Junior’s educational attainments rested
in the hands of predominately White teachers given the charge to implement curriculum driven
by the dominant culture that marginalized Black males and forced them to suppress many aspects
of their culture (hooks, 2003; Noguera, 2008). It can be argued that Junior’s disengagement from
a curriculum that did not reflect people who looked like him and did not incorporate
opportunities for movement deeply rooted in his rich heritage equated to Junior being diagnosed
with an attention deficit disorder, a learning disability, and placed in special education. Literature
that speaks to the lack of academic achievement of African-American males consistently speaks
of a lack of culture and cultural disconnects that ensure unfavorable educational outcomes for
African-American males (Shockley & Frederick, 2010). Shockley and Frederick (2010) offer the
following opinion regarding the absence of acknowledging the impact of culture and its

psychological effects in educating Black children:

Although many innovative programs and projects have been put into place to help
Black children, such innovations have fallen short of affording an educational
experience that 