
Abstract: Student persistence management is challenging, but faculty-student relationships, parental involvement, mentoring, academic support services, and campus comfort may positively impact students’ persistence in undergraduate programs. 
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For quite some time I have been interested in the issue of persistence with respect to African American male students. Approximately a year ago I completed a qualitative study that pursued the issue of college persistence for this cohort of students.  While qualitative studies can’t be generalized to a whole population they can provide some insight into some of the issues to consider when investigating a topic or subject.  The purpose of my study was to explore challenges faced by African American males related to persistence in undergraduate programs. This was done through creating portraits of the experiences of African American males who were successfully persisting at a four- year college or university. The primary question posed by the researcher was how do Black male students describe and explain their experiences of success and persistence in pursuit of a university degree?  Seven African American males whose ages ranged from 20 to 28- years-old were the participants in this study.

  These men that I spoke with had diverse backgrounds and interests.  They attended a group of colleges and universities which had a diverse and wide range of institutional characteristics. The schools included both historically black institutions of higher learning and colleges and universities with predominately white student bodies. Further, two of the universities were public institutions and five were private institutions of higher learning. 

Over the course of three months, these students provided me with testimonies of their lives as high school and college students. Through the experiences of the student participants, the study provided insight into issues of persistence pertaining to Black males.  Some of these men were first generation college students, and others were second generation students. Their majors at the post secondary education level consisted of English, Computer Information Systems, Engineering, History and Business Finance.       


Through smiles, grimaces, chuckles, laughter, happiness, a glazed stare off into the setting in which they were interviewed, pauses in their speech to reflect discomfort, joy, great satisfaction and at times an occasional ominous facial expression, these students spoke of their inspiring journeys.  These journeys consisted of successes and challenges with respect to accessing a college education and persisting.  The parents who were involved in their tenure in high school and in college included seven women and two males. The young men described their parents as incredible pillars of strength who guided them through some of their most difficult times in high school and in college. The belief that college was possible was instilled at a very young age; providing moral and financial support; being  strict disciplinarians, involved, inquisitive, mentors, and counselors and researching the necessary process and procedure to enroll their sons in college, are some of the descriptors, qualities and activities the men associated with their parents. When speaking of their parents, they expressed great gratitude, love and appreciation, and viewed their parents as vested stakeholders who were largely responsible for them enrolling in and persisting in college. 


These students all experienced success in persisting in high school, however, persistence in college was much more difficult for many of these young men. Adjusting to the culture and personality of a college campus proved to be difficult for some students.  Some students talked about how the autonomy and campus activities impeded their ability to secure the kind of grades they were capable of getting.   In stark contrast, another student talked about the lack of social activities on his campus as being an impediment to his persistence. He revealed that he never envisioned having such a limited social life in college. He spoke of the lack of community on campus and likened his experience in college as being an employee working for an employer. 

 
The most consistent challenge to their persistence that was expressed was their struggle to make the transition from being highly academically competent high school students to highly academically competent college students. In one case a student revealed that his institution had so many talented and driven students that his work was often graded as good and sometimes mediocre, but not viewed as superior work as it was at the high school level. The theme was repeated by other students. As first year students, two students who had received academic merit-based scholarships at two different schools explained to me that at the half way point of their first semester they were failing at least one course.  To make matters more complicated, the students revealed that they did not know how to study because they were never required to study at any other point in their lives prior to attending college. The academic deficiencies they brought to college with them left them inadequately prepared to learn the required course material, and significantly impacted their ability to persist. Finally, one student who had difficulties adjusting to college explained his mediocre grades as a function of being disinterested and bored with the course work and of the rigor of the work.  He explained that he found the course content so dull and mundane that he just was not motivated to study. 
 These students responded to their challenges by relying on support systems that consisted of their parents, siblings, friends, mentors and college faculty. These were mentally strong young men who all sought help to address these issues that negatively impacted them as students. They sought tutors and professors to learn how to study. This resulted in these students understanding the importance of a college syllabus to vary their approaches to studying, based on the subject matter and course content.  The professors taught some of these students outside of the classroom. A student sought out his professors to get advice on his career options. One professor assisted a young man in conducting research and another professor helped one of these young men secure permanent employment.  In all these cases, the students recognized the value of having a working relationship with their professors and how that positively impacted their persistence in college. Two students who did not have a working relationship with their professors experienced some academic difficulties, and both indicated that they believe if they had developed relationships with their professors, it would have had some positive benefits.   


The support teams also consisted of mentors who were people such as a father, brother, a church member, school advisor, guidance counselor and faculty members.  The students relied on these individuals for guidance. The mentors provided guidance and counsel during some of the most difficult times in the students’ tenure in college. A college advisor taught one young man how to navigate the student services and also shared stories with the student that spoke to developing life skills. A professor who served as a mentor provided counsel to a student that unveiled a hidden passion for learning history and teaching teenagers.  The student described the professor as a very important person in his development in college and a person that he will never forget.  These mentors served these students in different ways, but their presence, counsel and advice helped many of these young men persist.  


In reflecting on my interviews of these young men, it is evident that these students were strong young men with a tenacious desire to persist. They had solid support systems. They also were men of great faith. Many of them openly and passionately spoke about their belief that their faith gave them the ability to persist during the most difficult times in high school and in college.  These men were reflective, sharing, humble, open and honest.  Each and every interview concluded by these men standing up and saying thank you to me while embracing me.  I felt in every case that these students wanted to tell their stories and felt empowered sharing their plight with me. I felt that although the students persisted in college, at times all of them had suffered in silence and did not have an opportunity to speak to any one outside of their support system about their suffering. 


In light of this study, I made the following observations.  I think it is important to note that in addressing these issues that every one in a college community has a role to play in creating and sustaining a strong student retention rate.  The parents and guardians are important groups that need to be in the discussions of increasing the number of black men going to and graduating from college.  The  National Center for Education (2003) data spoke to the challenges that are present in enrolling Black males as they indicated “Black females were nearly two-thirds (63 percent) of the Black enrollment in colleges and universities” (p. 94). The literature revealed troublesome data, as Eckholm (2006) reported “in 2000, 65 percent of Black male high school drop outs in their 20’s were jobless—that is unable to find work, not seeking it or incarcerated” (p A.1).  Nealy (2005) revealed that “African American males make up only 6 percent of the United States population, but 40 percent of the prison population. Forty percent of those inmates are between the ages of 17 and 26” (p. 26). Therefore, there are some problems that are so great and complex that one entity alone cannot effectively address them.  

After reviewing the literature and the data generated from the student interviews, it is apparent to me that the American consciousness must be raised in order to effectively address the issue of college persistence. It is clear from interviewing the student correspondents that instilling a belief in the African American male child, at an early age, that attending college is expected by their parents, teachers and counselors clearly establishes and creates a college-going culture and mindset in the students. The findings of this study revealed that the African American male student participants benefited from having family support, mentoring, acquiring study skills, and faith as a part of their college experience.  Further, I am convinced that any course of action in addressing the issues of access and persistence pertaining to African American males must be supported by a strong commitment and determination by all stakeholders. Fundamentally, they must be committed to the idea of fairness and parity for all students. These principles are arguably the core values of the industry of higher education.  It is clear that the challenges associated with college persistence will not be solved very easily. However, as an African American male and a higher education practitioner, I am hopeful that we will continue to make progress on this very important issue.  With continuous research, planning and evaluation, I am confident that as an industry, higher education can progress in providing African American males access to a college education, and improve their chances to persist.    

In light of my findings, I made several recommendations that I believe may have  positive impact to the efforts of improving the persistence of African American Males on College campuses. The recommendations are as follow: 

Faculty Should Also Serve as Mentors and Student Supporters  

 The issue of African American male persistence is where, I believe, individual institutions are able to have a positive impact.  One prominent theme that came out of the literature review, field interviews and the interviews of the student correspondents, was that students believe that having a student-professor relationship has a positive impact on their ability to persist in college.  I recommend that institutions of higher learning encourage their faculty members to casually and discretely encourage their African American male students to meet with them during office hours if they have any questions about the course content or any other issue that may affect student persistence. Further, another way to forge this mentoring relationship is for faculty to have a mid-semester evaluation session for all students and this will provide faculty the access to these male students without the students feeling singled out. I am convinced that these informal student-professor mentoring relationships will help the African American male student have a better understanding of the professor’s teaching philosophy and student expectations.  This will also allow the student to ask questions that he may be scared to ask in class because of his minority status, which will manifest itself either by race, or gender, or both characteristics.  I believe that to the extent that the Black male student understands the professor’s philosophy and the expectations of him, the better he will be able to determine what will be required of him to become academically competent in a given course.  I also think it is important to remind professors to apply Neito’s message when dealing with African American students and other students who represent a racial minority status on campus.  Nieto (2000) wrote, “Many teachers and schools, in an attempt to be color blind, do not acknowledge cultural or racial differences” (p. 138). She further indicated that being “color blind” which is seen as a statement of fairness, impartiality and objectivity, could lead students who are not members of the dominant culture to accept the dominant culture as the norm (Nieto 2000).  

Establish a Committee to Address Persistence Issues Regarding African American Males

It is also recommended that institutions that are struggling with maintaining their African American male student population establish a committee to address the issue of persistence regarding African American males. The committee should be exceptionally diverse so that different experiences, expertise and viewpoints are considered to help the committee examine the issue of persistence and make recommendations after considering the input of various and diverse perspectives.  I recommend that colleges and universities thoroughly evaluate their institutional retention data to see if there is a pattern indicating when African American males stop matriculating at their college or university.  I think that a thorough review of institutional data may identify some issues that possibly can be addressed by the college or university for the purpose of promoting persistence amongst the cohort of students. I also recommend that in instances where it is not clear why students stopped matriculating at their college, the college should call these African American students and inquire about why they stopped matriculating at the school and whether they plan to return to school.  As Lau (2003) said,  “First, some students leave for reasons that may be beyond institutional control, such as lack of finances, student fit, changing academic and career goals, or other unrelated personal circumstances.” Further, Lau stated “Secondly, many more students leave because the institution has failed to create an environment, inside or outside the classroom, that is conducive to their learning and educational needs.” Lau (2003) also identified academic deficiencies in writing and mathematics, low motivation for achievement, poor applications and theories learned in the classroom, the absence of role models and mentors, and transitioning and adjusting to the college culture as other reasons students leave college.  I think it would be of great value to track this kind of specific data and identify patterns with the data so that a college or university can create workable solutions to address some of the challenges found in the data.       

Focus Groups

I also recommend that colleges and universities conduct focus groups with African American male students for the purpose of discussing their experiences at the institution.  In interviewing the seven student correspondents, each student displayed a sense of relief and led me to believe that being able to share their stories with me had great therapeutic value. I felt that they wanted to share their story with me or anyone who they felt had some creditability and would just listen to their story told in their own words.  Inquiries should include the following:

 1. To what degree they have a relationship with their professors, 

2. Their social comfort level on the campus,

3.  Mentoring,

4. To what degree they are using the academic support services on campus,

5. Open inquiry to students that will enable them to speak to issues in which they feel impact or potentially can impact their ability to persist. 

These fact finding focus groups will enable the institution to continue to collect and analyze data and develop some initiatives that will help promote persistence. 

Campus Comfort 

It also recommended that colleges and universities work to help African American males feel comfortable within their campus environments. This can be done by continuing intramural sports programs and other social organizations and activities that are compatible with African American males. For example, African American fraternities and other campus organizations, such as the Black students’ organization, will be helpful in making African American males feel comfortable within their campus environment. I recommend that more institutions of higher learning work to hire more African American faculty and administrators.  I believe that such action would send a visual message that diversity is welcomed and encouraged at the institution.  

Early Warning Systems, Parent Days, Establishing Study skills and Support Services

There are some initiatives that I recommend colleges and universities should continue to employ. I would continue to utilize the early warning system that tracks the academic progress of at-risk students. I also recommend that colleges and universities continue to have parents’ days, where parents visit the campus for a day and discuss issues that concern their sons and daughters. I recommend that orientation courses cover issues such as study schedules and the development of study skills. Quality educational support services, such as tutorial centers and writing laboratories are also needed to help promote persistence.  Constant evaluation and adjustments will help institutions improve their retention rate amongst African American males.

Duplication of Study

More research is needed to continue to expand the body of knowledge regarding college persistence.  I recommend that this study be replicated in five years. This is necessary to see if the same themes surface, or if there is emergence of additional or new themes.  It is also recommended that a similar study be conducted for African American females. Given the great disparity in the number of African American males attending college compared to African American females, it may be beneficial to conduct this study using African American females as the correspondents.  I think that the most interesting data would be with respect to persistence. A mixed research methodology utilizing both African American males and females may generate additional data that higher education practitioners can use in making progress regarding the issue of college persistence. 

Conclusion
Certainly it is challenging to retain any student of any background.  There are many fundamentally sound reasons as to why students discontinue their undergraduate education.  Therefore it should be understood that the purpose of this article is to accept the fact that student persistence management is challenging but also to consider that perhaps the faculty-student relationships, parental involvement, mentoring, the role of academic support service, and campus comfort may positively impact students’ persistence in undergraduate programs.  It is clear to me that for students to persist at a given college it takes a cooperative effort of many parties to make that possible. The issue of persistence is one that the many stakeholders in the industry of higher education must continue to research and find best practices that are more applicable to groups that appear to have a more difficult time persisting when compared to other college going groups.  I remain hopeful that we will make meaningful and significant progress with respect to the issue of parity and persistence as it relates to African American male students. 
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