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ABSTRACT 

ASHLEY MARIE ROSE 
PROVING NATURE’S LAW WRONG: AFRICAN AMERICAN MALES 
COUNTERING BARRIERS TO GARNER ACADEMIC AND SOCIAL SUCCESS 
Under the direction of WYNNETTA SCOTT-SIMMONS Ed.S 
 
 

The social science discourse that labels African American males as endangered 

has contributed to the grand social, political, economic, and racial metanarrative that has 

served to reduce African American males to popular, yet negative, stereotypes of their 

true existence. As a contribution to social science discourse, this dissertation offers a  

a counter to the current deficit-laden narrative that has been constructed about African 

American males. Through an analysis of narrative field texts, this study seeks to elucidate 

the resilience factors that lead to an African American male’s ability to develop his best 

possible self and garner academic success. In addition, this study sought to offer African 

American males a voice with which to share their stories of success. The findings from 

this study revealed that protective factors with in the family, school and community lent 

to the students’ ability to garner resilience in the face of adversity. Additional findings 

suggest the there is a need for culturally affirming curriculum in the k-12 schooling 

environment. As a contribution to the existing body of literature, this success oriented 

narrative recommends a an investigation of the school connectedness and the specific 

elements that determine a student’s connectedness to their school environment.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

Did you hear about the rose that grew from a crack in the concrete?   
 -Shakur, 1999 

All manner of the planet’s flora, like all living organisms, have specific 

requirements and necessary conditions for growth, development, and evolution.  For most 

plants, the principal environmental requirements include sunlight, water, and carbon 

dioxide.  Plants require energy, and as such, sunlight enables plants to capture light 

energy and convert it to soluble carbohydrates through the process of photosynthesis.  

Photosynthesis is the process by which plants capture and synthesize sunlight, carbon 

dioxide, and water to create sugar and oxygen.  Then, using the sugar and oxygen created 

by photosynthesis, plants, through the process of respiration, create energy, carbon 

dioxide, and water.  

Plants have a symbiotic relationship with their environment—they take nutrients 

from the environment, such as carbon dioxide, and convert them into valuable elements, 

such as oxygen.  These environmental necessities make no mention of a required or ideal 

type of soil or a grounding medium for the plants, but plants are cunning, adaptable, and 

resilient in their ability to grow and thrive in a host of mediums that could loosely be 

classified as soils.  Inert, organic-predictive, carbon-modeled soil compositions provide 

diverse classifications of flora with a medium for growth and a means of water storage.
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However, without sufficient or sustaining levels of the standard set of required nutrients 

to grow, plant life would quickly become compromised and likely endangered.  

An endangered species is, according to Webster, “A class of individuals having 

common attributes and designated by a common name . . . [which is] in danger or 

peril of probable harm or loss.”  This description applies in a metaphorical sense, 

to the current status of young black males in contemporary American society.  

They have been miseducated by the educational system, mishandled by the 

criminal justice system, mislabeled by the mental health system and mistreated by 

the social welfare system.  (Gibbs, 1988, pp. 1-2)  

Just as with plant life, humans, metaphorically, have the capacity to become 

compromised and endangered. African American males, in particular, males reveal a 

number of classifications that would suggest that African American males as a species, 

like some endangered plants, are characterized as lacking sufficient nutrients and 

negatively situated in inhospitable growing mediums. The negative classifications framed 

by the grand social narrative deem the African American male uneducable and 

dysfunctional (Gibbs, 1988; Jackson & Moore, 2006; Parham & McDavis, 1985). 

The process of distinguishing, of peculiarization or peculiarity (Matera, 2016) 

stigmatizes African American males with the categorical distinction of a cultural other 

(Matera, 2016; Jackson & Moore, 2006; Gibbs, 1988; Parham & McDavis, 1985,).  

The term other, or the process of othering, refers to the expression of prejudice based on 

group identity and the use of power to dominate and subordinate those found to be 

different from the dominant, Eurocentric majority (Canales, 2000; Goldberg, 2000; Weis, 

1995).  Othering is a complex phenomenon that refers to “a set of dynamics,       
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processes, and structures that engender marginality and persistent inequality across any of 

the fill range of human differences based on group identities” (Powell & Menendian, 

2016, p. 17).  As scholar Lawrence Bobo (2016) stated, othering “entails not merely the 

circumstances and lived experience of disadvantage in economic, political, and social 

esteem, but a profoundly compromised vocabulary, analytical, and normative framework 

for contesting such degradation” (p. 1).  Through the process of othering, racialized 

others, are categorized through the linking of real or imagined phenotypical attributes 

such as skin color, hair texture, physical build, intelligence, athletic ability sexuality and 

moral fiber (Canales, 2000; Omi & Winant, 2014).  The categorizations created through 

the linking of real or imagined phenotypical attributes manifest as stereotypes produced 

and sustained through dominant-controlled communication, such as academic literature, 

television and news media (Canales, 2000).  Othering, according to Bobo (2016), “is not 

a static and fixed social outcome.  It is a process involving steady contestation from those 

‘othered’ and constant adaptation and efforts to retain hegemony on the part of those in a 

position to impose ‘othering’” (p. 2).  In other words, the stereotypical representations 

that “make up” the stigmatized other define their identity and their perceived identity 

through the lens of the dominant majority.  

African American males are often characterized and perceived in academic and 

popular literature as a population “at-risk” (Noguera, 2003 “remedial” (Howard, 2014), 

“in crisis” (Jackson & Moore, 2006), “extinct” (Gibbs, 1998), “un-educable” (Howard, 

2014), “endangered” (Gibbs, 1998), or “left behind” (Howard, 2014;).  The SCARF 

Model delineates the five social domains of the human experience. African American 

males hold an ambiguous status in each of the social domains, as described in the David 
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Rock’s (2008) SCARF Model, thereby rendering them as a segment of the population 

that consistently remain at risk or in danger of homicidal violence, academic failure, 

imprisonment, and death (Gibbs, 1988; Jackson & Moore, 2006; Parham & McDavis, 

1985). This viewpoint produces and perpetuates the negative social, political, and 

economic response directed toward African American males and subsequent behavior of 

African American males.  To this point, Noguera (1996) espoused, “Black males are 

consistently clustered toward the end of the spectrum generally regarded as least 

desirable and most vulnerable” (p. 219).  This negative view suggests that African 

American males are in trouble as a species—that they are losing the fight in their attempt 

to prove nature wrong (Shakur,1999), hold onto any dreams, establish the space to grow, 

and to breathe fresh air and grow into something other than a problem.  

W.E.B. Du Bois (1903/1994), in The Souls of Black Folk, asked the provocative 

question, “How does it feel to be a problem?”  Du Bois posed this question within the 

context of the African American male striving to attain self-conscious manhood, striving 

to merge his double self, striving for social, political and economic inclusion, but still 

seen as a problem to be solved (Howard, 2014; Howard & Flennaugh, 2011). How does 

one achieve in a society that is against you?  How does one develop a positive self-

concept when society names you “at-risk”, “remedial”, “in crisis”, “extinct”, “un-

educable”, “endangered”, “left behind”?  The prevailing body of literature on African 

American males reveals a number of classifications that would suggest African American 

males are the magical faces at the bottom of society’s well and there is a longstanding 

commitment to keeping African American males where there are, at whatever cost (Bell, 

1993).  In addition to forces at play to maintain an imprisoned position for African 
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American males, Kunjufu (1995) elaborated and classified the compiled forces as a 

deliberate conspiracy, a deliberate incitement, a longstanding commitment woven within 

the social fabric of the United States—a social fabric informed by social science 

literature, popular press, mainstream media, and even academic discourse—to destroy 

African American males.  

Despite what could be described as a bleak portrayal, African American males are 

authoring counter narratives. They, against mounting odds, do succeed and triumph in the 

face of great social, economic, political, and academic discord.  According to the 2010 

census, 83.5% of African American males have successfully completed high school; 

78.8% of African American males are employed; 26.8% of African American males, age 

25 and older, have earned an associate’s degree or had some college, 12% of African 

American, age 25 and older, have earned a bachelor’s degree; and 5.7% of African 

American males, age 25 and older, have earned advanced degrees (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2016).  This counternarrative, however, is not included in the dominant, overarching 

sociopolitical narrative.  Like the rose in concrete, African American males do manage to 

find nutrients sufficient to support life; to thrive in the bleakest of life-sustaining 

mediums; and to find the strength and courage to grow on their own despite reports of 

their demise and obliteration.  

In the chorus of negative reports, the voice of African American males is rarely 

offered a solo, a vocal sound that exists and persists to grow and thrive in inhospitable 

soil/ This distinctly different and solitary voice stands as a counternarrative to highlight 

the fallacy in the accepted social milieu for this demographic (Howard, 2014).  Despite 

the pervasiveness of the grand social narrative of deficiency and inability, their 
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distinctive stories, their individual and collective narratives of perseverance and triumph, 

continue to be regaled in the community through time-honored oral conveyance. The 

cultural tradition of personal, verbal, oral connection supersedes external societal 

stereotypical dogmas grounded in forms of communication that privilege the written 

word.  To this fact, Alexander and Austin (2010) maintained, “No exploration of African 

American life or political consciousness is complete without an analysis and discussion 

of oral culture and history or without giving voice to the people themselves” (p. 171).  

The time-honored tradition of oral history, folklore, or “orature”, is the process by which 

people express and transmit social, cultural, and political realities from one person to 

another (Alexander & Austin, 2010).  Folklore, the telling of stories and sharing of 

experiences through oral tradition, is deeply rooted in African heritage, and as such, it is 

representative of African American culture (Alexander & Austin, 2010; Ogunleye, 1997).  

Moreover, Bâ (as cited in Alexander & Austin, 2010) explained, “Oral tradition is the 

only path that can lead us right into the history and spirit of African peoples” (p. 171).  

More importantly, African American folklore serves as a link that connects African 

Americans to the cultural heritage of the African continent, and as such, it is fundamental 

to understanding the African American experience. 

In the traditional African society, the most respected person was the oral historian 

(Kouyate, 1989).  This person, the griot, was responsible for maintaining, preserving, and 

disseminating the oral history, ancestral wisdom, cultural information, and knowledge for 

the purpose of educating current and future generations of their history so that they would 

understand their true heritage (Alexander & Austin, 2010; Banks-Wallace, 2002; Koyaye, 

1989).  As Hale (2007) explained, “The griot as historian emerges as a ‘time-binder,’ a 
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person who links the past to present and serves as a witness to events in the present, 

which he or she may convey to persons in the future” (p. 322).   

Through the experience of slavery, the traditions of African society, the 

knowledge of Africa, and the person of the griot have been lost.  Despite this, the 

narrative tradition of storytelling and the core components embodied in the role of the 

griot—“using the power of one’s voice to bear witness to the present, and using the 

lessons of the past and present to educating future generations” (Alexander & Austin, 

2010, p. 174)—remain vital to the African American struggle for freedom and equity. 

Storytelling in the African American oral tradition serves as an emancipatory 

process that provides healing and nurturing though communication (Banks-Wallace, 

2002).  To this point, Ogunleye (1997) explained,  

The ultimate strength of folklore resides in its power to communicate the social 

and cultural identities of the era.  This makes folklore a highly effective medium 

for teaching African American children about their legacy, as well as the most 

effective and earnest means of weaving, even thriving through life’s adversities.  

(p. 436).  

Similarly, narrative as a research methodology employs storytelling as a mechanism for 

understanding, feeling, and interpreting the voices of members of marginalized groups.  

The telling of stories and sharing of experiences from teller to listener serves as 

“interpretive structures by which we impose order in experience and it on us” (Ladson-

Billings, 1998, p. 24).  Narrative research, much like the African American oral tradition 

serves to offer a voice with which to give shape to social, cultural and political realities, 

share experience, and communicate identities. 
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This study seeks to disrupt the deficit social, political, economic, and theoretical 

framework that defines African American males in negative, monolithic terms.  The 

impact of the lived experiences of African American males on their development into 

their best possible selves will be offered as counternarratives to the one-sided, deficit-

laden, academic account that intentionally excludes the lived experience of African 

American males.  Through the construction and reconstruction of personal and social 

narratives, factors that contribute to an African American male’s ability to garner 

academic success will be explored and highlighted.  The voices of successful African 

American males will be centralized in order to provide them with the space to name their 

reality and challenge the dominant ideology.  In elucidating the resilient factors that 

contribute to an African American male’s ability to grow into his best possible self, the 

information gathered and presented will demonstrate that it is indeed possible for a rose 

to grow from concrete. 

Background of the Problem 

Race consciousness and the interpretation of racial differences are modern 

phenomena (Goldberg, 2000; Omi & Winant, 2014).  Since the encounter of the 

hemispheres and the inception of the transatlantic slave trade, race has become the 

template used to dominate and subordinate those deemed other.   

Race is a social construction that has shaped, and continues to shape, the cultural, 

political, economic, and social landscape of the United States (Goldberg, 2000; Omi & 

Winant, 2014; Thompson & Akbar, 2003). While racial knowledge refers to the social 

knowledge of the racialized; it is an epistemological set of racialized representations that 

constructs the racialized other as different (Brown, 2011; Goldberg, 2000).  Knowledge 
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of and about the racialized other is set in social milieus (Goldberg, 2000).  To this point, 

Goldberg (2000) asserted, “The set of representations thus constructed and cataloged in 

turn confines those so defined within the constraints of the representational limits, 

restricting the possibilities available to those rendered racially other as it delimits their 

natures” (p. 151).  Hence, racial knowledge is informed by societal racism that exists 

when cultural and societal assumptions, norms, behaviors, and expectations favor one 

race over another (Goldberg, 2000; Scheurich & Young, 1997). 

Epistemological beliefs about the social are set in social milieus and intimately 

linked to hegemony of the dominate paradigm (Goldberg, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2000).  

Pursuant to this, Goldberg (2000) emphasized,  

Power is exercised epistemologically in the dual practices of naming and 

evaluating.  In naming or refusing to name things in order of thought, existence is 

recognized or refused, significance is assigned or ignored, being elevated or 

rendered invisible . . . these practices of naming and knowledge construction deny 

all autonomy to those so names and imagined, extending power, control, authority 

and domination over them.  (p. 150) 

Racialized epistemologies are racialized systems of knowledge communicated from the 

paradigm of power and authority that represent an existing system of reasoning, rooted in 

institutional racism, about a racial group (Brown, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 2000).  

Scheurich and Young (1997) posited, “Our epistemologies, not our use of them, but the 

epistemologies themselves are racially biased ways of knowing that could be labeled 

epistemological racism” (p. 4). Consequently, the racialized representations of and about 
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African American males guide the methodology of exploring research questions and 

conducting academic studies.   

Legitimated epistemologies and their related ontologies emerge from knowledge 

systems that reflect and reproduce the hegemony of the dominant majority (Scheurich & 

Young, 1997).  The resulting epistemology of racism “justifies the promotion of the 

normative conception of Euro-American experiences and the distortion of racial minority 

experience” (Stanfield, 1985, p. 389).  Consequently, epistemological racism refers to the 

range of research epistemologies that emerge out of the social history of the dominant 

race (Goldberg, 2000; Scheurich & Young, 1997; Stanfield, 1985).  These epistemologies 

reinforce the superior position of the dominant group while excluding the epistemologies 

of the racial minority (Scheurich & Young, 1997; Stanfield, 1985).  The narrative that 

results from epistemological racism constructs African American males as culturally 

deprived and has rendered them endangered and at risk.  Consequently, these distortions 

undermine the collective pride and consciousness of the racial minority in effort to 

modify the racial minority to fit the interests of the dominant group (Stanfield, 1985). 

Statement of the Problem 

African American males are subordinated in terms of power and privilege to the 

dominant, White, hegemonic culture.  There is no role more controversial than that of the 

African American male (Staples, 1978).  African American males are invisible men that 

society repudiates while seeking to define their lived experiences through racialized 

epistemologies to limit their possibilities (Ladson-Billings, 2000; Scheurich & Young, 

1997; Stanfield, 1985).  Frequently labeled as problems and prone to violence and 

deemed as capable of invoking fear in many and undesirable in certain circles, the view 
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of African American males is as diverse as it is extreme (Howard, 2013).  Ladson-

Billings (2011) contended, “Perhaps more than any other group in our society, America 

has a love-hate relationship with Black males” (p. 8).  African American males are 

viewed dually as problems society must eradicate and cultural icons society must emulate 

(Price, 2006).  Outside of the Black community, African American males are likely to be 

viewed as violent, suspicious, and dangerous; in the context of school, they are labeled 

dangerous, deviant, dumb, and deprived (Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995).  This cultural 

image of the African American male describes the perception in public consciousness, 

the interpretation of the African American male in dominant media, and ultimately, the 

mirrors social science knowledge constructed relative to African American males 

(Gordon, 1985; Staples, 1978).  

 Ladson-Billings (2000) maintained, “Epistemology is linked intimately linked to 

world view” (p. 258).  The worldview constructed from the hegemony of the dominant 

majority is considered the only legitimate way to view the world (Gordon, 1985; Ladson-

Billings, 2000).  As a result, the Euro-American epistemological tradition conflicts with 

the epistemological traditions of those who have been constructed outside of the 

dominant paradigm (Ladson-Billings,2000; Scheurich & Young, 1997).  Consequently, 

the construction of transformative knowledge about African American males requires a 

willingness to understand and challenge the social, economic, and political context of the 

knowledge producer and the dominant scholarly paradigm in which that knowledge is 

produced (Banks, 1995). 
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Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework is a crucial aspect of the research plan (Ennis, 1999) 

and the foundation from which knowledge is constructed.  It serves as the anchor for the 

problem statement, the purpose of the study, the significance of the study, and the 

research questions (Ennis 1999; Grant & Osanloo, 2014).  Accordingly, Fain (2017) 

defined a theory as “an organized and systematic set of interrelated statements that 

specify the nature of relationships between two or more variables, with the purpose of 

understanding a problem” (p. 103).  Moreover, a theoretical framework can be defined as 

a guiding group of theories used to situate an inquiry from multiple perspectives.  With 

this in mind, this study is situated within the frame of critical race theory (CRT), 

resiliency theory, and possible-selves theory.  

The structure of a theory, and thus a theoretical framework, reflects a research 

paradigm consistent with a particular philosophy (Ennis, 1999) or merged set of 

philosophical blends.  To put it another way, a research paradigm is a basic belief that 

represents the nature of the world, the individual’s place in the world, and the possible 

range of the individual’s relationship to the world (Guba & Lincoln, 1994).  It is possible 

to describe a research paradigm as a way of looking at the world, a psychological 

assumption that guides and directs the inquiry and the method of studying a topic 

(Mertens, 2010).  In other words, a research paradigm is reflective of the researcher’s 

worldview that in turn informs the meaning and interpretation of research data.  

Consistent with this, Guba and Lincoln (1994) described four basic beliefs, 

characterized by the following questions that define a research paradigm: (a) the 

axiological question (what is the nature of ethics?); (b) the ontological question (what is 
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the nature of reality and what can be known about it?; (c) the epistemological question 

(what is the nature of knowledge and the relationship between the knower and the would-

be known?; and (d) the methodological question (how can the researcher go about 

obtaining the desired knowledge or understanding that she believes to be known?)   

To disrupt the deficit framework and to elucidate the resilient factors that 

contribute to an African American male’s ability to grow into his best possible self, the 

researcher will utilize a transformative paradigm to frame this investigation.  The central 

tenet associated with the transformative paradigm is that power is an issue of social 

justice necessary to address at each stage of the research process (Mertens, 2005, 2010).  

The role of the researcher in this context is one who recognizes societal injustices and 

strives to challenge the status quo as a champion for social justice (Mertens, 2005). 

The axiology of the transformative paradigm is situated within the value theory 

paradigm.  This positioning seeks to endorse and affirm the greater body of existing 

knowledge about marginalized communities and the power differentials that have led to 

marginalization to increase social justice and raise consciousness (Mertens, 2005, 2010).  

The axiological assumption of the transformative paradigm holds that “respect is 

critically examined in terms of the cultural norms of interaction within a community and 

across communities . . . in terms of the promotion of human rights and an increase in 

social justice” (Mertens, 2007, p. 216).  The ontological assumption of the transformative 

paradigm holds that knowledge is culturally and socially constructed where knowledge is 

mediated by cultural consciousness (Mertens, 2005, 2010).  Further, the transformative 

paradigm posits that various versions of reality are based on social positioning and 

unearned privilege (Mertens, 2007, 2010).    
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The ontological assumption associated with the transformative paradigm poses 

the following questions: “How is reality defined?  By whom?  Whose reality is given 

privilege?  What are the social justice implications of accepting reality that has not been 

subjected to critical analysis on the basis of power differentials?” (Mertens, 2007, p. 

216).  In addition, the transformative rejects cultural relativism while recognizing the 

influence of power in the construction of one version of reality over another.  The 

transformative paradigm is also cognizant of the consequences associated with accepting 

one version of reality over another (Mertens, 2007, 2010).  The epistemological 

assumption associated with the transformative paradigm holds that “knowledge is 

socially and historically located within a complex cultural context” (Mertens, 2007, p. 

216).  Furthermore, the transformative paradigm defines knowledge from a prism of 

cultural lenses and power issues.  According to Mertens (2007), “The transformative 

paradigm provides such a framework for examining assumptions that explicitly address 

power issues, social justice issues and cultural complexity throughout the research 

process” (pp. 212-213).  Consequently, it seems appropriate to examine the lived 

experiences of African American males through the combined theoretical and analytical 

perspectives of critical race theory, resilience theory, and possible-selves theory. 

Critical Race Theory 

A subset of critical legal studies (CLS), critical race theory (CRT) is a theoretical 

framework that provides a critical examination of the relationship among race, racism, 

and power (Delgado & Stefancic, 2011; Dixson, 2018).  According to Taylor (2009),  

[CRT] “can be viewed as a sub-division of CLS scholarship about race that grew 

out of several seminal events… CRT evolved in a response to a perceived stalling 
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of traditional civil rights litigation in the United States in arenas such as 

legislative districting, affirmative action, criminal sentencing, and campus speech 

coded” (p. 2).  

Consequently, CRT emerged as a response to the construction of race, racial power, and 

colorblind policies in U.S. society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).  

The dissenting opinion of Justice John Marshall Harlan in the case of Plessy v. 

Ferguson (1896) introduced the colorblind racial ideology into civil rights discourse: 

The white race deems itself to be the dominant race in this country.  And so it is, 

in prestige, in achievements, in education, in wealth, and in power.  So, I doubt 

not, it will continue to be for all time, if it remains true to its great heritage and 

holds fast to the principles of constitutional liberty.  But in the view of the 

Constitution, in the eye of the law, there is in this country no superior, dominant, 

ruling class of citizens.  There is no caste here.  Our Constitution in color-blind 

and neither knows nor tolerates classes among citizens.  In respect of civil rights, 

all citizens are equal before the law.  (p. 559) 

The notion of colorblindness exists on both sides of American civil rights discourse from 

the dissenting opinion of Justice John Marshall Harlan to Dr. Martin Luther King’s dream 

of a society, in which character was valued over race (Omi & Winant, 2014; Tate, 1997).  

Divergent from the notion of race consciousness, colorblind racial ideology refers 

to the notion of race neutrality, which dismisses and repudiates the sociohistorical weight 

and concept of race (Omi & Winant, 2014).  In other words, the colorblind racial 

ideology simply ignores the impact of racism without considering the impact of race.  To 

this point, Tate (1997) explained,  
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[former] Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich, an outspoken supporter of color-

blind policy, argued that Blacks, like the Irish, Italians, and Jews before them, 

must overcome oppression with hard work . . . [stating] “if you’re black you have 

to work harder, if your black and poor you have to work twice as hard”.  (p. 203) 

Colorblind policy in a postracial society acknowledges inequalities but recommends that 

those impacted by racial inequality “pull themselves up by their boot straps” (Tate, 1997, 

p.198); however, one cannot pull from bootstraps without boots.  In our colorblind 

society where, public policy ignores race and its impact, critical race theory (CRT) serves 

as the bootstraps for which those deemed other can use to pull themselves up and out of 

oppression. 

Resilience Theory 

Resilience is defined as “the process of coping with stressors, adversity, change or 

opportunity in a manner that results in the identification, fortification, and enrichment of 

resilient qualities or protective factors” (Richardson, 2002, p. 308). Resilience theory is 

defined as the motivational force which drives individuals to pursue wisdom, self-

actualization and harmony as a source of strength (Richardson, 2002). Resiliency inquiry 

seeks to understand the characteristics mark people who will thrive or bounce back in the 

wake of high-risk situations or adversity as opposed to those who succumb to destructive 

behaviors (Richardson, 2002). The premise of resilience theory is that people develop 

resilient qualities to help them to survive adversity (Richardson, 2002).  

Resiliency begins once an individual has adapted to his situation in life.  

Resilience is dynamic; it develops and changes as an individual progress through life.  
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Further, successful coping in one situation strengthens an individual’s ability to cope with 

adversity in the future (Benard 1991; Stewart, Reid, & Mangham, 1997).  Resilience 

consists of the balance between risk factors and protective factors.  Protective factors 

decrease the negative influence associated with being at risk.  However, when stress 

factors outweigh protective factors, resilient individuals may become overwhelmed and 

succumb to the stress (Stewart et al., 1997).  In consonance with this, Stewart et al. 

(1997) defined resilience “as the capability of individuals to cope successfully in the face 

of significant change, adversity or risk.  This capability changes over time and is 

enhanced by protective factors in the individual and the environment” (p. 22). 

Possible-Selves Theory 

A consuming life task associated with adolescence is to discover and construct 

possible selves that align with the responsibilities that challenge adults in one’s 

community (Oyserman & Markus, 1993).  Salient images and media representation 

present in his sociocultural context inform an adolescent’s pool of possible selves.  

Markus and Nurius (1986) claimed, “Possible selves thus have the potential to reveal the 

inventive and constructive nature of the self, but they also reflect the extent to which the 

self is socially determined and constrained” (p. 954).  Socially constructed possible selves 

rely on important others in the social environment as models for emulation and feedback 

about the kind of self that one could become (Oyserman et al., 1995). 

Resilient individuals possess an innate sense of purpose and future.  Likewise, 

possible-selves theory refers to the domain of self-knowledge pertaining to how 

individuals consider their potential and the possible or ideal selves they would like to 

become (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  Possible selves derive from representations of the 
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past and future self; they represent individually significant hopes, fears, and fantasies 

(Markus & Nurius, 1986; Oyserman & Markus, 1998).  In other words, an individual’s 

self-concept informs his conception of his best possible self.  Consequently, an 

individuals’ conception of his best possible self is the cognitive representation of his 

enduring goals, aspirations, motives, fears, and threats (Markus & Nurius, 1986).  

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to disrupt the deficit framework by providing a 

counter to the current deficit-laden narrative that has been constructed about African 

American males.  Additionally, this study seeks to elucidate the resilience factors that 

lead to an African American male’s ability to develop his best possible self and garner 

academic success.  Finally, this study endeavors to offer an opportunity and platform for 

a solo performance by African American males to verbalize counternarratives that 

highlight their strengths rather than their weaknesses; their abilities rather than their 

inabilities; and their successes rather than their failures. This project aims to dismantle 

the fallacy that informs the accepted social milieu of incompetence, failure and ineptitude 

that has long been applied to this demographic. 

Research Questions 

The central research question for the study is: How do African America males’ 

lived experiences serve as counternarratives to the existing deficit model milieu?  This 

central question generated the following sub-questions: 

1. How do African American males leverage their lived experiences to garner 

success?  What, if any, effect do the lived experiences of African American 

males have on their ability to garner success? 



19 

 

2. How do African American males counter the deficit narrative to garner 

success? 

3. What factors, if any contribute to an African American male’s ability garner 

success? 

Limitations and Delimitations 

Limitations are potential weakness or aspects of research beyond the researcher’s 

control (Creswell, 1998).  There are two limitations to consider in this study.  First, 

purposeful sampling decreases the generalizability of this study to all African American 

males in the urban context.  Secondly, the accuracy of the data is contingent upon the 

participants’ willingness to be open and honest.   

Counter to limitations, delimitations address how a study is bounded and 

narrowed in scope (Creswell, 1998).  A delimitation of this research is the selection of 

African American male participants from an urban area in the southeastern United States, 

thus limiting the scope of this study to African American males in the urban context.  

Additionally, this study is limited to African American males who have successfully 

graduated college and secured gainful employment, thereby excluding the voices of 

African American males who did not successfully complete college and have not secured 

gainful employment. 

Definition of Terms 

The following terms will be utilized throughout this study: 

Antideficit narrative refers to academic literature/narrative that changes the ways 

in which African American males are studied and discussed; in other words, academic 

literature that disrupts the deficit framework. 
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Counternarrative is a narrative that challenges the majority, self-serving 

narratives and beliefs that marginalize others or conceal their humanity (Delgado & 

Stefancic, 2012).  

Deficit narrative is the distorted view of African American males, in which 

academic literature classifies them as “at-risk”, “remedial”, “in crisis”, “extinct”, “un-

educable”, “endangered”, “left behind” (Howard, 2014; Jackson & Moore, 2006). 

Endangered species is, “according to Webster, ‘A class of individuals having 

common attributes and designated by a common name . . . [which is] in danger or peril of 

probable harm or loss” (Gibbs, 1988, p. 1). 

Success is the development of a positive racial identity, coping mechanisms, and 

sense of purpose and future with which to counter negative stereotype, garner personal 

satisfaction, and attain desired educational and social outcomes (Duncan, 2015; York, 

Gibson, & Rankin, 2015). 

Resilience is the ability of an individual to balance risk factors and protective 

factors to recover despite challenging life circumstances and adversity that prevents 

success (Kim & Hargrove, 2013; Williams & Portman, 2014) 

Summary 

The basis of the metanarrative that guides the research about African American 

males is the racially biased beliefs and assumptions embedded in the social science 

discipline.  According to, Stanfield (1985), “No matter how well tested a theory is and no 

matter how well constructed social research instruments are, they are human constructs 

and are therefore embedded in the cultural background of social scientists” (p. 387).  

Published scholarship on African American males calls attention to academic 
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underachievement, underrepresentation in gifted and talented programs, 

overrepresentation in special education, disproportionate suspension rates, and high 

dropout rates.  Trends in these literatures perpetuate epistemological racism that is 

endemic to social science research (Scheurich & Young, 1997).  The dominant culture 

deems this distorted discourse as truthful, thus informing the social knowledge, policies, 

and institutional attitudes towards the racialized other.  

The voices of African American males in education and social science research 

have been silenced.  Further, the deficit-laden social milieu for this demographic is 

profoundly impacted by racial hegemony, racism, and the social construction of race.  

Pursuant to this, the tenets of critical race theory, possible-selves theory, and resilience 

theory will provide a framework with which to disrupt the deficit framework by 

illuminating the academic and social resilience and challenging the racialized 

epistemology that pervades social research on African American males.  

The seeds of this inquiry will be nurtured in the following manner: Chapter 1 will 

provide an overview of the background and purpose for this research exploration, an 

overview of epistemological racism, and the theoretical lens of resilience theory and 

ecological systems theories.  Chapter 2 will present an overview of narrative as a research 

method and discussions of the concept of success and the concept of education as the 

great social panacea.  Chapter 3 describes the research design and the rationale for using 

narrative inquiry to explore the lived experiences of African American males.   

Did you hear about the resilient rose that grew from a crack in the concrete?  In a 

society dominated by racial hegemony, he used his voice to develop and apply a new, 

race-based epistemology that reflects who he is, what he believes, and the experiences 
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that he has had to counter the deficit narrative and transform the relationships among 

race, racism, and power.  Funny it seems, by keeping its dreams, it developed into its best 

possible self by learning to cope with adversity in a matter that resulted in the 

identification and fortification of protective factors.  Long live the rose that grew from 

concrete when no one else ever cared (Shakur, 1999).
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE  

“Proving nature's law is wrong, it learned to walk without having feet.” 
-Shakur, 1999 

 
Although damaged, the rose grew and thrived in an environment not intended to 

support its growth and maturation.  Like this rose, the African American male has 

managed to thrive despite an existence deprived of access to an established regimen of 

societal care.  He, as the defiant rose, exists in an attention vacuum and stands as a 

counternarrative to the established principles held to be binding for all of human conduct.  

The African American male proves nature’s laws wrong as he walks upon feet in a world 

seemingly determined to strip him of his self-awareness, consciousness, and fortitude.  In 

his persistence and determination to maintain forward momentum, he has exhibited great 

resilience and learned how to walk within an inhospitable environment.  

The rose, in this study, serves as a metaphor for the African American male.  The 

concrete represents different aspects and domains of his environment.  Like the hostile 

environment surrounding the rose in Shakur’s poem, the environment surrounding the 

African American male is shaped by negativity, comprised of deficit-laden narratives and 

storylines.  This concrete and static environment was not designed or intended to support 

his ability to grow, thrive, mature, or flourish.  

This research seeks to unearth, pursue, explore, and interrogate narratives that 

reveal, highlight, and establish strategies for a more fertile environment to support growth



24 

 

and progression of the African American male.  The ability of the rose to breathe fresh 

air—of the African American male to succeed in the face of great odds—to walk under 

its own power suggests possibility in the face of improbability and a resilience of spirit 

that demands exploration and interrogation.  Is it possible for the African American male, 

despite great odds, to become like the rose and learn to breathe fresh air by cultivating 

protective factors that produce resilience of spirit, mental fortitude, and the intellectual 

capacity needed to create, grasp, and realize success?  Can the African American male 

develop environmentally prompted strategies to live and breathe above the fray and thrive 

when few seem to care or believe that it is possible within the realm of natural law?    

Background 

The social science discourse that labels African American males as endangered 

has contributed to the grand social, political, economic, and racial metanarrative that has 

served to reduce African American males to popular, yet negative, stereotypes of their 

true existence.  These stereotypes, racial motifs, represent a modern, yet negatively 

depicted narrative of Black masculinity (Brown, 2011).  A racial motif, as defined by 

Brown (2011) is a “central theme” story used to make sense of the social and educational 

experiences of a racial group.  These racial motifs inform the discourses that legitimize 

the metanarrative of a racial group’s behavior, culture, and social interactions (Brown, 

2011).  It follows, then, as the negative becomes normalized and putative standpoints of 

the African American male’s narrative, that researchers and ethnographers have applied 

racial motifs to analyze the social and academic underachievement of African American 

males, usually to a damaging degree (Brown, 2011). 
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The metanarrative that guides the research of African American males is 

overwhelmingly negative and perpetuates the deficit-oriented view that social scientists 

utilize to uncover truths about the African American male experience.  Moreover, racial 

motifs or racialized epistemologies are systems of knowledge and ethnically framed 

characteristics, reduced and ascribed to groups without their approval or endorsement.  

These privilege-based descriptions are then communicated from the paradigm of power 

and authority that represent an existing system of reasoning, rooted in institutional 

racism, about a racial group (Brown, 2011; Ladson-Billings, 2000).  The long-standing, 

and deleterious metanarrative of Black masculinity informs and frames the 

epistemological stance of research about African American males.  Consequently, 

through repetition this narrative is recycled, becoming socially accepted and then 

cemented into the beliefs and theories upon which research about African American 

males is built.  This is the foundation for the theory that the African American male is a 

problem—a problem socially, politically, economically, academically, and culturally. 

Du Bois (1903/1994) addressed this matter directly by asking the question, “How 

does it feel to be a problem?  I answer seldom a word.  And yet, being a problem is a 

strange experience,—peculiar even for one who has never been anything else” (Du Bois, 

1903/1994, p. 1).  In American society, there is no role more controversial than that of the 

African American male (Staples, 1978).  He has been characterized as the White man’s 

bogeyman to be depicted in Black face as an invisible man (Ellison, 1995) whose color 

renders him imperceptible, as well as a Not-Man, the pariah of American society (Curry, 

2017).  Outside of the Black community, African American males are likely to be viewed 

as violent, suspicious, and dangerous.  In the context of school, African American males 
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are labeled with a series of “d” descriptions: dangerous, deviant, dumb, and deprived 

(Oyserman, Gant, & Ager, 1995).  The cultural and social imagery of the African 

American male has been framed in fear and negativity since he was first brought to the 

United States in chains.  Congruently, Howard, Flennaugh, and Terry (2012) described 

the power of socially situated imagery: 

Social imagery, or the manner in which perceptions, attitudes, and beliefs about 

certain groups shapes people’s understanding of those groups, has served as a 

hallmark upon which social domination, economic exploitation, and political 

disenfranchisement have formed the experiences of diverse cultural groups in the 

U.S.  (p. 85) 

Negative social imagery for the African American male includes oversexualized 

stud, jovial entertainer, talented athlete, father of the fatherless, and vicious criminal 

(Gibbs, 1988; hooks, 1992).  These socially constructed and stereotypical cultural images 

of the African American male contribute to the perception of the African American male 

in public consciousness.  The interpretation of the African American male in dominant 

media is ultimately the mirror by which the African American male uses to inform his 

identity and to develop his self-consciousness (Staples, 1978).  Given these points, the 

purpose of this literature review is to provide a historical overview of the factors that 

shape the study: the construction of the social and political concept that is race; the social, 

political, economic and cultural narratives that frame the position of the African 

American male; the academic expectations, complications, and accomplishments of the 

focus demographic that is the African American male; and the theoretical or 

philosophical concepts that support, frame, and interrogate the study.  Information in the 
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review will explore the existing academic and social narrative that portrays African 

American males from a deficit-laden perspective to one of resilient accomplishment.  

Organization of the Review 

In an effort to elucidate and support the philosophical framework of this study, the 

focus of this literature review will be to provide the reader with a review of pertinent 

literature on African American males and the pervasive narrative of negativity, depravity, 

and inability that underscores their experiences in public education.  Further, this chapter 

will present an overview of Black masculinity to provide the reader with the historical 

context that paints the experiences of African American males in American society.  

To explore the contested, complicated, and contradictory socially constructed 

perception of African American males with those of the culturally situated perceptions, 

this chapter will explore identity development and the experiences of African American 

males in public education in effort to present the deficit viewpoint that perpetuates the 

negative response directed toward African American males.  This chapter concludes with 

an overview of critical race theory, possible selves’ theory and resilience theory to 

provide the reader with an overview of the theoretical context that underscores this study 

and guides this research. 

Search Strategies 

The purpose of a literature review is to demonstrate a comprehensive knowledge 

about a particular field of study (Randolph, 2009).  Moreover, Randolph (2009) 

contended that the literature review plays a critical role in: “delimiting the research 

problem; seeking new lines of inquiry, avoiding fruitless approaches, gaining 

methodological insights, identifying recommendations for further research, and seeking 
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support for grounded theory” (p. 2).  In keeping with Randolph (2009), the following 

literature review is a comprehensive review of the state of the African American male 

and the social factors that frame African American males from a deficit perspective.   

In choosing the research articles to elucidate this review, I solicited peer reviewed 

literature using a peer review filter and key words such as African American male, 

perceptions of African American males, construction of race, masculinity, Black 

masculinity, socialization, racial socialization, identity, racial identity, ethnic identity, 

and critical race theory.  The results of these searches and the synthesis of this relevant 

research led me to narrow my scope as it relates to my review.  Adversely, the results of 

these searches revealed a gap in the literature related to African American male 

resilience, factors contributing to an African American males’ development of his 

possible self as well as a gap in the literature related to African American male success. 

As a result, I broadened my search to simply include resilience, resiliency theory, 

possible selves and possible selves’ theory. The review of this relevant research helped to 

elucidate key voices in the fields of race, race construction, and the construction of Black 

masculinity.  Additionally, the exploration of the reference pages of the articles led to 

other relevant research, which narrowed the scope and revealed seminal works related to 

the relationship between racial identity and self-efficacy, the relationship between racial 

socialization and racial identity, and the role of racial identity in an African American 

males’ ability to merge his double consciousness.  

The Social Construction of Race 

Race is an ideology, a social construction recognized through physical appearance 

or phenotype (Fluehr-Lobban, 2006; Omi & Winant, 2014).  Race, at its most basic level 
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can be defined as “a concept that signifies and symbolizes sociopolitical conflicts and 

interests in reference to different types of human bodies” (Omi & Winant, 1994, p. 55).  

The articulation of race as a marker of biological difference is a modern phenomenon that 

did not emerge until the rise of Europe and the arrival of Europeans in the Americas 

(Hall, 2017; Omi & Winant, 2014).  Pursuant to this, Omi and Winant (2014) espoused 

that the discourse of race began to appear upon the “discovery” of the new world “when 

the oceanic seal separating the ‘old’ and the ‘new’ worlds was breached, that the 

distinctions and categorizations fundamental to a racialized social structure, and to a 

discourse of race began to appear” (p. 113).  Upon the discovery of people that looked 

and behaved differently than them, the Europeans initiated the world historical process of 

categorizing people, which has become the template for difference and othering (Omi & 

Winant, 2014; Winant, 2000).  Consequently, the genealogy of race as a marker of 

biological or phenotypic difference emerged with the rise of a world political economy, 

the onset of global economic integration, the dawn of the seaborne empire, the conquest 

to the Americas, and the onset of the transatlantic slave trade a (Omi & Winant, 2014; 

Winant, 2000).  

The Scientific Concept of Race 

The concept of race as a biological construct emerged in the late 18th century as 

the concepts of race, racial difference, and racial superiority were being incorporated into 

European and Western science.  According to Fluehr-Lobban (2006), race in the late 18th 

century was defined and understood from the following premises:  

Races constitute distinctive divisions of the human species with identifiable 

boundaries between them; races vary according to hierarchies from inferior to 
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superior, with inferior races being the source of social problems; races are 

homogeneous by heredity; races are fixed or unchanging; and interbreeding leads 

to inferior offspring.  (p. 15) 

These monolithic understandings of race were constructed based on the scholarship of 

18th- and 19th-century scientists who dedicated themselves to the identification and 

ranking of variations in humankind (Omi & Winant, 2014).  Voltaire (as cited in Omi & 

Winant, 2014) wrote, “The Negro race is a species of men as different from ours . . . as 

the breed of spaniels from that of greyhounds” (p. 115).  Radicalized claims of species 

distinctiveness, such as that of Voltiare, were used to justify the inequitable allocation of 

political and social rights (Atkin, 2014; Fluehr-Lobban, 2006; Omi & Winant, 1983). 

The construction of race around phenotype and biological markers accelerated 

following the classificatory scheme devised by Carolus Linnaeus (Atkin, 2014; Fluehr-

Lobban, 2006; Omi & Winant, 1983).  In 1735, Linnaeus, in an attempt to navigate the 

New World and its inhabitants, developed a classification system in which he divided the 

genus Homo into four varieties or races: Homo europaeu, Homo asiaticus, Homo 

americanus, and Homo africanus (Atkin, 2014; Fluehr-Lobban, 2006; Lieberman & 

Scupin, 2012).  Along with physical descriptions, the Linnaeus taxonomy of superiority 

to inferiority offered cultural information derived from early European accounts to 

describe the characteristics of the people representing each of these four races.  Linnaeus, 

(as cited in Lieberman & Scupin, 2012) described “Homo europaeu as gentle and 

governed by laws, Homo asiaticus as haughty and governed by opinions, Homo 

americanus as choleric (short-tempered) and regulated by customs, and Homo africanus 

as indolent and governed by caprice (whim)” (p. 13).  The Linnaeus phenotypical 
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classification introduced an implicit ranking of humans from Europeans, which 

represented a higher race governed by laws to middle-level races governed by opinion 

and ruled by customs to lower races governed by caprice and whimsy (Atkin, 2014; 

Fluehr-Lobban, 2006).  Consequently, the Linnaeus classification of race and subsequent 

classification systems such as Morton’s ranking of races by cranial capacity provided the 

historical template for the implicit ranking of humans and the contemporary, racialized 

social system which has established the racialized regime of domination, inequality, and 

difference in the United States (Atkin, 2014; Fluehr-Lobban, 2006; Omi & Winant, 

2014).   

Racial Formation 

Race is a tool created to subordinate and oppress social groups that are divergent 

from the dominant, White majority, and as such, it is a marker of difference (Atkin, 2014; 

Fluehr-Lobban, 2006; Omi & Winant, 2014).  Omi and Winant (2014) claimed, “Race is 

a way of making up people (and as such), the very act of defining racial groups is a 

process fraught with confusion, contradiction, and unintended consequences” (p. 105).  

This process, often referred to as othering, is an exclusionary practice that stigmatizes 

those deemed racial other as inhuman and encourages separation between races, classes, 

genders, cultures, and histories (Omi & Winant, 2014; Weis, 1995).  In consonance with 

this, Omi and Winant (2014) espoused,  

As social beings, we must categorize people so as to be able to “navigate” in the 

world—to discern quickly who may be friend or foe, to position and situate 

ourselves within prevailing social hierarchies, and to provide clues that guide our 

social interactions with the individuals and groups we encounter.  (p. 105) 
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The categorization, or making up, of humans based on biological markers such as skin 

color, hair texture, or eye shape is commonly referred to as race (Omi & Winant, 2014; 

Hall, 2017).  Hall (2017) provided a definition for race: “one of those major or master 

concepts that organize the great classificatory systems of difference that operate in human 

societies . . . race is the centerpiece of a hierarchical system that produces differences” (p. 

34). 

Race is a marker of difference, an ideological tool created to subordinate and 

oppress social groups divergent from the dominant, White majority (Atkin, 2014; Fluehr-

Lobban, 2006; Omi & Winant, 2014).  Given these points, race is a template for 

subordination, a master category employed as an organizing principle of social 

stratification that has influenced the definition of rights and privileges, the distribution of 

resources, and ideologies based on biological difference; as such, race is accepted in most 

scholarly fields as a social construct (Omi & Winant, 2014).  Race refers to the social 

meaning attached to biological makers of racial difference (Artz & Murphy, 2000; 

Desmond & Emirbayer, 2009; Omi & Winant, 2014).  In consonance with this, Desmond 

and Emirbayer (2009) espoused,  

You do not come into this world African or European or Asian; rather, this world 

comes into you.  As literally hundreds of scientists have argued, you are not born 

with a race in the same way you are born with fingers, eyes, and hair.  Fingers, 

eyes, and hair are natural creations, whereas race is a social fabrication.  (p. 336)  

The construction of race and racial categories are time and place specific.  Consequently, 

the construction of race and racial taxonomies are bound by their social and historical 

contexts; consequently, racial categories differ depending on their geographic social 
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contexts (Desmond & Emirbayer, 2009; Omi & Winant, 2014).  To elaborate upon this 

point, Desmond and Emibayer (2009) emphasized, “The racial categories that exist in 

American may not exist in other parts of the globe” (p. 337).  Given this point, it can be 

said that race is not fixed.  The construction race of depends on the social, economic, and 

cultural pressures associated with a given social and historical context (Desmond & 

Emirbayer, 2009; Omi & Winant, 2014).  

The social construction of race and its reverberations throughout the social order, 

can be described as racial formation or “the social historical process by which racial 

identities are created, lived put, transformed and destroyed” (Omi & Winant, 2014, p. 

109).  Omi and Winant (1983) maintained that “racial formation is a process of 

historically situated projects (racial projects) in which human bodies and social structures 

are represented and organized” (p. 55).  Racial projects connect what race means to social 

structures and daily experiences organized along particular racial lines.  Moreover, Omi 

and Winant (2014) contended, “Racial projects are attempts to both shape the ways in 

which social structures are racially signified and the ways that racial meanings are 

embedded (and interpreted) in social structures” (p. 125).  Race develops through racial 

projects that represent the rules of racial classification; therefore, race becomes the 

method by which individuals comprehend, explain, and identify themselves within the 

racialized social structure. 

Racial Socialization  

The unique task or dichotomy associated with African American parenthood is 

the rearing of children to understand “black culture and how to interact with other blacks, 

how to get along with other racial groups, and how to cope with their oppressed minority 
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status” (Lesane-Brown, 2006, p. 401).  Moreover, Thornton, Chatters, Taylor, and Allen 

(1990) suggested, “(Black) parents must act as a buffer between their offspring and 

society and function as both a filter of societal information and as a primary interpreter of 

the social structure” (p. 401).  Pursuant to this, racial socialization refers to the process of 

socializing African American youth to understand their racial membership (Hughes & 

Chen, 1997; Lesane-Brown, 2006; Thornton et al., 1990).  Similarly, Thornton et al. 

(1990) described racial socialization as a process that includes messages and practices 

that provide African American children with information concerning the nature of race as 

it relates to “personal and group identity, intergroup and individual relationships, and 

position within the social hierarchy” (pp. 401-402).  Consistent with Thornton et al., 

Lesane-Brown (2006) defined racial socialization as: 

specific verbal and non-verbal (e.g., modeling of behavior and exposure to 

different contexts and objects) messages transmitted to younger generations for 

the development of values, attitudes, behaviors and beliefs regarding the meaning 

and significance of race, racial stratification, intergroup and intragroup 

interactions, and personal group identity.  (p. 403) 

Thus, the goal of racial socialization is to bolster African Americans’ sense of racial 

identity given the reality that they will experience racially hostile encounters (Stevenson, 

1995). 

Racial Identity 

Racial identity is a product of a racialized social structure by which racialized 

minorities interpret and synthesize their personhood with a racialized social structure.  

There is no widely agreed upon definition of racial identity; however, racial identity 
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commonly refers to “the attitudes and beliefs (that) individuals hold about his or her 

particular racial or ethnic group” (Thomas & Speight, 1999, p. 153).  Racial identity, 

according to Tajfel (1981) can be defined as “that part of an individual’s self-concept 

which derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group or (groups) 

together with the emotional significance attached to that membership” (p. 225).  In 

consonance with Tajfel, Cross (1991) espoused that racial identity serves to: 

defend and protect a person from psychological insults and, where possible to 

warn of impending psychological attacks that stem from having to live in a racist 

society; to provide social anchorage and meaning to one’s existence by 

establishing Black people as a primary reference group; and to serve as a conduit 

or point of departure for gaining awareness about and completing transactions 

with the broader world of which Blackness is but a part  (p. 54) 

The first theories of racial identity emerged in psychological literature to address 

“racial issues that were thought to influence the psycho-therapy process and the 

assumption that assimilation by Black individuals was necessary for healthy 

psychological functioning” (Constantine, Richardson, Benjamin, & Wilson, 1998, p. 95).  

In contrast, other pioneer theories, such as Cross’s psychological Nigresence, were 

formulated in an attempt to define Black identity as a conduit for gaining access to one’s 

Blackness (Constantine et al., 1998; Cross, 1971).  Although there are various iterations 

of racial identity, each opposing perspective serves to identify and diagnose the 

psychological impact of discrimination and racism (Constantine et al., 1998; Phinney, 

1990). 
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Negative Identity: Black Self-Hatred 

The social scientific discourse on African American identity and the psychology 

of the Black American are viewed through the lens of the dominant culture, which has 

resulted in narrative of self-hatred and consistent misdiagnosis or distorted interpretation 

of the African American experience (Burt & Halpin, 1998; Cross, 1991).  Hurston (as 

cited in Cross, 1991) contended, 

 There is an over simplification of the Negro.  He is either pictured by 

conservatives as happy, picking his banjo, or by the so-called liberals as low, 

miserable, and crying.  The Negros’s life is neither of these.  Rather, it is in-

between and above and below these pictures.  (p. ix)  

The conception of Black self-hatred has grown out of the Eurocentric conception of self, 

which supports the idea that an individual’s conception of himself is social (Baldwin, 

1979; Nobles, 1976).  This notion was advanced in 1902 when Charles Cooley proposed 

“the looking-glass self, meaning an individual’s self-conception is primarily determined 

by the way in which it is reflected or mirrored through the eyes of significant others or 

the reactions of others toward him (Baldwin, 1979; Nobles, 1976).  Nobles (1976) 

contended: 

European-American racism and racist practices are constructed to represent the 

African American community’s social looking glass (i.e., their generalized 

significant others) reflecting derogatory images of blacks.  Through African 

American’s internalization and/or identification with the (generalized) European-

American racist attitude toward blacks, or through so-called objective 
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comparisons (housing, employment, income, etc.), blacks come to view 

themselves (cognitively and affectively) as whites view them.  (pp. 20-21) 

The social science literature of related to African American self-concept, when viewed 

from the vantage point of the dominant culture, conceptualizes the Black experience 

through the lens of the social looking glass through which the Black community gazes to 

determine their self-conception (Baldwin, 1979).   

Consequently, the primitive modes of analysis that existed in social science 

literature on African American identity and self-concept written between 1936 and 1967 

provided considerable evidence to support the theoretical conception of black self-hatred, 

which was supported by evidence that sought to answer the question: Does the Negro like 

being a Negro (Nobles, 1973)?  Based on studies such as The Show Me Test conducted in 

1936 by Eugene and Ruth Horowitz and The Doll Study conducted in 1947 by Kenneth 

and Mammie Clark, the answer was “No” (Baldwin, 1979; Nobles, 1973).  The Doll 

Study, employed as scientific evidence in the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education 

decision, was conducted to explore the distinction between racial self-identification and 

racial preference (Cross, 1991).  In an effort to investigate the development of racial 

identification preferences in Negro children, Kenneth and Mammie Clark conducted the 

Dolls Test in which they presented 253 African American children between the ages of 

three and seven with four plastic, diaper-clad dolls, identical save skin color (Clark & 

Clark, 1947).  In the experimental situations, the children or subjects were asked to 

respond to eight requests by choosing one of the dolls—the brown doll or the white 

doll—and giving it to the experimenter:  

1. Give me the doll that you want to play with.  
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2. Give me the doll that is a nice doll.  

3. Give me the doll that looks bad.  

4. Give me the doll that is a nice color.  

5. Give me the doll that looks like a white child.  

6. Give me the doll that looks like a colored child.  

7. Give me the doll that looks like a Negro child.  

8. Give me the doll that looks like you.  (Clark & Clark, 1947, p.169) 

Adapted from the data from the doll study, Table 1 presents the results of the children’s 

responses to requests 1 through 4, which indicated they preferred White skin and 

possessed a negative attitude towards their own skin color, and Table 2 displays the 

children’s responses to requests 5 through 8, which indicated they had knowledge of 

racial differences (Clark & Clark, 1947).  

 

Table 1 

Doll Test Participant Responses to Requests 1-4 

Choice Request 1 Request 2 Request 3 Request 4 
 # % # % # % # % 
Colored Doll   83 32  97 38 149 59   96 38 

White Doll 169 67 150 59   42 17 151 60 

Don’t Know or No 
Response 

   1   1    6   3   62 24    6   2 

Note. Adapted from “Racial Identification and Preference in Negro Children,” by K. B. Clark and M. P. 
Clark, 1947 in T. M. Newcomb and E. L. Hartley (Eds.), Readings in Social Psychology, p. 171. Copyright 
1947 by Holt, Rinehart, & Winston. 
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Table 2 

Doll Test Participant Responses to Requests 5-8 

Choice Request 5 Request 6 Request 7 Request 8 

 # % # % # % # % 
Colored Doll   13 5 235 93 182 72 166 66 

White Doll 237 94   15   6   50 20    85 33 

Don’t Know or No 
Response 

   3   1     3   1     21   8      2   1 

Note. Adapted from “Racial Identification and Preference in Negro Children,” by K. B. Clark and M. P. 
Clark, 1947 in T. M. Newcomb and E. L. Hartley (Eds.), Readings in Social Psychology, p. 175. Copyright 
1947 by Holt, Rinehart, & Winston. 
 

 

The assumption that African American children preferred Whites and rejected 

their own racial group was duplicated in several racial preference studies, such as the 

Line Drawing Study and the Draw-A-Person Study, which assumed that the Negro who 

preferred Whites felt disdain or hatred for himself and his racial group (Nobles, 1973).  

These assumptions “led to considerations of the conditions which fostered Negro self- 

identity or a particular self-concept which was characteristically Negro . . . this Negro 

self-concept was assumed to be the consequence of the experiences of Negros” (Nobles, 

1973, p. 19).  Consequently, research of African American self-concept established a 

one-sided narrative that named the African American experience an unending source of 

conflict, which in turn negatively impacted their self-conception. 

Positive Racial Identity: Nigrescence 

Nigrescence, according to Cross (1971), is “the process of becoming black” and 

as such, the Nigrescence model of racial identity is a resocializing experience depicting 
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the stages of Negro-to-Black conversion (p.15).  The Nigrescence model is characterized 

by five stages of racial identity attitudes:  

1. Stage one (the Pre-encounter stage) depicts the identity to be changed (Cross, 

1991).  Individuals in the Pre-encounter stage are programmed to view and 

think of the world from a Eurocentric historical perspective that distorts Black 

history blackness.  Moreover, individuals in the pre-encounter stage think, act, 

and behave in a manner that degrades Blackness (Cross, 1971). 

2. Stage two (the Encounter stage) occurs when individuals have experienced an 

encounter that shatters their current feelings about themselves and the 

condition of Blacks in America (Cross, 1971).  After an individual has 

experienced this encounter, the individual enters a testing phase in which the 

individual attempts to grapple with and validate his new perceptions of 

blackness.  Consequently, individuals in the encounter phase begin to 

experience feelings of guilt for degrading his Blackness (Cross, 1971, 1978). 

3. Stage three (the Immersion-Emersion stage) depicts behavior of one who has 

just discovered Blackness (Cross, 1991).  During the Immersion-Emersion 

stage, the individual immerses himself in all things Black.  Moreover, the 

experience of immersion is a liberation from Whiteness and an emersion into 

African heritage (Cross, 1971, 1978).  

4. Stage four (the Internalization stage) is characterized by the resolution of the 

conflict between an individual old Eurocentric worldview and his new 

Afrocentric worldview (Cross, 1971, 1978). 
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5.  Finally, Stage five (the Internalization-Commitment stage) describes 

individuals who have internalized their new identity and continue their 

involvement in the resolution of problems shared by their reference group 

(Cross, 1971, 1978).  

Several empirical studies indicate a strong positive ethnic identity is a factor in 

protecting African Americans against anxiety and depression (Carter & Helms, 1990; 

Stevenson, 1995; Williams, Chapman, Wong, & Turkheimer, 2012).  Adversely, racial 

identity theorists have speculated that an individual without a positive racial identity is a 

candidate for mental breakdown (Carter, 1991; Smith, 1989).  In addition, Carter (1991) 

found that individuals in the pre-encounter stage with pre-encounter attitudes were at 

high risk for self-reported anxiety, memory impairment, paranoia, hallucinations, alcohol 

concerns, and psychological distress (Carter, 1991).  In another study, Pierre and Mahalik 

(2005) found that individuals who have completed the racial identity process have 

transcended the negative emotions associated with their Blackness, and as a result, these 

individuals are less likely to be psychologically distressed.  Wilson, Sellers, Solomon, 

and Holsey-Hyman (2017) claimed, “Racial identity is necessary to acquire power and 

improve our quality of life” (p.3), and as such, it is requirement for the stable 

psychological wellbeing of African American males.  To accomplish this knowledge of 

one’s individual culture, as well as the surrounding cultures is necessary. 

Culture 

Culture is a term originally associated with the field of anthropology.  While as a 

term it is used frequently, as a situational, generational, social, political, and 

geographically situated concept, it is a notion that defies generalized consensus.  Given 
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this point, the American anthropologist, Kluckhohn (as cited in Geertz, 1973) critically 

reviewed concepts and definitions of culture and managed to define culture: 

The total way of life of a people; the social legacy the individual acquires from 

his group; a way of thinking, feeling, and believing; an abstraction from behavior; 

a theory on the part of the anthropologist about the way in which a group of 

people in fact behave; a storehouse of pooled learning; a set of standardized 

orientations to recurrent problems; learned behavior;  a mechanism for the 

normative regulation of behavior ; a set of techniques for adjusting both to the 

external environment and to other men; and a precipitate of history.  (pp. 4-5) 

In accordance with Kluckohn, Geertz (1973) concluded, “There is no such thing as 

human nature independent of culture” (p. 49).  Culture is a distinctive way of life with 

which to navigate society (Geertz, 1973; Griffin, 2006; Williams, 2002).  Pursuant to this, 

Williams (2002) espoused, “Culture is ordinary” (p. 94).  In other words, Williams 

(2002) suggested common meanings and directions that predict and govern the behavior 

of individuals belonging to a particular group shape human society.  Moreover, culture 

refers to the learned aspects of society that regulate our lives and serve as the template for 

survival in the life of a society (Geertz, 1973; Griffin, 2006; Williams, 2002).  To this 

point, Geertz (1973) contended,  

Culture is a system of symbols by which man confers significance upon his own 

experience.  Symbol systems, man-created, shared, conventional, ordered and 

indeed learned to provide human beings with a meaningful framework for 

orienting themselves to one another, to the world around them and to themselves.  

(p. 250)    
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The framework with which an individual orients himself depends on the meanings 

he gives to the historically derived symbols and existing societal relationships.  

Accordingly, cultural meanings are constructed based on existing societal relationships 

and negotiated based on man-created symbolic systems that reinforce hegemony and the 

relationship between dominant and subordinate social groups (Artz & Murphy, 2000).  

Consequently, the core of culture consists of historically derived ideas and the symbolic 

meaning attached to those ideas (Artz & Murphy, 2000; Griffin, 2006).  

Ideology as a Cultural System 

Cultural meanings are constructed based on existing societal relationships and 

negotiated based on man-created symbolic systems that reinforce hegemony and the 

relationship between dominant and subordinate social groups (Artz & Murphy, 2000).  

By extension, the core of culture consists of historically derived ideas and the symbolic 

meaning attached to those ideas (Artz & Murphy, 2000; Griffin, 2006).  To this point, 

Griffin (2006) indicated:  

The assumption that traditional ideas and attached values lie at the core of culture 

summons up the term ideology, as does the notion that cultural systems are 

conditioned by past action and condition future action (as long as it is accepted 

that action in this context is always ideologically motivated or rationalized).  (p. 

80) 

Following this logic, the anthropological approach to culture describes ideology as the 

latent or underlying aspect of all human cultural activity and material products (Geertz, 

1973; Griffin, 2006).  Consequently, ideologies are culture products negotiated within the 

social consciousness of a given social group. 
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Ideologies are socially shared ideas and beliefs and as such, ideologies are the 

vehicles by which social beings make meaning, determine consciousness, and rationalize 

and legitimize action or behavior (Griffin, 2006; van Dijk, 1998).  As it relates to their 

role as vehicles of meaning, ideologies can be defined as “system[s] of collectively held 

normative and reputedly factual ideas and beliefs and attitudes advocating a particular 

pattern of social relations and arrangements” (Hamilton, 1987, p. 38).  Likewise, Bailey 

and Gayle (2015) defined ideology thusly:  

a set of beliefs that seems to serve and shape the interests of a certain group in 

society; has a legitimating/justifying function; and has the power to control or 

influence how people think about, or act in, their social circumstances.  (p. 23) 

In other words, ideologies are systems of independent ideas, held by a social group that 

reflect, rationalize, and defend the world as perceived within the social consciousness of 

the group (Bailey & Gayle, 2015; Griffin, 2006; van Dijk, 1998).  

The notion of ideology, as explored by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels in The 

German Ideology, refers to false beliefs and consciousness produced by the ruling class 

that serve to conceal real societal relations and deceive others (Artz & Murphy, 2000; 

Bailey & Gayle, 2015; van Dijk, 1998).  While the original notion of ideology, as 

proposed by Destutt de Tracy (as cited in Fraser & Wilde, 2012), described ideology as 

the “science of ideas which sought to apply reason to explain the origin and meaning of 

concepts” (p. 17), for Marx and Engles (1976), ideological knowledge was essentially 

distinct from scientific knowledge.  For them, scientific knowledge derived from the 

lived experience and was devoid of meaning, while ideological knowledge referred to the 

false, distorted, and abstracted ideas and the associated meanings imposed by the ruling 
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class on the lived experience to justify positions of advantage (Bailey & Gayle, 2015; van 

Dijk, 1998).  To this point, Marx and Engles (1976) asserted: 

The ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas: i.e., the class 

which is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling 

intellectual force.  The class which has the means of material production at its 

disposal, has control at the same time over the means of mental production, so 

that thereby, generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of mental 

production are subject to it.  The ruling ideas are nothing more than the ideal 

expression of the dominant material relationships, the dominant material 

relationships grasped as ideas; hence of the relationships which make the one 

class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its dominance.  The individuals 

composing the ruling class possess among other things consciousness, and 

therefore think.  (p. 61) 

Thus, Marx and Engles (1976) argued that ideology is a notion of power and dominance 

by which the ruling or dominant class controls the means of mental production, and by 

extension, the ruling class dominants the intellectual life of a society (Abercrombie & 

Turner, 1978; Artz & Murphy, 2000; Geertz, 1973; Hall, 1986; van Dijk, 1998) 

Gramsci, Ideology, and Hegemony 

In contrast to the notion of ideology as explored by Marx and Engles, Italian 

Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci (1971) postulated: 

It seems to me that there is a potential element of error in assessing the value of 

ideologies, due to the fact (by no means casual) that the name ideology is given 

both to the necessary superstructure of a particular structure and to the arbitrary 



46 

 

elucubrations of particular individuals. . . .  One must therefore distinguish 

between historically organic ideologies, those, that is, which are necessary to a 

given structure, and ideologies that are arbitrary, rationalistic, or “willed”.  To the 

extent that ideologies are historically necessary, they have a validity which is 

“psychological”; they “organise” human masses, and create the terrain on which 

men move, acquire consciousness of their position, struggle.  (pp. 706-707) 

Ideology, in Gramsci’s view, is a battlefield where subjects are produced through socially 

determined ideological fields (Gramsci, 1971; Mouffe, 2014).  Moreover, Gramsci (1971) 

described ideology as a practice reinforced by the worldviews and communal life of a 

social bloc.  Gramsci (1971) described the worldview of a social bloc as organic 

ideologies that organize human masses and inform the individual and collective activities 

(Mouffe, 2014).  In consonance with this, Mouffe (2014) concluded, “If it is through 

organic ideologies that men acquire their forms of consciousness, and if these organic 

ideologies are worldviews of determinate social blocs, this means that all forms of 

consciousness are necessarily political” (p. 300).  It follows, then that consciousness is a 

product of ideologies, which are the material and institutional manifestations of a 

hegemonic class and thus produces subordinate subjects (Gramsci, 1971; Mouffe, 2014; 

Ramos, 1982).  With this in mind, Mouffe (2014) contended,  

In this context it is the ideology consciousness world-view of the class viewed as 

the subject of history, that is of the hegemonic class, which founds the unity of a 

formation, in so far as it determines the adhesion of the dominated classes within 

a determinate system of domination” (p. 187).  



47 

 

In sum, then, as it relates to Gramsci’s interpretation of ideology, hegemony refers to the 

imposition of the dominant ideology on a social bloc to produce subordinates.  

The concept of hegemony, according to Ramos (1982), appeared in 1962 in 

Gramsci’s Notes on the Southern Question, defined as “a system of class alliance in 

which a hegemonic class exercised political leadership over subaltern classes by winning 

them over” (p. 5).  Following this, Gramsci (as cited in Mouffe, 2014) introduced the 

concept of hegemony with the following statement:  

The Turin communists posed concretely the question of the ‘hegemony of the 

proletariat’: i.e. of the social basis of the proletarian dictatorship and the workers’ 

State.  The proletariat can become the leading (dirigente) and the dominant class 

to the extent that it succeeds in creating a system of alliances which allows it to 

mobilise the majority of the working population against capitalism and the 

bourgeois State.  In Italy, in the real class relations which exist there, this means 

to the extent that it succeeds in gaining the consent of the broad peasant masses.  

(p. 178). 

In a later publication, Gramsci (1971) refined his definition of hegemony as “a 

condition in which a fundamental class exercises a political, intellectual, and moral role 

of leadership within a hegemonic system cemented by a common worldview” (p. 212).  

This adapted definition leads to the conclusion that hegemony is a system, cemented in a 

worldview or class ideology articulated through ideological elements, which serves as 

unifying principle to unify classes into the hegemonic bloc of the hegemonic system. 

Hegemony is predominance by consent.  To elaborate, Artz and Murphy (2000) 

explained, “Power is best secured if subordinates buy into the arrangement, agree to 
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terms and make the relationship theirs.  Hegemony is that system of power that has the 

support of the subordinate” (p. 3).  In other words, hegemony is not a system on 

indoctrination; rather, hegemony is a consensual agreement between dominant and 

subordinate social groups in which the dominant group meets the minimal needs of the 

subordinate group while advancing its own interests (Artz & Murphy, 2000).  Thus, 

hegemonic power is garnered when dominant social forces represent and incorporate the 

real material interests of subordinate groups into their social relationships (Artz & 

Murphy, 2000; Omi & Winant, 1994).  In this respect, hegemonic power is garnered 

when ideologies or common worldviews are diffused thought civil society through 

structures that organize and legitimate dominant practices as the norm (Ramos, 1982).  

These structures, or hegemonic apparatuses, “are actual organizations with decision-

making powers designed to maintain, defend, and develop the theoretical and ideological 

front of hegemony” (Artz & Murphy, 2000; pp. 40-41).  In sum, hegemonic apparatuses 

are social creations—cultural products, such as the mass media, educational institutions, 

government agencies, and religious groups, that inculcate civil society and elicit support 

for the ruling class by indoctrinating and socializing mass society according to the 

dominant class perspective (Artz & Murphy, 2000; Ramos, 1982).  Hence, the use of 

cultural products renders hegemony normal, as a part of the common sense that guides 

our daily lives.  It is through the reproduction of cultural products that the views of the 

dominant majority become increasingly mainstream, and thus become a part of the social 

values and norms that comprise the cultural superstructure that guides our ways of 

knowing (Stoddart, 2007). 
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Hegemony and the Ideology of Racism 

Race, often used as a defining bracket for culture, is another socially constructed 

concept that, unlike culture, has been used to marginalize and subjugate.  As a defined 

noun, race simply refers to a competitive process between entities to reach an ending 

destination, a strong or rapid current.  As a verb, it means to compete, to move or 

progress at full speed.  Biologists and anthropologists do not recognize the term as a way 

of creating biological classifications or one based on physical or genetic commonalities.  

This refusal to acknowledge race as a classifier among biologists and anthropologists is 

because there exists more genetic differences among groups than between groups.   

One definition of race—“a group of people united or classified together on the 

basis of common history, nationality, or geographic distribution” (Free Dictionary, 2018, 

para. 2)—is actually more closely aligned to the definition of culture.  While race refers 

to difference, the social meaning attached to biological markers of difference, racism 

refers to an irrational group prejudice that asserts dominance over members of races or 

unwanted groups (Goldberg, 1987).  However, when the socially constructed definition 

of race, as a human divisor, is used, racism becomes a concept related to the process of 

division, discrimination, and subjugation.  

Hegemony posits that popular culture manifests through the dialectical exchange 

between dominant and subordinate group interests and practices (Atz & Murphy, 2012).  

Viewed through the lens of racism, hegemony posits that social relations and cultural 

practices have evolved from practices and policies that enforce and reinforce the 

distribution of resources and opportunities according to ideologically coded racial 

preferences (Atkin, 2014; Fluehr-Lobban, 2006; Omi & Winant, 2014).  Artz and 
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Murphy (2000) contended, “Viewing race in America through the lens of hegemony, 

however, helps us to unravel this chronic social conflict and reveals how it is negotiated 

and filtered through cultural practices” (p. 72).  Hegemony employs apparatuses such as 

mainstream media to shift the balance of power in the relations of culture (Artz & 

Murphy, 2000; Hall, 2006; Omi & Winant, 2014).  Therefore, one can conclude that the 

struggle over cultural hegemony is waged and negotiated through popular culture (Atkin, 

2014; Fluehr-Lobban, 2006; Hall, 2006).  

Drawing on the Gramscian framework, Nieguth and Wilson (2015) emphasized: 

Gramscian argument emphasized that dominant social relations and alliances in 

capitalist liberal democracies were inherently unstable and contradictory.  Popular 

cultural forms and practices were part of the process whereby dominant groups 

were forced to renegotiate continually the terms upon which the consent of their 

rule could be sustained.  (p. 8) 

In the context of hegemony, culture, and social power relations are innately linked.  In 

other words, popular culture, in the context of hegemony, is a tool for political and social 

transformation, which stems from the oppositional experiences of the subordinate within 

the social milieu of the dominant hegemonic culture.  Nieguth and Wilson (2015) 

explained, “Popular culture provides an outlet for imagining groups and disseminating 

the myths surrounding who belongs and who is an ‘other’” (p. 9).  Dominant groups gain 

legitimacy and maintain power when the representations of the dominant culture are 

popular.  Moreover, popular culture fuses popular subordinate culture with dominant 

hegemonic culture to win the active consent over those over whom it rules (Hall, 2006; 

Nieguth & Wilson, 2015).  In sum, it is possible to view popular culture as the battlefield 
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where the dominant hegemonic culture constructs and leads subordinate groups toward 

practices based on racial inequality (Artz & Murphy, 2000). 

As it relates to Black culture, cultural hegemony meets the dominant interest by 

creating, portraying, and distributing acceptable—and divisive—images of Blackness and 

what it means to be Black (Artz & Murphy, 2000).  The cultural creations of the 

subordinate (Black) groups are used to manufacture a popular culture that promote the 

ideologies of the dominant group.  To this point, images of Blackness are appropriated 

recreated, portrayed, and distributed through hegemonic institutions that serve to 

“produce images and coordinate practices that support the status quo and are appealing to 

blacks and other subordinates” (Artz & Murphy, 2000, p. 77).  Consequently, Artz and 

Murphy (2000) contended, “Managers of cultural hegemony have historically produced 

and distributed representations that meet dominant interests by incorporating acceptable 

images from black culture” (p. 99).  As a result, African Americans consent to cultural 

hegemony through the reworking of Black images in hegemonic apparatuses such as 

school, media, and advertising, which serves to fulfill their hegemonic function by 

promoting Black cultural imagery in popular culture (Artz & Murphy, 2000; Hall, 2006). 

Hegemonic and Black Masculinity in the Context of the American Masculine Ideal 

Sex is a static concept that refers to the biological differences between males and 

females, whereas gender is a dynamic concept that refers to the social meaning and 

interpretations concerning the expectations of maleness and femaleness (Ting-Toomey, 

1998).  Similar to race, gender is an ideological concept constructed and reconstructed 

through the hegemonic apparatuses of popular culture (M, 2016).  In keeping with this, 

masculinity is a set of attributes behaviors and characteristics, based on socially 
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prescribed factors that define what it means to be a man (Herek, 1986; M, 2016; Ting-

Toomey, 1998).   

As a social constructed ideological concept, masculinity is weaved and regulated 

by the organizing intellectuals of the dominant hegemonic institutions (Donaldson, 1993; 

Cheng, 1999).  With this in mind, hegemonic masculinity, according to Connell (as cited 

in Cheng, 1999) is a “culturally idealized form of masculine character” (p. 297).  

Moreover, Donaldson (1993) emphasized,  

The public face of hegemonic masculinity, is not necessarily even what powerful 

men are, but is what sustains their power, and is what is what large numbers of 

men are motivated to support because it benefits them . . . hegemonic masculinity 

is naturalized in the form of the hero and presented through forms that revolve 

around heroes.  (p. 646)  

Since the early 1980s, hegemonic masculinity has been a part of gender and race 

studies as a theoretical overview.  However, as a practice of one group’s dominance over 

another, male hegemony has been a long-standing practice, manifesting as a method of 

men showing dominance over women, as well as over other groups of men who have 

been determined to not meet the qualities or qualification required to earn dominant 

group membership.  Hegemonic masculinity, as a generalized concept, can best be 

described as a set of socially derived conditions in which men are dominant and 

privileged.  This dominance and privilege, which can be classified and categorized at 

various points during man’s evolutionary history, are often difficult to define, identify, or 

validate, and thus take on an invisibly real perception.  
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The concept of hegemonic masculinity, “serves as an analytical instrument to 

identify those attitudes and practices among men that perpetuate gender inequality, 

involving both men’s domination over women and the power of some men over other 

(often minority groups of) men” (Jewkes et al., 2015, p. 113).  To this assertion, Jewkes 

and Morrell (2012) conceptualized hegemonic masculinity as: 

a set of values, established by men in power that functions to include and exclude, 

and organize society in gender unequal ways. It combines several features: a 

hierarchy of masculinities, differential access among men to power (over women 

and other men), and the interplay between men’s identity, men’s ideals, 

interactions, power and patriarchy.  (p. 1730) 

In other words, hegemonic masculinity situates itself above other forms of masculinity, 

which causes subordinate masculinities to situate themselves within the context of 

hegemonic masculinity (Cheng, 1999; Donaldson, 1993; Wesley, 2015).  Moreover, 

hegemonic masculinity is limited to White, heterosexual, middle and upper class males; 

thus, it is an impossible paradigm for non-White males (Cheng, 1999; Wesley, 2015).  In 

the context of hegemony, White, propertied, heterosexuals control and employ the 

definition of masculinity to measure their identity and that of subordinate masculinities 

(Cheng, 1999; Wesley, 2015).  

As it relates to Black men in the context of hegemonic masculinity, Staples (1978) 

asserted,  

. . . their subordination as a racial minority has more than cancelled out their 

advantages as males in the larger society.  Any understanding of their experience 
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will have to come from an analysis of the complex problems they face as black 

males and as men.  (pp. 169-170) 

The experience of Black males in the United States is one fraught with 

institutional racism and environments that fail to prepare black males for the fulfillment 

of masculine roles as defined by white, propertied, heterosexual males (Cheng, 1999; 

Staples, 1978; Wesley, 2015).  In addition to institutional racism, African American 

males face overt racism that renders them socially castrated, insecure in their male 

identity, and without a positive self-concept (Gibbs, 1988; Staples, 1978).  Staples (1978) 

explained,  

Most of the negative stereotypes have been perpetuated by the social science 

literature and have stemmed from a failure to understand the meaning and form of 

masculinity in black culture and as a result of the application of white norms to 

black behavior.  (p. 170) 

Gordon (1997) added that the adoption of hegemonic ideologies impedes the African 

American male’s efforts to fulfill his aspirations.  Thus, pathological conditions 

associated with hegemonic ideologies are the source of criminality, violence, drug abuse, 

and sexual promiscuity that so threaten the Black community (Gibbs, 1988; Gordon, 

1997; Staples, 1978).  

In contrast to Connell’s culturally idealized form of masculine character, Matlon 

(2016) positioned masculinity in relation to capitalism, which only then mediates social 

relationships.  As it relates to capitalist masculinity or patriarchy, Matlon (2016) 

explained, “Hegemony operates around producer-provider (patriarchal) norms of 

masculinity” (p. 1015).  Moreover, Gordon (1997) argued: 
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Patriarchal ideology is particularly strong in the African American community.  

Many, and perhaps most, Blacks in this country believe that one of the most 

serious consequences of slavery and racism has been the emasculation of the 

Black males.  Denied by White men the ability to control and protect the sexuality 

of “their” women, Black men are understood to have been unable to take on their 

“natural” role.  Hence, an important aspect of the struggle for equality on the part 

of many Black men is the (re)assertion of patriarchal privilege.  (p. 41) 

Gordon (1997) espoused that one cannot understand Black masculinity and the 

production of the African American male cultural repertoire without understating 

recognizing that it is underpinned by a hegemonic, Anglo-patriarchal ideology, which 

began with the transatlantic slave trade. 

The Construction of Black Masculinity 

For African American men, the transatlantic slave trade and chattel slavery 

initiated the capitalist enterprise that transformed the Black male body into a commodity 

of trade.  The economic and racial oppression of chattel slavery was the catalyst that 

established the first representation of Black masculinity that rendered the Black male 

body a product within the White capitalist society (Booker, 2000; White & Cones, 2013).  

Consequently, Black masculinity is a social construct in which representations of Black 

masculinity are produced and reproduced in the form of images, icons, and idols 

disseminated by the White capitalist society (Wesley, 2015).  Black masculinity is a 

product of slavery and therefore shaped by White supremacist capitalist patriarchy 

(Booker, 2000; Wesley, 2015).  Moreover, Booker (2000) explained, “Black masculinity 

in America has always been influenced by the prevalent forms of masculinity in white 
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America” (p. 73).  In other words, Black masculinity refers to the perception, expectation, 

and representation of the Black male as defined by hegemonic masculinity.  Hill (2004) 

explained,  

Under chattel slavery, people of African descent occupied a particular place in 

class relations—their bodies and all that was contained in those bodies (labor, 

sexuality, and reproduction) were objectified and turned into commodities that 

were traded in the marketplace.  (p. 55).   

For the male field slave, Booker (2000) contended,   

[The construction of masculinity] meant forging ways of acting, thinking and 

feeling suited to the uniquely harsh conditions.  Undergoing arduous labor for the 

longest daily period that was humanly possible, upon pain of being lashed by a 

whip was merely on aspect of their lives . . . this physical pain amid toil, a form of 

psychological terror played itself out in his social relationships . . . this bread a 

hardness and routinized defiance, among other features, within a standard of 

behaviors that forms the basis of the genesis of black masculinity.  (p. 22) 

The arduous labor associated with being a field slave lead to the objectification of the 

Black male body and the construction of the Black male as big, strong, and stupid 

(Booker, 2000; Hill, 2004).  Because of this construction, White elites found Black men 

to be threatening and unsuitable for work unless they were trained by, and placed under 

the discipline and control of, White men (Booker, 2000; Hill, 2004).  Hence, the African 

American was dehumanized and constructed by White hegemonic masculinity as a 

buck—“a human animal that had achieved partial domestication though slaver” (Hill, 

2004, p. 56). 
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Black masculinity and the African American male gender role ideal is shaped by 

the battle to survive (mentally, physically, spiritually, culturally, and emotionally) the 

rigors of slavery (Booker, 2000; Wesley, 2015).  With this in mind, Horton and Horton 

(as cited in Booker, 2000) asserted, “Among the slaves, men who refused to submit to the 

master’s authority were accorded respect.  Those who submitted to easily to the master’s 

authority lost respect” (p. 22).  In other words, the construction of Black masculinity is a 

construct of survival.  Moreover, Black masculinity is a construct of cultural 

schizophrenia in which African American males survive and gain access within the 

context of hegemonic masculinity, forced to develop an identity amidst exclusionary 

ideals of masculinity. 

Historical Account of the Black Male Image 

The contemporary construction of Black masculinity is a product of American 

popular culture.  Artz and Murphy (2000) explained,  

For hundreds of years, American popular culture has been filled with themes, 

tensions and humor based on race.  In the late eighteenth century, blacks 

dominated community festivals and heavily influenced white popular 

entertainment, but racial segregation and “blackface” entertainment by whites 

combined to create many of the racial stereotypes of blacks that we have today.  

(p. 94)  

As a consequence, the popular, race-based portrayals of Black masculinity have 

been cemented in popular culture, and the remnants of these constructions continue to 

plague the daily realities of Black males.  Furthermore, the socially constructed 

caricatures of Black masculinity have shaped the mirror by which African American 
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males view their identity (Brown, 2011; Howard, 2014).  Black males, according to 

hooks (2004), in the “white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy are feared but they are not 

loved (p. ix).  Moreover, hooks (2004) claimed that every Black male, in some context, 

has had to live his life in bondage, forced to hold back the self he wants to express for 

fear of being attacked, slaughtered, or destroyed.  In agreement with hooks, Ladson-

Billings (2011) stated: 

Perhaps more than any other group in our society, America (indeed the world) has 

a love-hate relationship with Black males.  The “love” aspect of the relationship is 

exhibited in the way mainstream Americans embrace a variety of cultural forms 

that are either designed or dominated by Black males. . . .  When we look at the 

“hate” aspect of this dichotomy, we see African American males as “problems” 

that our society must find ways to eradicate.  We regularly determine them to be 

the root cause of most problems in schools and society.  We seem to hate their 

dress, their language, and their effect.  We hate that they challenge authority and 

command so much social power.  We seem convinced that if they wouldn’t act so 

. . . “Black”, they would not be problems.  While the society apparently loves 

them in narrow niches and specific slots—music, basketball, football, track—we 

seem less comfortable with them than in places like the National Honor Society, 

the debate team, or the computer club (pp. 8-9). 

Depicted in popular culture and academic literature as endangered, uneducable, 

animals, brutes, rapists and murderers, African Americans are victimized by stereotypes 

first articulated in the 19th century (hooks, 2004; Howard, 2014).  Howard (2014) 

elaborated,  
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I would content that there are at least five depictions that have plagued the Black 

male image over the past 4 centuries and continue to shape the public perception, 

in subtle and not so subtle ways, of how Black males experience schools and the 

larger society today.  (p. 31)   

The five depictions, as outlined by Howard (2013) are the physical brute and anti-

intellectual; the shiftless and lazy Black male; the hypersexual Black male; the criminal 

minded Black male; and the slicker-pimp/gangster Black male. 

The first depiction of the African American male as a physical brute and anti-

intellectual stems from the institution of slavery and the notion that the African American 

male’s greatest asset was his physical strength; accordingly, the foundation of American 

prosperity was laid by the brute strength of African American males.  Central to this 

reality, Howard (2013) explained,  

is the notion (omitted from most accounts) that Black men were primary pillars in 

the development and infrastructure of the nation and were the backbone of 

physical labor for sheer strength, heavy lifting, countless hours of moving, and 

engaging in back-breaking work.  (p. 32) 

Although the absolute physical strength of African American men was recognized, their 

intellect was perceived as childlike and far from the intellectual acumen of their White 

master.  The widely held notions of the intellectual inferiority of African American males 

was supported by the pseudoscience of phrenology which held that African American 

males had smaller brains and skull sizes, which meant that they intellectual inferiority, 

without any sense of direction.   
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The monolithic depictions of the African American male as a physical brute and 

anti-intellectual were reinforced by cinematic and literary representations such as Birth of 

a Nation and Huckleberry Finn, which portrayed African American males as violent, 

docile, mindless, and deeply unintelligent (Booker, 2000; Howard, 2013).  Consequently, 

the social manifestations portrayed in these images normalized the view of African 

Americans as brutes—anti-intellectuals to be feared and loathed (Booker, 2000; Howard, 

2013). 

The second historical representation of Black men is that of the shiftless and lazy 

Black male.  The image of the shiftless and lazy Black man is that of subhuman, a savage 

who needed guidance, structure, and constant oversight and monitoring.  The historical 

belief associated with this representation is that Black men are lazy and required constant 

oversight to engage in the intense labor for which they were suited (Booker, 2000; 

Howard, 2013).  The narrative of the shiftless and lazy Black man was solidified by the 

historical personification of Sambo, the jovial domestic that portrayed the African 

American males as a perpetual child who was both foolish and deprived of manhood 

(Booker, 2000).  Moreover, the caricature of Sambo provided humor at the expense of 

African American males, rendering the Black male as indolent, incompetent, dishonest, 

and inferior.  To this, Howard (2013) contended, “Each of the labels often possessed 

implicit and explicit ways of framing Black men in a manner which they were more 

concerned with levity and entertainment, and less concerned with or desirous of hard 

work” (p. 33).  

The third depiction of the Black male is that of the hypersexual Black male, 

rooted in the employment of the Black male slave as the buck whose sexuality was 
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exploited to increase the human capital of the plantation.  Moreover, the fear-based 

impression of the hypersexual Black male and his perceived sexual superiority is 

connected to the belief that the Black men possessed an uncontrollable and insatiable 

desire for White women.  hooks (2004) explained,  

This is in part because of the convergence of racist sexist thinking about the black 

body, which has always projected onto the black body a hypersexuality.  The 

history of the black male body begins in the United States with projections, with 

the imposition onto that body of white racist sexist pornographic sexual fantasies.  

Central to this fantasy is the idea of the black male rapist.  (p. 63) 

Moreover, hooks (2004) explained, 

 Until racial integration became an accepted norm, the fear of racial contact was 

always translated by racist white folks into a fear of black male sexuality.  Euro-

Americans seeking to leave behind a history of their brutal torture, rape, and 

enslavement of black bodies projected all their fears onto black bodies.  (p. 63)  

 Consequently, the mere accusation of raping or looking lustfully at, or being in the 

pursuit of White women resulted in the emasculation, and frequently castration, of Black 

men (Howard, 2013; Staples, 1978). 

A fourth account of Black males is that of the criminal-minded Black male, which 

is a racial hoax that has rendered African American males as the “symbolic pillager of all 

that is good” (Russell-Brown, 1998, p. 84).  Russell-Brown (1998) clarified,  

For most of us, television's overpowering images of Black deviance—its 

regularity and frequency—are impossible to ignore.  These negative images have 

been seared into our collective consciousness.  It is no surprise that most 
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Americans wrongly believe that Blacks are responsible for committing the 

majority of crime.  No doubt, many of the suspects paraded across the nightly 

news are guilty criminals.  The onslaught of criminal images of Black men, 

however, causes many of us to incorrectly conclude that most Black men are 

criminals.  This is the myth of the criminal black man.  On balance, the picture 

that comes to mind when most of us think about crime is the picture of a young 

Black man.  (p. 3) 

As slavery came increasingly under attack, , slavery advocates, in an elaborate 

defense of the institution, used the myth of the criminal Black man as a defense for the 

institution of slavery and named African American males cowardly, cruel, prone to 

revenge, and murderous.  This fear-based strategy to defend slavery served to destroy the 

image of the African American by replacing images of the African American male as a 

loyal domestic servant with that of the African American male as drunken, criminal, 

violent, and dishonest (Booker, 2000; Howard, 2013; Russell-Brown, 1998).  

Consequently, the United States has been systematically inculcated with an unfounded 

fear of African American males, which has become the widely accepted basis for 

justifying prejudicial thinking, discriminatory treatment, and racial violence toward 

African American males.  

The fifth and most recent depiction of the African American males is that of the 

slicker-pimp/gangster Black male.  As it relates to this depiction, Howard (2013) 

explained, “Given the reputation of Black men to be averse to hard work and lacking 

mental acuity, the slicker describes Black men that skirt the system, find ways around the 

law, and are devious, cunning, and skilled in legal or criminal activity” (p. 36).  The 
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portrayal of the African American male as a slicker-pimp/gangster has characterized him 

as an individual who is prone to lying, cheating, and stealing (Brown, 2011; Howard, 

2013).  The caricature of the African American as a slicker-pimp/gangster has been 

embraced by popular culture and reinforced in movies such as Boyz N’ the Hood and A 

Menace II Society (Artz & Murphy, 2000; Howard, 2013).  Artz and Murphy (2000) 

asserted, “These films helped rebuild cultural hegemony on dominant terms” (p. 101).  

Ultimately, these constructions have reinforced the belief that Black men are to be feared, 

framing the metanarrative that mirrored the sociological discourse about African 

American male life (Artz & Murphy, 2000; Brown, 2011; Howard, 2013). 

Each of these five monolithic depictions influences the narrative society employs 

to inform the perception of African American males (Brown, 2011; Howard, 2013).  

Moreover, Brown (2011) suggested, from the 1930s to the present, four narratives about 

African American males have informed the perception of the general populace: absent 

and wandering; castrated and emasculated; soulful and adaptive; and endangered.  In 

consonance with this, Howard (2013) explained, “He identifies these four narratives as 

being staples in the normalized manner in which Black males are seen within popular 

media and describes the way (systems of knowledge) by which much of social science 

feeds into this characterization” (p. 36).  The systems of knowledge or epistemologies 

used historically to construct the narratives about African American males are intimately 

linked to hegemony of the dominant Euro-American paradigm that “creates or constructs 

the world in its own image, in terms of its ways and its social-historical experience” 

(Scheurich & Young, 1997, p. 7).  In keeping with this, Scheurich and Young, (1997) 

explained: 
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Epistemologies, along with their related ontologies and epistemologies, arise out 

the social history of a particular social group. Different social groups, races, 

cultures, societies, or civilizations evolve different epistemologies, each of which 

reflects the social history of that group, race, culture, society, or civilization; that 

is, no epistemology is context-free.  Yet, all of the epistemologies currently 

legitimated in education arise exclusively out of the social history of the dominant 

White race.  They do not arise out of the social history of African Americans, 

Hispanic Americans, Native Americans, Asian Americans, or other racial/cultural 

groups-social histories that are much different than that of the dominant race.  (p. 

8) 

The metanarrative of Black masculinity informs the racially biased 

epistemological stance in which research about African American males is conducted.  

This epistemological racism reflects and reinforces the social history of the dominant 

Euro-American paradigm while excluding the epistemologies of people of color 

(Scheurich & Young, 1997).  Under these circumstances, Scheurich and Young (1997) 

contended,  

Again, the critical problem-for all of us, both Whites and people of color-is that 

the resulting epistemological racism, besides unnecessarily restricting or 

excluding the range of possible epistemologies, creates profoundly negative 

consequences for those of other racial cultures with different epistemologies, 

ontologies, and axiologies.  (pp. 8-9)  

In other words, the narrative that frames African American males from a deficit 

perspective is constructed within the Euro-American epistemological tradition, and 
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therefore recycled and cemented into the theories and beliefs held about African 

American males.  Ultimately, the task for African American males and social science 

literature is to reconceptualize and construct narratives about African American males 

from an epistemological frame that allows African American males to be the subjects of 

their own historical experiences, rather than the objects of the social history of the 

dominant race (Brown, 2011; Scheurich & Young, 1997). 

The State of the African American Male: Educational Challenges 

Education is the great equalizer.  Hence, access to education is noted as one of the 

most valuable commodities in an egalitarian society (Howard, 2014), rendering the belief 

that education offers its recipients an improved quality of life and opportunities for 

economic and social mobility.  However, the reality is that many citizens, namely African 

American males, struggle to gain access to quality education.  One of the single most 

startling and pervasive issues in education today is the achievement gap.  According to 

the National Governors Association, the achievement gap is “a matter of race and class.  

Across the United States, a gap in educational achievement persists between minority and 

disadvantaged students and their white counterparts” (Muir, 2003, p. 1).  Despite 

considerable gains in achievement since the 1960s, a glaring gap in achievement between 

African American males and their White peers remains. 

The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) (2018) indicated, 

“Achievement gaps occur when one group of students (such as, students grouped by 

race/ethnicity, gender) outperforms another group and the difference in average scores for 

the two groups is statistically significant” (para. 1).  Regarding the achievement gap 

between African Americans and Whites, Howard (2014) remarked,  
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The racial gap in educational performance and attainment sheds an ominous cloud 

over the idea that education is an equalizer in the United States.  What has 

become abundantly clear over the past several centuries is that high-quality 

education for all is often a dream deferred, if not a dream denied.  (p. 10)  

Statistics prove this to be true, for African American males in all contexts are 

disproportionately experiencing negative educational outcomes, including academic 

failure, low graduation rates, high dropout rates, low test scores, low representation in 

gifted and advanced classes and high representation in special education.  While African 

American males only constitute 8.1% of the student population, they constitute 21.4% of 

public school receiving one out of school suspension; 24.7% of public school students 

receiving more than one of school suspension; 25.5% of public school student receiving 

expulsions with or without educational services; 18.1% of expulsions under zero 

tolerance policies; 18.5 % of students referred to law enforcement; and 20.3% of school 

related arrests (NCES, 2011).  Moreover, African American males comprise only 7.1% of 

the gifted and talented population, but 12.8% of the students with disabilities population.  

In response to these statistics, Howard (2014) maintained, “The data offered here on 

black male performance are not intended to offer the usual account of how Black males 

have academic deficiencies . . . it is attempt to redirect explanations for Black males’ 

experiences and outcome in U.S. schools” (p. 13).  These data demonstrate how U.S. 

schools have fallen short in providing educational experiences that foster academic 

achievement (Howard, 2013, 2014).  Unequal educational and social structures in U.S. 

schools deny African American males access to a quality education (Howard, 2013, 
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2014).  As a result, African American males have been systematically denied their right 

to quality education (Howard, 2013, 2014; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). 

The State of the African American Male: Dominant Racial Narratives and the 

Endangered African American Male 

Guy (2014) made a germane analogy for the state of the African American male:  

A few years ago a friend invited my son and me to join him and his family on a 

fishing trip to Alaska.  The annual salmon run was scheduled to take place in a 

few weeks.  Although I was unable to make the trip, the prospect excited me and I 

promised that I would try to do the trip in the future.  The image of countless 

salmon struggling mightily upstream to reach the headwaters where they would 

breed and eventually complete the circle of life was awe inspiring.  I have always 

been amazed at the struggle these fish endure, swimming against the current, 

jumping waterfalls, all risking death at the hands of predator threats—bears and 

eagles—who patiently wait to gorge themselves on the easy pickings.  The 

salmon run is an apt analogy for comprehending the life environmental 

circumstances faced by Black men in America.  The difficulties of life, some 

more and others less severe, faced by Black males create circumstances that 

circumscribe available choices for Black men to lead meaningful, constructive, 

and productive lives.  (p. 15) 

Black male exceptionalism, a concept based in the discourse that presents African 

American males as an endangered species, refers to the notion that African American 

males require specialized attention because they fare more poorly than their ethnic 

counterparts.  To this point, Butler (2013) contended, “The central premise (of Black 
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male exceptionalism) is that by almost every index of inequality, Black males are on the 

bottom—exceptionally burdened and marginalized” (p. 485).  The discourse on Black 

male exceptionalism is rooted in the dominant cultural narrative, which names White 

men superior to Black men (Fanon, 2009; Guy, 2014).  According to Rappaport (2000), 

dominant, cultural narratives are:  

. . . overlearned stories communicate through mass media or other large social and 

cultural institutions and social networks . . . dominant cultural narratives are 

known by most people in a culture.  They are communicated in shorthand, as 

stereotypes that conjure up well-practiced images and stories.  (pp. 4-5)  

The dominant cultural narratives about African American males are comprised of myths, 

stereotypes, and racist narratives that depict them as subhuman, and as such, these 

narratives constitute a deep cultural reservoir of meaning and interpretations that have 

shaped the view of African American males in American society (Guy, 2014; Rapport, 

2000).  

From the perspective of postracialism, which refers to the American society as 

free from racial discrimination, preference, and prejudice, the success of African 

American males such as Corey Booker, Bob Smith, Kenneth Frazier, Eric Holder, and 

Jessie Williams have served to reinforce the notion that the goals of the civil rights 

movement have been achieved (Guy, 2014).  The removal of the legal and institutional 

apparatuses that sustain de jure segregation, the onset of the colorblind racial ideology, 

and the election of President Barak Obama has confirmed the notion, from the 

perspective of the dominant White narrative, that racism has been eliminated in American 

society, and thus, it no longer serves as a deterrent to the success of African American 
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males (Guy, 2014; Omi & Winant, 2014).  Consequently, the dominant cultural narrative, 

from the perspective of postracialism, as it relates to Black male exceptionalism, holds 

that African American males are the agents of their own demise.  To this perspective, 

Omi and Winant (2014) contended,  

A great human sacrifice created the United States and all the Americas: the twin 

genocides of conquest and slavery.  Although an immense effort has been made to 

repair the damage that sacrifice caused, the destruction can never really be 

undone.  (p. 245) 

Theoretical Framework of the Study 

The transformative paradigm, which emerged as an antithesis to research that 

misrepresented the lives of oppressed people (Mertens, 2005, 2007), provides a 

framework for culturally responsive research that confronts social oppression and the 

assumptions associated with power issues, social justice, and cultural complexity 

(Mertens, 2005, 2010).  Three characteristics are representative of the transformative 

paradigm: it places importance on the lives and experiences of marginalized groups; it 

evaluates how and why inequities exist based on gender, race or ethnicity, disability, 

sexual orientation, and socioeconomic classes; and it examines the extent to which social 

inequities are linked to political and social action (Mertens, 2010).  To accomplish an 

accurate examination of African American males’ lived experiences through the 

transformative paradigm, use of resilience theory, possible-selves theory, and critical race 

theory is necessary.  
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Resilience Theory 

Williams and Portman (2014) defined resilience as “the capacity of an individual 

to recover from or adapt to difficult and challenging life circumstances” (p. 14).  

Similarly, Stewart, Reid, and Mangham (1997) defined resilience as “the capability of 

individuals to cope successfully in the face of significant change, adversity or risk.  This 

capability changes over time and is enhanced by protective factors in the individual and 

the environment” (p. 22).  Resilience is learned optimism, which allows individuals to 

employ coping mechanisms or protective factors during stressful situations.  The premise 

associated with resilience is the notion that individuals possess characteristics that enable 

them to survive adversity (Richardson, 2002).  Therefore, resilience is not a single trait 

but a collection of attributes or factors that facilitate to an individual’s ability to rebound 

despite adversity.   

Resilient individuals are those who work well, play well, love well, and expect 

well (Benard, 1991; Smokowski, Reynolds, & Bezruczko, 2000).  Moreover, resilient 

individuals have strong interpersonal skills, they are flexible, they have a high level of 

activity, and they have capacity for responsiveness toward others (Wang, Haertel, & 

Walberg, 1993).  Benard (1991) described a resilient individual as one who possesses 

social competence, which includes the qualities of responsiveness, flexibility, empathy 

and caring, communication skills, a sense of humor.  Also included are problem-solving 

skills, which includes the ability to think abstractly, reflectively, and flexibly; autonomy, 

which refers to a strong sense of independence; and a sense of purpose and future, which 

refers to the notion and belief that one can have some degree of control over one’s 

environment.  Benard’s (1991) list included self-efficacy, self-discipline, impulse control, 
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internal locus of control, a sense of power, and self-esteem.  For these reasons, resilience 

is cultivated through the development of social competence, problem-solving skills, 

autonomy, and a sense of purpose (Benard, 1991; Richardson, 2002; Wang et al., 1993). 

Resilience involves a balance between risk factors (e.g., multiple stressful events, 

a single traumatic event, or cumulative stress from a variety of personal and 

environmental factors) and protective factors (Hamby, Grych, & Banyard, 2017; Stewart 

et al., 1997).  Kim and Hargrove (2013) asserted that the “notion of resilience includes 

both risk and positive adaptation, provides an anti-deficit approach that seeks to examine 

the process of adjustment or recovery through the reduction of risk” (p. 306).  Similarly, 

Ernestus and Prelow (2015) contended, “Protective factors reduce biopsychosocial risk of 

negative outcomes and promote resilience, allowing youth to lead more successful lives 

than would be expected” (p. 955).  To put it differently, resilience develops through the 

application of protective factors associated with the individual and peers, family, school 

and social environment or community.  In keeping with this, Benard (1991) defined 

protective factors as “those traits, conditions, situations and episodes, that appear to alter 

or even reverse predictions of negative outcome and enable individuals to circumvent life 

stressors” (p. 6).  The defining feature associated with resilience is the use of protective 

factors to negotiate and modify an individual’s response to risk (Hamby et al., 2017; 

Rutter, 1987; Stewart et al., 1997).  

In his review of stress-resistant children, Garmezy (1987) found that many 

children and adults do overcome in spite of life’s difficulties.  In light of this, Garmezy 

(1991) concluded, “It is critical to identify those protective factors that seemingly enable 

individuals to circumvent life stressors” (p. 422).  Hence, Garmezy (1987) described 
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three broad conditions or situations that operate as protective factors: personality features, 

such as self-esteem; family cohesion and an absence of discord; and the availability of 

external support systems that encourage and reinforce a child’s coping efforts (p. 166).   

Similarly, Werner (1989), in her analyses of the developmental course of high-

risk children, identified three types of protective factors:  

1) Dispositional attributes of the individual that may have a strong genetic base, 

such as activity level, sociability, and intelligence; 2) affectional ties within the 

family that provide emotional support in times of stress either from a parent, 

grandparent, sibling, mate, or spouse; and 3) external support systems at school, 

work, or church that reward the individual’s competencies and provide him with a 

sense of meaning and an internal locus of control.  (p. 171) 

Thus, based on the research of Garmezy (1987) and Werner (1989), there are three 

clusters of protective factors:  protective factors within the individual, which refer to 

characteristics such a pride, sense of self and identity, a belief in one’s own effectiveness, 

and a conviction that the problems that own encounters could be overcome by one’s own 

actions; protective factors within the family, which refer to a close bond with and 

nurturing from at least one emotionally stable person; and protective factors within the 

community, which refer to school, community organizations, and positive elders that 

provide positive images and outlets for emotional support.  

Resilience is a dynamic process (Benard, 1991; Garmezy, 1987).  Furthermore, 

successful adaption occurs when there is a balance between stress factors, stressful life 

events, and protective factors.  Similarly, maladaptation is possible when the balance of 

stress factors, stressful life events, and protective factors are unfavorable.  Therefore, it is 
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important to increase knowledge and understanding of the reasons why some children 

and adults overcome life’s challenges, while others do not (Garmezy & Rutter, 1983). 

Identity  

Identity, according to Erikson (1959), denoted “certain comprehensive gains 

which the individual, at the end of adolescence, must have derived from all of his 

preadult experiences in order to be ready for adulthood” (p. 108).  In other words, 

Erikson (1994) contended that the successful result of identity formation is the 

development of a solidified personality, derived from an individual’s experiences and 

both confirmed and accepted by society.  It follows then that “the young individual must 

learn to be most himself where he means most to others- those others, to be sure, who 

have come to mean most to him” (Erikson, 1959, p. 109).   

Similar to Erikson’s view of identity, Marcia (1980) constructed identity as “a 

self-structure—an internal, self-constructed, dynamic organization of drives, abilities, 

beliefs and individual history” (p. 109).  However, unlike Erickson, Marcia (1980) 

suggested that identity is a dynamic process that begins in infancy and reaches its final 

stage in old age.  In Marcia’s (1980) view, “The identity process neither begins nor ends 

with adolescence” (p. 110), for it is a process by which an individual synthesizes their 

childhood identification in order to construct a pathway toward adulthood.  Identities are 

fluid; they are always changing and developing as an individual becomes aware of 

significant others and his cultural context; therefore, identity represents who we are as 

individuals, members of a group, and how we equip ourselves to mediate past, present, 

and future (Marcia, 1980). 
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Self-Concept 

The social psychological perspective of the self begins with the notion that the 

self is a social product defined within a social milieu (Forgas & Williams, 2014; 

Oyserman & Markus, 1993).  Forgas and Williams (2014) maintained, 

[Our sense of selfhood] “is one of the most private unique and special 

characteristics we all possess; yet at the same time, the self is also a 

fundamentally social creation . . . a product of the symbolic representations about 

ourselves that we construct on the basis of interactions with others” (p. 5).  

According to Mead (1934), the self refers to a process that stems from the dialectic 

between the socially determined me and the individual I, where the socially determined 

me refers to the self we are aware of and the individual I refers to the part of the self 

which is unique, impulsive, creative, and free.  While identity refers to the process that 

emanates from the dialectic between me and I, self-concept refers to the interpretive 

product of this dialectic.  In this sense, self-concept refers to 

a dynamic interpretive structure that mediates the most significant intrapersonal 

processes (including information processing, affect and motivation) and a wide 

variety of interpersonal processes (including social perception choice of situation, 

partner and interaction strategy; and reaction to feedback).  (Markus & Wurf, 

1987, p. 300) 

Markus and Wurf (1987) posited that the dynamic entity of self-concept serves to: 

interpret, organize and lend meaning to relevant actions and experiences, as well as 

motivate action by providing incentives, plans, rules, and scripts for behavior.  The 

function of self-concept in organizing, summarizing, and explaining one’s behavior 
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results in formation of self-schemas or “cognitive generalizations about the self, derived 

from past experiences that organize and guide the processing of self-related information 

contained in an individual’s social experiences” (Markus, 1977, p. 64).  Markus and Wurf 

(1987) described self-concept as “a system of self-schemas or generalizations about the 

self-derived from past social experiences” (p. 301).  As such, the self-concept represents 

the dual nature of a structure and process with the capacity to represent the self as that 

which is both known and knower (Markus, 1977; Markus & Wurf, 1987). 

Possible-Selves Theory  

Adolescence is a psychosocial moratorium, during which adolescents try on 

various possible selves without commitment.  Possible selves represent an individual’s 

conception of his ideal future self—the selves that hope become as well as the selves that 

they are afraid to become (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006; Oyserman et al., 1995).  Possible 

selves provide adolescents with incentive and direction for future behavior (Oyserman et 

al., 1995).  Moreover, possible selves derive from an individual’s past failures and 

successes.  Adolescence provides youths the freedom to synthesize childhood identities to 

construct plausible, possible selves (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006; Oyserman et al., 1995).  

Thus, an adolescent’s historical experience, social environment, cultural identity, and 

interactions with salient others or role models provide the context for which he finds 

models and feedback on the type of self he can become.  

 In an effort to find models of what they could become, Oyserman et al. (1995) 

reported that African American males look to their social environment for salient others 

to emulate.  Oyserman, Gant and Ager (1995) argued that an African American male’s 

development of a plausible possible self is contingent upon his development of a positive, 



76 

 

gendered African American self-schema with which to make sense of himself as a 

member of an oppressed social order and counter the psychological effects of historical 

racism that limits the opportunities and success of African Americans. Possible selves are 

tightly linked to an individual’s racial, gender, and cultural identities, and perceived in-

group norms (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006).  Moreover, possible selves are rooted in an 

individual’s values, ideals, and aspirations, as well as the values and ideals of important 

others (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006).  As such, a gendered, African American self-schema 

is necessary for an African American male to develop a possible self, rooted in his 

values, ideals, and aspirations.  Consequently, it is imperative for an African American 

males to have a sense of both his racial and gendered identities in order to synthesize the 

identities of salient others and conceive a positive future self that he would like to 

become (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006; Oyserman et al., 1995). 

Critical Race Theory  

In an endeavor to transform the relationship among race, racism, and power, the 

critical race theory (CRT) movement questions hegemony and the social structures that 

perpetuate the dominance of one group over another.  Delgado and Stefancic (2012) 

argued, “Critical race theory contains an activist dimension.  It not only tries to 

understand our social situation, but to change it” (p. 17).  Thus, CRT sets out not only to 

ascertain the relationship between law, dominance, and racial power, but to also change it 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).   

Critical race theory is grounded in reality that reflects experience, employing the 

narratives of people of color to challenge the experiences of Whites as the standard 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Taylor, 2009).  The scholarship associated with CRT 
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movement, according to Taylor (2009), cannot be understood as an abstract set of ideas 

or doctrines; instead, it requires: 

specific insights and observations, including society’s acceptance of racism as 

ordinary, the phenomenon of white’s allowing black progress when it supports 

their interests (interest convergence), the understanding of the historic effects of 

European colonialism, and the preference of the experiences of oppressed peoples 

(narrative) over the “objective” opinions of whites.  (p. 4) 

In other words, CRT scholarship engages the voice of oppressed people to name their 

reality with which to expose and challenge the social construction of race and hegemony 

(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Taylor, 2009).  

CRT refers to the analytical framework developed by scholars of color concerned 

with racial orthodoxy in the legal arena to address social justice and racial oppression in 

the United States (Howard, 2014; Sleeter & Bernal, 2004).  Moreover, CRT serves as a 

methodological, theoretical, and pedagogical strategy that addresses the role of race and 

racism in education in an attempt to eliminate forms of subordination in U.S. education 

(Howard, 2013; Ladson-Billings, 1998; Sleeter & Bernal, 2004).  Therefore, CRT in 

education “serves as a framework to challenge and dismantle prevailing notions of 

fairness, meritocracy, colorblindness, and neutrality in the education of racial minorities” 

(Howard, 2014, p. 55).  Furthermore, Howard (2013) claimed that critical race theorists 

disrupt race and racism in education in four primary ways:  

by theorizing about race along with other forms of subordination and the 

intersectionality of racism, classism sexism and other forms oppression in school 

curriculum; by challenging dominant ideologies which call for objectivity and 
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neutrality in educational research; . . . by offering counterstorytelling as a 

liberatory and credible methodological tool in examining racial oppression; and 

by incorporating transdisciplinary knowledge from women’s and ethnic studies to 

better understand various manifestations of discrimination . . . .  (p. 55) 

Despite the widely held belief that the goals of the civil rights movement have 

been achieved and the notion that race and racism has been eradicated, race still matters, 

and White privilege exists (Howard, 2013; Omi & Winant, 1994).  The systematic 

advantage of Whiteness exists to provide racial advances to Whites while 

disenfranchising those of African descent.  Howard (2013) contended, “In many ways, 

our failure to honestly and critically examine race and all of its manifestations has led 

only to further tension, discrimination, and hostility along racial lines” (p. 52).  The 

manifestation of race or racism, according to Marable (1992), can be defined as “a system 

of ignorance, exploitation and power used to oppress African-Americans, Latinos, 

Asians, Pacific Americans, American Indians, and other people on the basis of ethnicity, 

culture, mannerisms, and color” (p. 5).   

In the field of education, CRT serves as an explanatory tool to expose the 

inequities that students of color experience.  The disenfranchisement of African 

American males in American society is the product of race and racism in our racialized 

American society in which “discussions of race and racism continue to be muted and 

marginalized” (Howard, 2013; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 47).  Pursuant to this, 

Bell (1992), in his seminal work, Faces at the Bottom of the Well: The Permanence of 

Racism bemoaned the fact that “despite undeniable progress for many, no African 

Americans are insulated from incidents of racial discrimination.  Our careers, even our 
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lives are threatened because of our color” (p. 3).  For this reason, the adoption and 

adaptation of CRT as a framework for educational equity has the potential to enable a 

discourse that will challenge dominant ideologies and provide a voice to those rendered 

voiceless because they were not born with the privilege of Whiteness (Howard, 2013; 

Ladson-Billings, 1998). 

Summary 

African American males are a population at particular risk of poor developmental 

outcomes (Ernestus & Prelow, 2015; Miller & MacIntosh, 1999).  Ernestus and Prelow 

(2015) claimed, “In the United States, 42% of children are in low-income families and 

21% of children live below the federal poverty level. . . .  70% of the youth in these at-

risk, low income families are ethnic minorities” (p. 955).  Despite these negative 

environmental risk factors, many African American adolescents do not succumb to the 

effects of deprivation, but they transcend (Miller & MacIntosh, 1999).  In the United 

States, there are 600,000 more African American men in college than in prison, more that 

1 million African American males were enrolled in college in 2009, and over 1.3 million 

African American males earned a bachelor’s degree in 2010 (Morris, 2012).  

In a system that operates to support the American patriarchal ideal, African 

American males are regarded as criminals, irresponsible fathers, descendants of 

dysfunctional families, self-destructive drug addicts, materialistic lovers of flashy 

possessions, and violent rapists of White women (Howard, 2013).  The African American 

man, according to Fanon (2009), is required, not only to be Black, but “he must be black 

in relation to the white man” (p. 82).  In other words, the African American male is 

confronted by the dilemma: turn White and accept the mutually reinforcing structures of 
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patriarchy and White supremacy or disappear (Fanon, 2009).  However, if an African 

American male turns White and embraces patriarchy and the White supremacist social 

order that subordinates African American people, he will undermine his struggle for 

racial justice. 

In his novel The Mis-Education of the Negro, Woodson (1933) asserted,  

The thought of inferiority of the Negro is drilled into him in almost every class he 

enters and in almost every book he studies . . . If you teach the Negro that he has 

accomplished as much good as any other race, he will achieve and aspire to 

equality and justice without regard to race.  (p. 192) 

Research seems to support the Woodson’s (1993) notion that developing a cohesive racial 

identity will enable African American males to transcend the negative emotions 

associated with their Blackness.  Consequently, he will develop a plausible possible self 

and a gendered African American self-schema with which to make sense of himself as a 

member of an oppressed social and counter the psychological effects of historical racism 

that limits the opportunities and success of African Americans. 

This chapter first presented an overview of race, the articulation of race as a 

marker of biological difference, and the social construction of race.  Following this was a 

discussion of racial identity, the social scientific discourse of African American identity 

when viewed through the lens of the dominant culture, and Nigrescence.  Next was a 

review of literature on hegemony, hegemonic masculinity, and Black masculinity, as well 

as recent research on the influence of racial identity and resilience on the development of 

African American males.  Chapter 3 presents the research design and the rationale for its 
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choice, as well as information regarding participants, data collection instruments, 

procedures, and methods of analysis.



 

82 

CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

“Funny it seems, but by keeping its dreams, it learned to breathe fresh air.” 
-Shakur, 1999 

 
By keeping to its dreams, the rose developed a positive amid cultural hegemony, 

which allowed it to breath fresh air, perceive its context, and tell its story from a 

perspective of possibility rather than deficit.  The African (Ghanaian) proverb puts it: 

“Don’t let the lion tell the giraffe’s story” (Howard & Flennaugh, 2011, p. 114).  The 

legitimated, yet negatively skewed, grand social narrative about African American males 

is rooted in a Eurocentric-based knowledge system that reflects and reproduces the 

hegemony of the dominant majority (Howard, 2014; Jackson & Moore, 2006; Scheurich 

& Young, 1997).  As a result, the story, and in some manner the dream, of the African 

American male, has been coopted and reconfigured in a negative, or deficient, light.  This 

Euro-American epistemological narrative, which underpins the interests of the hegemonic 

epistemological, denies African American males a voice with which to communicate 

their unique experiences of oppression (Ladson-Billings, 1998, 2000; Scheurich & 

Young, 1997).  

The voice of people of color, specifically African American males in the case of 

this research project, provides insights into and an understanding of their sense of agency, 

their sociocultural position, and their opinions of the educational system (Ladson- 

Billings, 1998).  This is a system that holds a predominant role in shaping how that
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voice is conceptualized and empowered.  Unfortunately, voice disempowerment is an 

unspoken tragedy of the American education system.  An unfortunate consequence of a 

system, designed to standardize belief systems and create cultural homogeneity, is the 

marginalization or silencing of divergently situated voices.  Therefore, the dialogue of 

people of color and the demographic classified by gender as the African American male 

has been silenced (Delpit, 1988).  The absence of their voices has also created a gap in 

the body of philosophical research emphasizing frames of knowledge, ethics, aesthetics, 

or coming to be—philosophically classified as epistemological, axiological, or 

ontological stances.  

The epistemological constructs associated with African American males have 

classified them as endangered and at risk.  Banks (1993) noted, “All knowledge reflects 

the values and interests of its creators” (p. 4).  Accordingly, the dominant society 

constructs the world, and the inherent values, in its own image.  This racialized way of 

knowing subordinates the racialized other and guides the methods in which research 

questions are explored and academic studies are conducted about the racialized other 

(Scheurich & Young, 1997; Stanfield, 1985).  As a result, the production, dissemination, 

and assimilation of social knowledge about the racialized establish the social library of 

information and predicted outcomes, which restrict the possibilities of those rendered 

racially other (Goldberg, 2000).  Information presented as a contestation to the grand 

accepted narrative is excluded from the collection that comprises the social library.  

African American males’ accounts of their schooling experiences are majorly absent 

from the educational research associated with their experiences (Delpit, 1988; Ladson-

Billings, 1998, 2000). The goal of this chapter is to breathe fresh air into a 



 

 

84 

 

methodological endeavor designed to offer a voice to African American males with 

which to share the accounts of their experiences. 

This chapter presents the methodology and design of this study.  In the Research 

Design and Rationale section is a discussion of the research tradition of narrative as the 

methodological approach used to study human life through narrative material.  Secondly, 

the Participants, Setting and Sample Strategy section of this chapter presents a 

comprehensive description of the sample strategy selected to guide this investigation.  In 

addition is a discussion of the context of the field and the procedures for participant 

selection.  Thirdly, in the Data Collection and Instrumentation section, is the research 

plan and data collection method, which also offers an explanation of the chosen data 

collection plan and the rationale associated with the chosen data collection plan.  

Fourthly, the Data Analysis section of this chapter outlines the interactive nature of the 

data collection method and explains the position and role of the researcher in the 

research.  Fifthly, the Dependability and Credibility section of this chapter addresses 

trustworthiness and the verification procedures employed to ensure that the findings of 

this inquiry are worthy of trust and confidence.  Finally, the Ethical Safeguards section 

details the method for protecting and maintaining the privacy of the participants.  

Study Purpose 

The intent of this study was to provide a forum for African American males to 

add their voices to the sociocultural and academic research milieu.  This study sought to 

situate the experiences of the African American male participants at the center and 

counter the underrepresentation of their voices in the body of research focused on 

successful student experiences.  Therefore, like the giraffe in the Ghanaian proverb, the 
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participants in this study received a forum for telling their own stories.  Likewise, this 

study also sought to elucidate the resilient factors that contribute to an African American 

male’s ability to grow into his best possible self, to pursue and keep his dreams by 

breathing the fresh air of possibility and opportunity.  The content of this study sought to 

challenge the monolithic, racialized representations of African American males by 

presenting a counternarrative to the societal assumptions, norms, and expectations that 

favor the White patriarchal society.  The researcher intended for the completion of this 

work to lay the foundation for the creation of race-based epistemologies that allow 

African American males to be subjects of their own historical experiences and to tell their 

own stories in their own voices, rather than be written about as objects of the socially 

validated, historical narratives generated by the dominant culture. 

Research Design and Rationale 

Qualitative research is an umbrella term that refers to the naturalistic, interpretive 

approach to inquiry and the study of natural social life (Creswell, 1998).  Qualitative 

research is situated in naturalistic inquiry; thus, it aims to interpret and explain social 

reality through language (Beuving & de Vries, 2015).  To study society and natural social 

life, practitioners of qualitative research must “make a distinction in their work between 

describing, understanding, and explaining what people say and do, subsequently showing 

how in daily practice acts and meanings continuously interact” (Beauving & de Vries, 

2015, p. 28).  Qualitative researchers are the instrument of data collection in their natural 

setting attempting to make sense of or interpret a phenomenon (Beauving & de Vries, 

2015; Creswell, 1998; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000).  Moreover, Creswell (1998) contended, 

qualitative research is  
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an inquiry process of understanding based on distinct methodological traditions of 

inquiry that explore a social or human problem.  The researcher builds a 

complete, holistic picture, analyzes words, reports detailed vies of informants and 

conducts the study in a natural setting.  (p. 15) 

The qualitative study of narrative or narrative inquiry is the naturalistic study of 

the human experience through storytelling and narrative material (Clandinin, 2013; 

Clandinin & Connelly 2000).  Narrative inquiry is a quintessentially pragmatic 

methodology rooted in the Deweyan theory of experience and inquiry.  This brings fourth 

the notions that experience begets experience, experiences are fluid and cannot be 

isolated from other experiences, and experiences are both social and personal interactions 

in which the personal, temporal and the social aspects are always present (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000; Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007; Hutchinson, 2015).  Narrative inquiry is a 

collaborative effort between researcher and participants “overtime, in a place or series of 

places, and in a social milieu” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 20), and engaging in this 

collaborative effort requires that narrative inquirers think narratively within three 

commonplaces of narrative inquiry: temporality, sociality and place (Clandinin, 2013).  

Okri (1997) stated, “We live by stories, we also live in them” (p. 46).  Narratives 

provide a vehicle for individuals to reveal themselves and their experiences through 

stories.  Similarly, storytelling is a powerful mechanism for creating meaning and 

challenging myths (Delgado, 1989).  Narratives have a destructive function, and as such 

the stories and voices of the marginalized outgroups provide power to the discourse of 

racial justice (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1998).  Narratives provide 

the context for understanding and interpreting experience (Delgado, 1989; Ladson-



 

 

87 

 

Billings, 1998).  In support of this, Delgado (1989) argued, “Stories create their own 

bonds, represent cohesion, shared understandings, and meanings.  The cohesiveness that 

stories bring is part of the strength of the outgroup” (p. 2412).  Therefore, 

counternarratives have the power to create a counter reality with which to subvert the in-

group reality (Barnes, 1990; Delgado, 1989; Ladson-Billings, 1998).  In conducting this 

study, the researcher offered African American males with a voice to name their reality.  

The use of narrative inquiry as a methodological vehicle for counterstorytelling offered 

African American males the opportunity to name their schooling experience and share 

their lived experiences to challenge the discourse on race and further racial reform in 

social science research (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002). 

Theoretical Lens 

With roots in the field of critical legal studies, critical race theory (CRT) is the 

theoretical perspective which, according to Parker and Lynn (2002), “was borne out of a 

need for people of color to begin to move discussions of race and racism from the realm 

of the experiential to the realm of the ideological” (p. 8).  However, people of color have 

always been aware of and thought in theoretical terms about their subordination, but 

social science academic literature has limited the voices of people of color in naming 

their experiences, and as such, CRT focuses on the role of voice in attacking the 

preconceptions that marginalize those deemed racially other (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; 

Ladson-Billings, 1998).  Critical race theorists challenge the White majoritarian stories 

by offering a voice to people of color through counternarratives, which are “a method of 

telling the stories of those people whose experiences are not often told” (Solórzano & 

Yosso, 2002, p. 26).  Counterstories stand in opposition of majoritarian stories that 
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perpetuate unequal societal relations (Delgado& Stefancic, 2012; Solórzano & Yosso, 

2002).  Moreover, counterstories are a powerful tool for exposing and challenging 

majoritarian stories of racial privilege (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Solórzano & Yosso, 

2002).  Montecinos (1995) maintained,  

The use of a master narrative to represent a group is bound to provide a narrow 

depiction of what it means to be Mexican-American, African-American, White, and so 

on. . . .  A master narrative essentializes and wipes out the complexities and richness of a 

group’s cultural life. . . .  A monovocal account will engender not only stereotyping but 

also curricular choices that result in representations in which fellow members of a group 

represented cannot recognize themselves.  (pp. 293-294) 

The constructs of race and racism create, maintain, and justify the use of a master 

narrative in storytelling (Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).  It is within the context of racism 

that majoritarian stories, generated from a legacy of racial privilege, are told (Solórzano 

& Yosso, 2002).  Victims of racism often suffer in silence, but counterstories provide 

victims of institutional racism with a voice with which to name their experience, and 

once named, it can be combated (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).  

Powerfully constructed counterstories can begin the process of deconstructing the 

systems that perpetuate unequal social relationships.  For this reason, the researcher chose 

to examine the lived experiences of African American males through the interpretive lens 

of CRT and the analytical lenses of resilience theory and possible-selves theory.  Through 

the interpretive lenses of CRT and the and analytical lenses of resilience theory and 

possible-selves theory, this study employed counterstories to explore the success of 
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African American males in terms of resilience, as well as their ability to develop their 

best possible selves under the burden of racial hegemony. 

Participants, Setting, and Sample Study 

The researcher used purposeful sampling to guide this investigation.  Marshall 

(1996) described a purposeful sample as one in which the “researcher actively selects the 

most productive sample to answer the research question” (p. 523).  Furthermore, Patton 

(2002) explained, 

The logic and power of purposeful sampling derive from the emphasis on in-depth 

understanding. This leads to selecting information-rich cases study in depth. 

Information-rich cases are those from which one can learn a great deal about 

issues of central importance to the purpose of the research.  (p. 46) 

In accordance to the goals of this study, purposeful sampling allowed for the selection of 

information-rich cases whose study elucidated the questions under study (Patton, 2002).  

In conducting this study, the researcher examined the lived experiences of three 

African American males who attended college in the state of Georgia.  In keeping with 

the aforementioned definition of academic success, purposeful selection of the three 

participants utilized the following criteria: (a) self- identified as an African American 

male; (b) graduated from an accredited four-year institution; and (c) currently employed 

in the field that correlates with their university major.  Thus, each of the three participants 

self- identified as African American males, graduated from a four-year institution located 

in the state of Georgia, and each of the three participants were gainfully employed in the 

field that correlated with their university major. 
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Data Collection and Instrumentation 

Seidman (1998) revealed, “I interview because I am interested in other people’s 

stories.  Most simply put, stories are a way of knowing” (p. 7).  The tradition of 

storytelling is essentially a meaning-making process where people reflect on the details of 

their experience to make sense of them (Clandinin, 2013; Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; 

Seidman, 1998).  We live in interconnected, nested stories which give our lives meaning 

and when we tell these stories, we share our consciousness which provides access to the 

most social and educational “abstractions based on the concrete experiences of people” 

(Seidman, 1998, p. 7).  To illustrate this point, Du Bois (as cited in Blum, 2007) wrote, “I 

seem to see a way of elucidating the inner meaning of life and significance of that race 

problem by explaining it in terms of the one human life that I know best” (p. 48). 

Interviewing, then, is a meaning-making process that provides a vehicle for 

interviewees to share and make sense of their experiences through their story.  Moreover, 

interviewing is a mode of inquiry that provide inquirers with a window to an individual’s 

stream of consciousness, which gives access to the most complicated social and 

educational issues (Seidman, 1998).  Interviewing as a mode of inquiry allows people to 

share their experience through language.  Siedman (2006) posited, “The primary way a 

researcher can investigate an educational organization, institution, or process is through 

the experience of the individual people, the ‘others’ who make up the organization or 

carry out the process” (p. 10).  To put it another way, interviewing allows the qualitative 

researcher to exist as a fixture within in the three-dimensional narrative space, 

experiencing the experience alongside the participant within the contexts in which the 

experiences occur (Clandinin, 2013; Siedman, 2006).  As participant within the inquiry, 
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the qualitative researcher has the opportunity to participate in the experience and interact 

with and reflect upon the data to create a cohesive interpretation of an individual’s 

experience.  

While the word interview refers to a wide range of interviewing strategies, in-

depth, phenomenological-based interviewing refers to the interview method that 

“combines life-history interviewing and focused, in-depth interviewing . . . primarily, 

open-ended questions . . . to have participants reconstruct his or her experience” 

(Siedman, 1998, p. 15).  In-depth, phenomenological-based interviewing involves a series 

of three interviews with each participant (Seidman, 1998).  The first interview focuses on 

life history to establish the context of the participants’ experience.  The second interview 

requires participants to explain the details of their experience.  The third interview is a 

reflection on the meaning, which encourages participants to reflect on their past and 

current experiences to make meaning.  The three-part series of phenomenological-based 

interviewing allow the inquirer and participants to delve deeply into an experience, place 

it in context, and reflect on the meaning of the experience within the context of their lives 

(Seidman, 1998).  

In an effort to offer African American males a voice with which to share their 

experiences, the researcher employed the three-part, phenomenological-based 

interviewing method as the primary data collection method.  Over a six-week period, the 

researcher conducted three one-one-one interviews, using the questions provided in 

Tables 3-5 with each of three participants.  In an attempt to ascertain the impact of the 

lived experiences of African American males on their resilience and ultimately their 

development into their best possible selves, the researcher aligned each of the interview 
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questions with elements of both resilience and possible-selves theory, with codes 

following the label.  The code for each question is reflected in relation to the variables 

that influence resilience:  

• social competence (SC),  

• problem solving skill (PSS), 

•  autonomy (A);  

• and sense of purpose (SoP)  

and/or an individual’s ability to construct his best possible selves:  

• historical experiences (HE),  

• social environment (SE),  

• cultural identity (CI); and  

• interactions of salient others or role models (RM).  

While using in-depth interviews as the sole method for data collection is 

appropriate, studies making more objective assumptions must triangulate interview data 

with data collected through other methods (Marshall & Rossman, 1995).  In order to 

provide an objective, in-depth account of the African American male experience, the 

researcher utilized Rev to record and transcribe the audio from each face to face 

interview, created field notes while reflectively listing to the audio recordings of the 

interviews, and created field notes during each interview experience.  As can be seen, the 

field texts employed and interwoven in this inquiry were collected to provide a voice to 

African American males in hopes that the retelling of these stories will lead to change. 
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Table 3 

Interview One: Focused Life History 

Research Question Aligned with Possible Selves and Resilience Theory Code 
1. How would you describe yourself?   

a. Tell me about your childhood.  
b. Describe your family dynamics and growing up in your household.  
c. Tell me about the community where you grew up.  
d. Did you have any role-models as a child? If so, who were they?  
e. Describe your family and how you grew up.  
f. Tell me about any supportive adults that had a positive impact on 

your childhood.  
g. As a child, what did you think it meant to be a man?  
h. Would you say that you were optimistic and hopeful as a child?  
i. As a child, did you believe that you had a bright future?  

HE 
HE 
SE 
SE 
RM 

SE/RM 
RM 

 
CI 
SC 
SoP 

2. How would you describe your K-12 schooling experience?   
a. Were there any adults at school that had a positive impact on your 

life?  
i. What stood out about those adults?  

b. Where there any adults at school that negatively impacted tour life?  
i. How does that adult compare to the adults that had a positive 

impact your life?  
c. Do you feel as if your teacher thought highly of you? Held you to a 

high standard? Held you accountable? How so?  

HE 
RM 
RM 
RM 
RM 
RM 

 
RM 

 
3. How would you describe your experiences growing up as an African 

American male in America? 
a. Can you remember a time when you encountered a negative 

stereotype? 
b. Can you remember a time when you felt insecure about your identity 

as an African American male? 

SE 
 

SE/PSS 
 

SI 
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Table 4 

Interview Two: The Details of Experience 

Research Question Aligned with Possible Selves and Resilience Theory Code 
1. Would you consider yourself optimistic? Hopeful?  
2. Define persistence. Would you describe yourself as persistent?  
3. Define resilience. Would you describe yourself as resilient?  
4. When faced with a challenge, how do you respond?  

a. Why?  
b. Do you set goals? What are your goals? Who instilled these values in 

you?  
5. Would you say that you have a clear sense of who you are? Who are 

you? How did you arrive at this conclusion? (SoP) / (CI) 
6. What have your experiences been as an African American male in 2017?  

a. How does that make you P? 
b. How do you cope with these experiences? 
c. Amid this, how do you keep your head up?  

7. Do you feel as if there is a dominant narrative about African American 
males?  
a. If so, what is the narrative? What are they saying about African 

American males?  
b. Do you ever feel like giving up and succumbing to what “they” say 

you are/can and cannot achieve?  
c. How are African American males portrayed by society? Media?  
d. Do you feel as if you must work harder to garner success? Gain 

access? If so, how does that make you feel? How do you respond?  
8. Do you feel like you have a strong sense of self or identity?  

a. How does this sense of self relate to your identity as an African 
American male?  

SC 
SoP 
SoP 
PSS 
PSS 

RM/SoP 
 

SoP/CI 
 

SI 
SC 
SC 
PSS 
CI/SI 

 
SI/CI 

 
SI/CI/SoP 

 
SI/CI/SoP 
SI/CI/SoP 

 
A 
CI 
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Table 5 

Interview Three: Reflection of the Meaning 

Research Question Aligned with Possible Selves and Resilience Theory Code 
1. How would you define success? 

a. Would you describe yourself as successful?  
2. As an African American male, how do you/will you garner success?  

a. What factors lead to your success? Who supported you? How did 
they support you?  

3. In reflecting on your schooling experiences and your experiences with 
your African American male classmates, what do you think lead to your 
ability to reach your current level of success?  

a. What do you possess that lead to your success that your classmates 
or other African American males do not possess?  

b. Do you feel as if those young men knew who they were? Did they 
have a strong sense of self? Why or Why not?  

c. How do those young men respond when faced with challenges? 
How does that compare to the way in which you respond to 
challenging situations?  

4. How would you compare your adolescent ideas of manhood to your 
current ideas of manhood?  

5. W.E.B. Du Bois, begins his novel, The Souls of Black Folks, with a 
provocative question “How does it feel to be a problem? 

a. Given what you have said about your experiences as an African 
American male, do you feel like you’re a problem?  

b. If so, how does it feel to be a problem?  
c. How do you counter that feeling?  

6. How do you perceive yourself as an African American male? 
7. How do you perceive how society values you as an African American 

male?  
a. How does that make you feel? 
b. Does that impact how you perceive yourself as an African 

American male? 
8. How have you developed a positive self-concept when society names 

you “at-risk”, “endangered”, “in-crisis”, “remedial”, “extinct”, “un-
educable” and “left-behind”?  

9. Tupac describes himself as a rose that grew out of concrete, what does 
this metaphor mean to you? 

a. Would you describe yourself as a rose that grew out of concrete? 
Why or why not? 

SC 
SoP 

CI/SoP 
RM/PSS 

 
CI/SC 

 
 

SoP 
 

SoP/SC 
 

A/PSS/SoP 
 

PSS 
 

SoP 
 
 

CI 
 

CI 
SC 
SC 

 
CI 
A 
CI 
 

SoP/SC 
 
 
 

SoP 
SoP 
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Data Analysis 

Data analysis is eclectic and as such, there is no correct way to analyze data 

(Creswell, 1998).  Creswell (1998) asserted, “Qualitative research is largely intuitive, soft 

and relativistic . . . qualitative data analysts fall back on the three “I’s” (p. 142): insight, 

intuition, and impression.  Similarly, Glesne (2011) acknowledged,  

Data analysis involves organizing what you have seen, heard, and read so that you 

can make sense of what you have learning.  Working with the data, you describe, 

create explanations, pose hypothesis, develop theories and link your story to other 

stories.  (p. 184) 

This research study, dialogical in nature, utilized narrative inquiry to tell the story 

of successful African American males, in an effort to find counternarratives to the current 

deficit milieu.  Storytelling, as Riessman (1993) noted, “is what we do with our research 

materials and what informants do with us” (p. 1).  Stories provide access to one’s 

consciousness, and it is through this stream of consciousness that we find narrative truth.  

Moreover, Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zibler (1998) suggested, “One of the clearest 

channels for learning about the inner world is through verbal accounts and stories 

presented by individual narrators about their lives and their experienced reality” (p. 7).  

Narrative analysis takes the story as the object of investigation and uses it to provide a 

standard of comparison to explore social phenomenon amongst groups through the inner 

world of interconnected storytellers (Lieblich et al., 1998; Riessman; 1993).   

Within the sociological tradition, one of the most used methods of data analysis is 

thematic analysis, a process which treats field texts as an object of analysis (Glesne, 

2011).  Thematic analysis is the approach to data analysis that involves coding and then 
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separating the coded data into patterns of meaning or themes in an effort to describe or 

make sense of a phenomenon (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Glesne, 2011).  The sociological 

tradition of thematic analysis is a process that involves (a) reading and rereading the data 

in an effort to immerse oneself in the data; (b) identifying initial codes and initial 

reactions to the data; (c) categorizing data into overarching themes; (d) refining themes 

into clusters to create coherent thematic patterns; (e) defining and describing the essence 

of the theme and its relationship to the overarching story; and (f) creating a concise, 

logical, evidence-based account of the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  

The sociological tradition of thematic analysis regards the qualitative researcher 

as an instrument to uncover meaning within a given circumstance or context.  Moreover, 

Maguire and Delahunt (2017) explained, “The goal of a thematic analysis is to identify 

themes, i.e. patterns in the data that are important or interesting and use these themes to 

address the research or say something about an issue (p. 3353).  Therefore, the researcher 

of this study adopted thematic analysis as the approach to data analysis that “honors the 

lived experience as a source of important knowledge and understanding” (Clandinin, 

2013, p. 17).  

Role of the Researcher 

Narrative inquiry is a relational methodology, and as a narrative inquirer, thinking 

narratively means experiencing a participant’s as a participant in their life.  The role of 

the researcher as an instrument of data collection in qualitative research is critical, as the 

researcher collects, analyzes, and interprets the data in order to find meaning.  In addition 

to serving as an instrument of data collection, the researcher had an emic role in this 

inquiry.  In other words, the researcher existed within the lives of each of the three 
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participants in this study.  The emic role in this inquiry enhanced the researcher’s 

understanding of the context under study and allowed her access to the direct, lived 

experiences of the African American males who participated in this study.  

Based on the researcher’s relationship with each of the participants, she brings 

certain biases to this inquiry.  Although she employed verification procedures to ensure 

objectivity, these biases have the potential to impact the manner in which the researcher 

analyzes and interpreted the collected data. 

Dependability and Credibility 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) described trustworthiness as the inquirer’s ability to 

persuade the audience that the findings of the inquiry are worthy of trust or confidence.  

Pursuant to this, Creswell (1998) described eight verification procedures: prolonged 

engagement and persistent observation; triangulation; peer review or debriefing; negative 

case analysis; clarifying researcher bias; member checking; rich, thick description; and 

external audits.  Creswell (1998) suggested that each researcher engage in at least two of 

the procedures in any given study.  

Triangulation refers to the use of multiple sources, methods, theories, and/or 

investigators to corroborate the evidence of the inquiry from varying sources (Creswell, 

1998).  Denzin and Lincoln (2000) delineated four types of triangulation: data 

triangulation, investigator triangulation, theory triangulation, and methodological 

triangulation.  Accordingly, the researcher employed methodological triangulation by 

collecting data from nine phenomenological-based interviews (three with each of the 

three participants), and field notes.  
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To ensure the rigor of this exploration, the researcher used the qualitative data 

analysis program ATLAS Ti to organize, code, and analyze the collected field text.  

Lastly, the researcher ensured credibility through member checking.  Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) described member checking as the process by which “data, analytic categories, 

and interpretations are tested with members of the stake-holding group from whom the 

data were originally collected (p. 314).  Furthermore, Lincoln and Guba (1985) asserted 

that member checking “is the most crucial as the most crucial technique for establishing 

credibility” (p. 314).  Each of these procedures served as guards to reduce bias and 

increase validity. 

Ethical Safeguards 

Prior to the study, the researcher earned approval to conduct the research from the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Mercer University (see Appendix A).  Following 

IRB approval, the researcher adhered to the informed consent process, by which human 

subjects voluntarily participate in the study after receiving true and accurate information 

about the study.  Participants signed consent forms (see Appendix B), and, in an effort to 

maintain confidentiality, each participant received a pseudonym, the data were 

deidentified before the data analysis process, and then kept in a secure file.    

Summary 

 This chapter provided a description of the specific research design and 

methodology utilized by the researcher to study personal, social, and academic resilience 

of three African American male participants.  This study employed qualitative narrative 

inquiry to counter the existing narrative that pervades the schema of African American 

males.  Epistemologically, this study is situated within the transformative paradigm, as 
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this study sought to construct meaning and determine consciousness.  Three research 

questions guided the research, and data were analyzed through the theoretical lenses of 

critical race theory, possible-selves theory, and resiliency theory.  This inquiry interwove 

three field texts, interviewing, and letter writing within the three-dimensional space to 

make meaning between the four dimensions of inquiry.  In an effort to determent the 

patterns of meaning amongst each of the three field texts, the data were analyzed 

thematically and interpreted critically.
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CHAPTER 4 

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS 

“Long live the rose that grew from concrete when no one else ever cared. “ 
         -Shakur, 1999 

The Euro-American social context has a vast, complicated and, at times, contested 

history. That history is wrought with segments of the population existing in polar 

positions of domination and subservience. To elaborate, Artz and Murphy (2000) 

explained, “Power is best secured if subordinates buy into the arrangement, agree to 

terms and make the relationship theirs.  Hegemony is that system of power that has the 

support of the subordinate” (p. 3). Males, as representatives of the possessor of power, in 

every social and cultural segment of the population jockey for dominance, control, and 

subjugation of males from other, or external groups. The resultant mantle of control held 

by the euro-American male, in the American social order, has placed the African-

American male in a position of counter stance. This has created a hegemonic cultural 

duality in America / Euro-American hegemony has created social and cultural state where 

the African-American males are viewed as beings in need of. As marked beings, standing 

in opposition to the stereotypical representations defined by the dominant Euro culture, 

African American males are in trouble as a species. Despite this frequently bleak outlook, 

an existence in social contexts that are lacking sufficient nutrients, African American 
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males are maintaining their dreams, nurturing hope, and realizing success. They have 

discovered that nature, dominance, can be proven wrong by rooting themselves in 

resilience and harnessing the protective factors in their environment to grow into their 

best possible selves and garner success. 

Introduction and Organization of the Chapter 

The metanarrative found in social science literature reveals a number of 

classifications that construct African American males as a population that is endangered 

or in danger of peril or probable harm. The system of racialized knowledge that informs 

the negative classifications framed by social science literature is constructed within the 

Euro-American epistemological tradition, and therefore recycled and cemented into the 

theories and beliefs held about African American males.  The racialized Euro-American 

epistemological tradition is linked to the hegemony of the dominant majority and 

represents an existing system of reasoning that is rooted in institutional racism which       

constructs African American males as culturally deprived and has rendered them 

endangered and at risk. There exists a gap in the legitimated epistemologies and their 

related ontologies which defines African American males from the perspective of the 

dominant majority, and ultimately, distorts the experiences of African American males 

and reinforces the superior position of the dominant group.  

The purpose of this study was to first examine, then situate and center the voice of 

African American males as an emancipatory tool with which to counter the deficit laden 

narrative. Moreover, this study sought to lend to the body of social science literature 

which defines African American males from the perspective of the racialized minority 
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and, ultimately undermine the superior position of the dominant majority. Furthermore, 

this study sought to identify the resilience factors which lend to an African American 

male’s ability to develop his best possible self in hopes that it will serve as a blueprint 

with which to educate and grow African American males in spite of the deficit laden 

social narrative. 

The purpose of this chapter is to present an analysis of the data to answer the 

following guiding research questions: 

1. How do African American males leverage their lived experiences to garner 

success?  What, if any effect, do the lived experiences of African American males 

have on their ability to garner success? 

2. How do African American males counter the deficit narrative to garner success? 

3. What factors, if any contribute to an African American male’s ability garner 

success? 

The Data Analysis section of this chapter provides a description of thematic analysis 

and the process that the researcher employed to make meaning of the data presented in 

this study. Each section following the data analysis section, begins with a thick, rich 

description for each of the three participants and the settings where their experiences 

occurred. Following the each of participant descriptions, is a presentation of the themes 

and an analysis of each of the themes which are broadly organized in to five overarching 

themes: Historical Experiences, Social Environment and Cultural Identity, Interactions 
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with Salient Others, Social Competence and Problem-Solving Skills, and Sense of 

Purpose. 

Data Analysis 

This study employed the sociological tradition of thematic analysis as a method to 

discover, capture, and examine experiential patterns in order to elucidate and illuminate a 

counter story borne of coherence, continuity, success, and possibility to stand in stark 

contrast to the pervasive grand meta-narrative of deficiency about the experiences and 

prospects of African American males. The process of thematic analysis is one which 

honors the human experience through collaboration between the researcher and 

participants over time and in social interaction with milieus (Connelly& Clandinin, 

2000). 

In keeping with the sociological tradition of thematic analysis, the researcher read 

each of the nine interviews in an effort to immerse herself in and become familiar with 

the data.  In addition, the researcher re-read transcripts and took notes in an effort to note 

any early impression that were found within the data set. 

Next, the researcher used elements of resilience theory and possible selves theory 

as to first allow data familiarization to occur; to recognize and identify emerging themes; 

and then to organize and disaggregate the data into thematic sets. This process resulted in 

the identification and classification of eight codes: social competence (SC), problem 

solving skill (PSS), autonomy (A), sense of purpose (SoP), historical experiences (HE), 

social environment (SE), cultural identity (CI); and interactions of salient others or role 
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models (RM) that related to variables that influenced both resilience and an individual’s 

ability to construct his best possible selves.  

Following this, the researcher organized the coded data into clusters to created 

thematic patterns outlined under each of the aforementioned elements of resilience theory 

and possible selves’ theory. This step involved organizing the codes and the 

disaggregated data into patterns of meaning. 

Next, the researcher defined and described the essence of the theme in an effort to 

identify its relationship to the topic under study. During this stage, the researcher 

reviewed and modified the initial themes to determine if they made sense. In addition to 

determining whether or not the data made sense, the researcher analyzed the data to 

ensure that the data supported each of the themes. Finally, the researcher refined the 

theme to determine: what the theme was saying and the relationship of each theme to the 

other (Braun & Clark, 2006).  

Anthony, for my father 

Named after his father, Anthony is a 27-year old Systems Engineer hailing from 

New Brunswick, New Jersey by way of Acworth, Georgia. Anthony possesses a Bachelor 

of Science degree in Systems Engineering from Kennesaw State University. Currently, 

Anthony is gainfully employed as Senior Logistics Engineer at a fortune 500 company 

that is headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia. 

The youngest child of both his mother and father, Anthony was born in New 

Brunswick, New Jersey in the same hospital as his mother and his older sister. At the age 

of 5, Anthony and his family moved from New Brunswick, New Jersey to the Atlanta 
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suburb of Acworth, Georgia. Because of his age at the time of the move, Anthony does 

not view himself as norther, but as southerner raised in Acworth, Georgia. Anthony 

describes the town of Acworth as,  

“a predominantly conservative, white town with working class/ middle class 

families. It’s very southern It’s very republican… with stuck in their way’s kind of 

people.” 

Anthony has one older sister and six half siblings. Due to the nature of his father’s 

relationship with his first wife, Anthony does not have a sustained relationship with his 

half siblings. As a child, Anthony had a front row seat to his father’s mental and physical 

abuse of his mother. This contentious relationship ultimately led to his parents’ divorce 

and his father’s subsequent abandonment of the family. The formative parent-child 

relationship that Anthony remembers was based predominately on that between he and 

his mother.  Moreover, it seemed, based on his narrative, that Anthony has spent his life 

with navigating the positive expected future images presented to him by his mother and 

the and negative to-be-avoided future image of his father. 

Setting of Educational Experiences 

 Anthony’s K-12 schooling experiences occurred exclusively in in a northeastern 

Georgia school district. Cobb County Schools is the second largest school district in 

Georgia and includes all of the schools located in Cobb County with the exception of 

Marietta City Schools.  
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 In May 2010, Anthony graduated from Cobb County’s North Cobb High School. 

North Cobb High School is a public high school located in a northeastern Georgia 

county. According to the Georgia Department of Education, during Anthony’s senior 

year, North Cobb High School had an enrollment of 2,602 which included a demographic 

population of: 12.7% Hispanic students, .3% American Indian students, 5.34 % Asian 

students, 35.7% Black students, .15% Pacific Islander students, and 45.7% White 

students. During the 2009-2010 school year, Anthony’s senior year in high school, North 

Cobb High School had an instructional staff of 147 teachers which was comprised of 59 

male teachers and 88 female teachers. The instructional staff at North Cobb High School 

included a demographic population of 2.04 % Asian faculty, 8.84% Black faculty, 5.44 % 

Hispanic faculty, .7% multi-racial faculty, .7% Native American faculty and 82.3% 

White faculty. 

After graduating from North Cobb High School, Anthony attended Savannah 

State University. Savannah State University is a public, historically black university 

located in Savannah, Georgia. With an enrollment of 4,645, the demographic breakdown 

of the Savannah State’s student population included: .3% American Indian/Alaskan 

Native students, .1% Asian students, 83.5% Black/African-American students, 8.5% 

Hispanic/Latino students, 2.8% Multi-Race students, .1% Native Hawaiian/Pacific 

Islander students, 4.1% White students, and .6% of the students have an origin that is 

unknown. The teaching faculty at Savannah State University’s currently includes a 

demographic population of 69% Black faculty, 18.5 % White faculty, 4% Asian faculty, 
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3.5% non-resident alien faculty, 2.1% Hispanic faculty, .1% Native Hawaiian faculty, 

and 2.8% of the faculty had an ethnicity that was unknown. 

After two years at Savanna State University, Anthony transferred to Kennesaw 

State University (formerly Sothern Polytechnic). Kennesaw State University is a public 

liberal arts college located in Kennesaw, Georgia. With an enrollment of 32,945 students, 

the demographic breakdown of Kennesaw State University included: .2% American 

Indian/Alaskan Native students, 4.8 % Asian students, 21.6 % Black/African American 

students, 9.6 % Hispanic/Latino students, 4.7% Multi-Race (not Hispanic/Latino) 

students, .1% Native Hawaiian/ Pacific Islander students, 56.5% White students and 2.2% 

of the students have an origin that is unknown. The teaching faculty Kennesaw State 

University currently includes a demographic population of 70.9% White faculty, 15.4% 

Black faculty, 6.2% Asian faculty, 3.6% Hispanic faculty, 1.2% non-resident alien 

faculty, .2% American Indian or Alaska Native faculty, .1% Native Hawaiian faculty, and 

2.3 % of the faculty had an ethnicity that was unknown. 

Historical Experiences  

 Anthony was raised in a middle class, single parent household. Anthony’s father 

was in his life consistently until he was five when his parents got divorced. When asked 

to describe his household, he said, 

My mom, she worked from home, but she still had a life herself, so she would say, 

"Hey did you do your homework?" And I would not do it, but I would say, "Yeah, 

I did. All I want to do is go outside and play." So, it was really just she was trying 
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her best, but I guess needed a little bit more. Because she was worried about my 

older sister ... and she was more worried about what she was doing, she kind of 

wasn't worried about me. So I was out doing kind of whatever I wanted, kind of 

unchecked per se, until she left for college, and then she was like, "Dang, this kid 

is like whoa. I've been missing out on it, I don't know what the hell he's doing." 

The divorce of Anthony’s parents left him with the role of “man of the house”, when 

asked what he thought it meant to be a man, he mentioned 

I don't know. I guess it was always to provide and protect, because when my 

parents got divorced, I would always hear this phrase, "Oh, you're the man of the 

house. You run it." You’re the man... and I kind of understood what it meant, but I 

didn't know how to be that “man of the house”. 

As Anthony was trying to determine his role as a man, he looked for others in his 

environment to create a cohesive and aspirational image of the type of man that he 

wanted to become. When asked, “were there any things or people that helped you to 

decide what it meant to be a man?”  Anthony stated, 

Yeah, in between like seeing people I knew throughout like church or something. I 

just kind of, like I said, piece meal to what it meant. There was a kind of like a 

baseline of what it meant to be a man. Like a definition…so like 80% of it, is like 

mostly every man does, and then that 20% kind of everybody does a little 

differently. 

An individual’s pool of possible selves derives originates from representations of the self 

in the past (Markus & Nuris, 1986). In order for an adolescent to construct a positive, to 
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be hope for future image, he must be optimistic and believe that a positive future is 

possible. When asked, “Would you say that as a young man, or as a child growing up, 

were you optimistic about your future?” Anthony said, 

Yes. I did… but I wish, if I could go back in time, like I wish there was some more 

people that could tell me more about other careers. Because now that I'm in my 

career now, I'm like oh man, I wish I did this instead of that. Like I wish someone 

talked to me or was in my life that was in this profession, because I would have 

probably gone in that route instead of the route, I'm currently in. 

Social Environment and Cultural Identity 

Possible selves are social constructions. For example, Oyserman & Fryberg 

(2010) espouse that “aspirations are importantly shaped by consensual stereotypes about 

what people like me (a girl, a rural kid, an American Indian) can become” (p. 118). 

Adolescents learn about what is possible and what is valued though their engagement 

with their social milieu. As an African American male, a minority in reared in a society 

that deems him other, Anthony mentioned of his experience as an African American male 

in a predominately white society, 

I always knew I was not the desired people. I was not desired in society. 

When asked “Can you remember a time when you encountered a negative stereotype?” 

Anthony stated,  

I remember the first time I heard that the Civil War ... like they taught this, the 

Civil War was about States rights, not about slavery. And just remembering 

arguing back, like, "No, that's not true." And then kind of being like, "Why are 
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you all just lying so much?" And then taking that test and having to clearly lie. 

And then years later, I read the secession papers from all the states, and it all 

talks strictly about slavery. And I'm just like, what lie do we live in? 

When asked can you remember a time when you felt insecure about your identity as an 

African American male, Anthony mentioned: 

Yeah. So it's just like when people talk about black on black crime and stuff like 

that. Like, black people are dangerous and stuff. I'm just like, no we're not. And 

then when people pushed that on you so much, you kind of start believing it. So, I 

know everybody is cool, but when I see someone with dreads, I might watch 

myself a little bit more then I would a white person with blond hair, or a white 

person with dreads. I just kind of perceive the threats differently. Yeah. So, since 

I'm in that group, I feel like they're talking about me being violent, and this, that 

and the other. But I'm just like, I'm not. So I feel insecure in that insight. Like, 

dang, do I always have to ... I feel like I always have to act on my best behavior 

because I don't want to be called oh, you're one of them, this, that and the other. I 

feel like I'm always have to be a good Samaritan, I guess. Or a good 

representation of African-American people, at all times. 

When asked how this made him feel, Anthony replied, 

I look at it as a challenge. Like I think having to be perfect every day refines you. 

So, it's like there's gonna be a point where having to be perfect every day will do 

wonders for you versus the person who is just putting in 80%.  
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The cultural identity that has shaped Anthony’s perception of who he is and how he feels 

about himself is based on perceived in-group norms that have been defined within his 

social context. Anthony’s awareness of his identity as a minority in a majority society has 

left him feeling like he has to tone down his identity as an African American male and 

assimilate in order to be a good representation of Blackness. 

Interactions with Salient Others 

 Because of the absence of his father, Anthony did not have many role models. 

When asked “As a child, did you have any role models?” Anthony stated,  

No. Like the only role model, somewhat that I had, was my grandfather. But he 

really wasn't a role model. I never saw him work. He worked at a Ford plant. I 

didn't want to be that…so I did not have any role models… Well actually, my only 

role model growing up was static shock, and he was a cartoon character… and 

like random people I'd meet throughout the years. I would kind of like pull, "Well, 

I like this from you, and I like this from you," you know I'd kind of like piecemeal 

people together. 

Anthony picked characteristics that he deemed valuable from salient others in his social 

milieu to determine create his positive to-be-expected future images. I addition to 

selecting valuable characteristics from salient other in his social milieu, Anthony selected 

characteristics which he deemed negatively valued to create a negative to-be-avoided 

future image. 
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 As it relates to his K-12 schooling environment, when asked, “Did you feel like 

there were any adults at school that had a positive impact on your life or took an interest 

in you?” Anthony mentioned, 

In elementary school I had a couple, but after that, nobody did. Everybody was 

just like yeah, you're in school, who cares? Like, push him through… A lot of my 

white teacher, I could tell that they didn't give a fuck about me, so it was just like 

okay, I think that even goes into college. I feel like the minority professors I've 

had kind of always invested a little bit more in my education and I saw that. And 

then I ended up excelling more in their classes because I felt the connection. Like 

they invested in me, so I'm investing in them. 

Anthony felt a connection to the teachers in his life that cared for him. Anthony recalled 

an experience with his African American kindergarten teacher, Mrs. Kennebrew who 

offered to help his mother with Christmas gifts during his parents’ divorce. When asked 

“Why do you think your minority teacher and professors invested more into you than 

your majority White teachers and professors?” Anthony replied, 

I don't know, maybe because they went to college, got PhD's, and I think they 

understood how I felt ... so wanted to make sure ... they understood how I felt 

because I'm pretty sure they felt it, so they didn't want to push that same feeling 

onto the students. 

When asked, “Do you feel like your teachers, in high school K through 12, thought 

highly of you and held you to a high standard?” Anthony stated,  
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No. They just all kind of just came in and did their job… It was just like they all 

were like Anthony is smart for a dude, but he really just doesn't apply himself. I 

didn’t apply myself because, like I said, I didn't care because I didn't feel like 

anybody was invested in me. 

Anthony worked for those who invested in him. Throughout our conversation, it was 

evident that Anthony felt like his teachers, for the most part, did not take the time to 

invest in developing a relationship with him, he believed that his educators came to work 

to “do a job”. 

Social Competence and Problem-Solving Skills 

Social competent individuals garner resilience by capitalizing on environmental 

resources and enlisting internal resources such as self-esteem and self-concept to achieve 

positive developmental outcomes (Waters & Sroufe, 1983; Bernard, 1991). In comparing 

himself to his peers that he does not deem to be successful, Anthony attributes his success 

to his optimism. When faced with adversity, Anthony responds by, 

break the challenge down into small components, then I try to get small wins and 

those small wins add up to a big one. 

Of that those who are not successful, Anthony mentioned, when faced with adversity, 

those individuals, 

I think they just make excuses. I think a lot of it has to do with ... Like, if you fail 

you can't blame anybody but yourself, and you need to own it. I think once you 

own it, you can start really making changes, because we can blame anybody for 
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everybody just to make ourselves feel good. I think it's owning your mistakes and 

once you own your mistakes you can own your wins.  

When asked where he garnered this skill, Anthony mentioned that his mother, who works 

as a project manager, would frequently have him assess any situation that he encountered 

and have him break the issue down into manageable pieces. In addition to this strategy, 

Anthony mentioned that his mother would encourage him to determine the root cause of 

the issues especially when he frequently found himself in situations that were similar to 

other situations that he had encountered in the past. 

Sense of Purpose 

 When asked if he considered himself optimistic, Anthony replied “Yes”. When 

asked if he considered himself hopeful, Anthony replied “Yes”.  Anthony went on to 

mention, 

Well, I always try to think positively. Try to push positively in everything I do and 

in terms of optimistic, you know, something puts me down, I'm not dwelling on it. 

I usually just kind of look at stuff as a lesson more than a failure.  

When asked to define resilience and persistence, Anthony said, 

I think when you're persistent and so, say there's multiple times you tried to get 

this thing or something and you couldn't get it multiple times, I think yes. 

Resilience is the bounce back and always learning from your mistakes and 

making sure next time you do it a lot better. 
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Anthony’s definition of resilience and persistence and his belief that he is optimistic, 

resilient and persistent are evidence of his view of himself as an individual who has a 

positive view of himself and his ability to create the future that he has imagined for 

himself. 

As a child, Anthony’s mother would have him write goals. Anthony’s mother 

would have him break his goals down into long-term and short-term goals. This strategy 

informed Anthony’s development of his sense of purpose and his ability to bounce back 

in the face of adversity. Anthony mentioned that he sets goals and these goals keep him 

focused “on the prize” when he is faced with adversity. Anthony believes that he is 

currently successful, and that long-term success is possible, because of this belief, 

Anthony’s sense of purpose serves as the lighthouse that guides him through difficult 

times. 

Luis, for my father, my best-friend 

 Named for his father, the man whom he strives to emulate, Luis is a 33-year-old 

husband and father to his newborn son ACE . He hails from the black, middle-class 

suburb of Stone Mountain, Georgia. Luis possesses a Bachelor of Science degree in 

Mathematics from Morehouse College. Currently, Luis is gainfully employed as a 

Mathematics teacher working at Atlanta Public Schools.   

The oldest of two, Luis was born in Atlanta, Georgia and raised in a two-parent 

household. Of his childhood, Luis mentioned,  
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“I was born in Atlanta and I was raised in Stone Mountain with my mother and 

father and my younger sister, four years younger than me. We were a close-knit 

family, eat at the dinner table every night-type family. I guess I could say we 

started off lower-middle class and eventually my dad got transferred to Charlotte, 

North Carolina where his salary increased. 

Luis describes Stone Mountain as,  

“Stone Mountain it was all black neighborhood, all black schools, all black 

elementary school, middle school” 

When Luis was 13 his family moved from Stone Mountain, Georgia to the North 

Carolina Suburb of Charlotte. Luis describes his move to Charlotte as a culture shock, 

mentioning, 

“we moved to Charlotte and it was more diverse environment, so I had to get used 

to a new demographic... I was kind of thrown into a different world, expectations 

were increased…friend circles were diversified. Like here (in Atlanta) I had one 

white friend growing up and there I was exposed to more diversity, a different 

culture.” 

During our time together, Luis spoke fondly of his relationship with his father who he 

describes his father as his best friend. The image of Luis’s father served as the lighthouse 

that he used to determine who it was he wanted to become. In addition to his relationship 

with his father, it is evident from our conversation that Luis grew up in a home with two 

parents who were devoted to their children and their marriage. Luis’s childhood provided 
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him with a view of a successful father as well as a successful father. This image has 

informed his view of his role as both a husband and a father. 

Setting for Educational Experiences 

Luis began his schooling experience in the predominantly black Dekalb County 

School district. Prior to moving to Charlotte, Anthony attended Main Street Elementary 

School and Miller Grove Middle School. As it relates to his schooling experience in 

Dekalb County Schools, Luis mentioned that the majority of his teachers and peers were 

African American. After his move to Charlotte, Luis was enrolled in Charlotte-

Mecklenburg Schools. Located in Mecklenburg County, North Carolina, Charlotte-

Mecklenburg Schools is the second largest school district in North Caroline and the 18th 

largest school district in the nation. 

In May 2003, Luis graduated from Charlotte-Mecklenburg Schools’ Vance High 

School. Vance High School is a public high school located in Charlotte, North Carolina. 

During the 2006-2007 school year Vance High School had an enrollment of 2,432 which 

included a demographic population of: 12.9% Hispanic students, .58% American Indian 

students, 5.43 % Asian students, 63.7% Black students, .1.72% multi-racial students, and 

15.67% White students. 

After graduating high school, Luis attended Morehouse College. Morehouse is a 

private, historically black men’s college located in downtown Atlanta. With an 

enrollment of 2,202, the demographic breakdown of Morehouse’s student population 

includes: .2% American Indian/Alaskan Native students, .1% Asian students, 95.3% 
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Black/African-American students, .6% Hispanic/Latino students, 2.1% Multi-Race 

students, .2% White students, and 1.4 % of the students have an origin that is unknown. 

Currently, Morehouse College’s boasts a faculty with an ethnic diversity breakdown of 

86.5% Black faculty, 7.1% While faculty, 2% Asian faculty, 2% Hispanic faculty, .6% 

non-resident alien faculty, .2% American Indian or Alaska Native faculty, and 1.6% of 

the faculty have an ethnicity that is unknown. 

Historical Experiences 

 Born in Atlanta, Georgia, Luis spoke very fondly of his childhood. Luis 

mentioned of his family, 

I was raised by both my mother and my father. My dad's my friend today, my best 

friend today, but not at all as kid. He was super strict and he came from a military 

family, he was a military child so he witnessed like ... His dad didn't play. As 

generations went on so my granddad was the one ... My great-granddad made my 

granddad fight the new kids in the neighborhood, he was a crazy guy like that. 

Then my granddad made my dad he was just tough on my dad and his brothers, 

and then my dad it's getting less each generation, but it was still tough. Like 

compared to my mom who is just a cotton ball and if there's anything you really 

want or need go to mom because she's going to make it happen, but don't let dad 

find out because if dad knows then he'll shut it down… so dad was like the person 

we used to have to hide and sneak around, but mom was the enabler who if 

Jordan's came out and there was kid size so Jordan's are $98 my dad would find 
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out and be like, what, you all spent what, my shoes don't cost $98, say, what are 

you all doing? He was the one that's like, he's logical, he was like, this doesn't 

make sense, we're not doing it, the answers no, there's no question there's no 

conversation. My mom was like you can sad face her and eventually you can get 

what you want. 

It was evident throughout our conversation that Luis had great deference for his father. 

Moreover, the conversation with Luis revealed that he modeled his image of manhood 

and his image of who he wanted to become based on the example that his father set for 

him. Luis said of his father,  

For me, I respect him so much that when I hear that it's like, oh, that's kind of 

cool, because I respect his logic and his ... There's certain things, he's such a 

problem solver. He'll build something in the garage I don't know how long I 

should go how detailed, but the refrigerator in the garage ... No, it was the hot 

water heater in the garage it wasn't holding heat so we could pay to get one that 

went a little hotter, but what he did is he went out and bought this insulation that 

goes around to keep it warmer and build this shelf that trapped all the heat in 

there and it was just something he built. It had a little exhaust to make sure it 

didn't overheat. I was like, man, who does this kind of thing like this. I admire that 

ingenuity that he has and anytime I get a chance to feel like I did something like 

that it's like, this is what dad would do kind of thing. 



 

 

120 

 
 
 

 

When Luis was 13, his family moved from Stone Mountain, Georgia to Charlotte North 

Carolina. The cultural differences between Stone Mountain, Georgia and Charlotte, North 

Carolina left Luis feeling out of place, Luis stated of his move, 

I felt out of place. I don't know how to relate to these new people, or how I'm 

going to be able to relate to the new people. With time obviously I did and it 

wasn't much different, there's different preferences and different music and things 

you can relate to in history, but as far as conversation I was able to fit in. Yeah, 

the initial thing was this is no longer my people, I gotta get used to this. 

Luis recalled an experience,  

I remember this kid, Michael, because I was staring at him, I was new kid sitting 

in the classroom and I was looking like this is a new looking group of people. I 

remember this kid, Michael, caught me looking and there was nothing really 

weird other than me being amazed at my new environment and I remember he 

caught me looking. I remember him mouthing to his friends like, this kid over here 

is staring at me. I was like, oh shoot, I had to look away, because he caught me. 

That was me realizing the world is bigger than Stone Mountain, all black. This is 

the way I live now, this is a diverse atmosphere, this is the new world I live in. 

Luis’s move from Stone Mountain to Charlotte afforded him an opportunity to broaden 

his horizon and diversify his educational experience. Luis attributes this exposure and the 

support of his family to his success. 
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Social Environment and Cultural Identity 

 As an adolescent constructs viable future images based on what their social milieu 

deems acceptable. When asked “Do you feel like there is a dominant narrative about 

African American males?” Luis replied, 

The narrative that I see portrayed on the five o'clock news is that we are: lazy, not 

hard working, deadbeat fathers, absent from the household, thugs, dangerous and 

that we get shot by police because we're scarier than our white counterparts.  

When asked, “How does that make you feel? To what extent that you believe that this 

narrative is true?” Luis mentioned, 

Being realistic, I know enough people who don't fit the mold to where it's 

unfortunate that we do have that big umbrella categorization. I think we 

perpetuate the stereotypes too often to get rid of them, so it's going to be hard to 

really get rid of all these preconceived notions without continuing to perpetuate 

these things. I talk to my kids in the hallways, especially the minorities, when 

they're fighting each other and cursing loud and being disrespectful. I try to 

explain to them like, "This is what the view of you is. As a whole, this the view. All 

you're doing is proving everybody right. This is what they think of you, and, look, 

they did it. You can check that box. That is who they are." Just explain to them 

some people won't have a chance to meet a lot of minorities, so the few they 

encounter form their opinion for everybody. For me, I know I try to carry myself 

in a way that if I am the only minority that someone met, at least they can walk 
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away with a view of minorities as more positive than what they see on TV, news, 

movies. It's very hard for one person or a few people to change the perception of 

the whole. 

Luis does not subscribe to this narrative because his social environment has afforded him 

the exposure to African American men who are not representative of this narrative. 

However, Luis acknowledged that the presence of this narrative makes it difficult for 

African American males to access success. 

Interactions with Salient Others 

 Luis describes his relationship with his father as the relationship that had the 

greatest impact on his life, Luis mentioned, 

As it relates to supportive adults, my dad, he always said be the best at everything 

you do, as a cliché I think maybe, but in my mind I didn't know it was a cliché, he 

just said, be the best at everything you do. Your reputation is everything. You only 

get one chance at a first impression. That's all the things I tell my kids in the 

classroom now. 

In addition to his relationship with his father, Luis attributes his success to his parents as 

a unit, 

I didn't always have motivation to do the right thing, so they (my parents) always 

pushed me in the right direction. They got me into programs even when I didn't 

know they were good for me. They pushed me to participate in programs that 

eventually led to me being successful. Like I was in a program in Charlotte called 
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the level learning program at Davidson College, and it was a program that my 

mom got me in. My eighth-grade counselor sent us home with some 

documentation and the documentation happened to come out on my kitchen table 

when I was pulling out my homework. My mom picked it up and she said what's 

this? I said oh, that's nothing. She said no, that's something and she read it and 

she forced me to go to their program. I didn't want to go. I thought it was going to 

be some nerdy program and I was new to the city of Charlotte and I didn't want to 

do it. I got in there and there was like the best people in there that I had met since 

I lived in Charlotte. Cool people, it was like a little college experience that geared 

me towards college. Then they stayed on top of me about the college applications. 

I may not have gotten into Morehouse if my mom wasn't on me about meeting 

deadlines and stay on top of that, so I wasn't responsible but without them I know 

I wouldn't have been in the right school. 

Because of the support available to him in his household, Luis did not look to his teachers 

or his social environment to construct his image of his positive to-be-hoped for future 

self.  

Social Competence and Problem-Solving Skills 

 Luis mentioned an experience that informed him of the view that society had of 

him. Luis recalled an incident with his high school SGA advisor: 

I had braids in high school and I was in the student government association and I 

was one of the few black men, boys, at the time in the program and I had braids. 
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We know that the stigma behind braids is thug, gangster, ghetto, whatever. The 

seventy-ish year old white woman who was in charge of the program, she was 

loving, but she would always remind me that I was ghetto. It was the braids. She 

would do it publicly and she would go out and say hey this is Sarah and this is 

Frank and he's this this is my ghetto son Luis. We had a joking relationship so 

behind closed doors it was funny, but she did it at a banquet…, I don't know what 

you call it. We were given an award at an awards ceremony and there was like 12 

of us on the council and the parents and everybody was there, families were there, 

and she did that… I had to speak that day and afterwards in my speech I started 

with, I'm not the ghetto individual of this. I said and I'll tell you what she's doing, 

she's talking about my braids… in her world this (braids) means ghetto. I said I'm 

not ghetto, my parents are right there, middle class people, and I said a lot of 

times braids have a negative stigma attached to them. For some, you only see 

braids for some people on the news, six o'clock news or whatever, but now you're 

seeing braids in a different regard. You're seeing braids on the treasurer of the 

student government association. Hopefully I can paint a new picture of what this 

represents, and then they did the applause thing. 

Rather than acting in a manner that supported this negative view, Luis demonstrated 

flexibility and empathy as he communicated to his truth and stood as a living 

counternarrative to the stereotype that was used to define who he was as an African 

American male. 
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 In addition to the experience with his SGA advisor, Luis recalled an experience 

with the police,  

I was in Veronica's old neighborhood, she lived in a townhome in East Atlanta 

and one night we went out me, Veronica and a group of friends went out to a club. 

She left early so she took the key and I got a ride home with a friend. When we got 

there I realized, oh, shoot, I don't have the key, so I couldn't get in. I was throwing 

pennies at her window trying to wake her up, obviously, I called on the phone a 

few times, her phone was dead. I tried to call the house phone that didn't work, so 

I was locked out. I was knocking and ringing the doorbell, the neighbor woke up 

and she came to the door, it was a big mess. I said, I'm sorry, I was just trying to 

get into the house. Couldn't get in, eventually I decided I was going to ... This 

story, long story short, a neighbor called the police and apparently there had 

been break-ins in the neighborhood, so when the police came there was no 

question about it. I was in my friend's car and they came with guns drawn and the 

lights like flashlights. I heard a police officer say, you keep the light on him, I'll 

keep the gun on him. I'm just sitting there quietly because I know this is 

dangerous so I'm sitting still trying to not make any moves and they come to the 

car and they say, keep your hands down, give me your wallet, I say, it's in my 

right pocket. I do the whole thing to be safe. They get me out the car, they put me 

and my friends in handcuffs and sit us on the curb and they say, why are you here, 

we've had reports of break-ins in the area? I said, I'm not breaking in, this is my 

girlfriend's house, she's asleep. I was locked out. I could see the guy who called 
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standing in the distance because I saw him walk by with his dog earlier and I 

thought he might be a problem, but he called and I had to say, yeah, I can prove 

it, 266 whatever the gate code was at the time, I said you can type it in her names 

Veronica Johnson, go look at it. One of them went and did that, it was like three 

cars, six police officers, one went and did that, came back and there was a black 

lady who said, basically she let us off with a warning. The point was, there is no 

way if we were white we would have been questioned about whether or not we 

lived there. Wow, we were in cuffs, all the neighbors are looking at us, there's 

blue lights like 3:00, 4:00 a.m. 

This experience and Luis’s experience with his high school SGA advisor cemented Luis’s 

knowledge of his status as “other”. 

In order to exert control over one’s environment, an individual must reflect on his 

experiences and make adjustment based on those experiences. When reflecting on his 

experiences, Luis exhibited an innate ability to step back, assess their situation and make 

adjustments. For example, Luis, when asked if he had a clear sense of who he was 

mentioned: 

Yeah. If I went into a situation trying to be someone who I wasn't, then I had to 

continue being that thing. That wasn't fun, it wasn't comfortable, and it oftentimes 

didn't really work to mesh with people. When I would go into situations where I 

was already comfortable and I was myself, then I'm more comfortable, I'm more 

happy, and I also attracted people around me. I'll just learn that I didn't need to 

do extra appease anyone or to fit in. Going in myself as me, it works. For those 
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crowds that it doesn't work for, I'm okay with that too. It works for enough where 

I'm happy. I think it was like self-discovery. Trial and error. 

Luis exhibited autonomy though his acceptance of who he was despite the opinions. 

Additionally, Luis’s employed his experience and subsequent experiences as lessons to 

be learned from rather than incidents that happened to him. 

Sense of Purpose 

 Luis’s parents instilled a sense of purpose in him, his view of a of his future and 

the possibility of a successful future was provided to him by the values that were instilled 

in him at home. To this point, Luis mentioned, I didn't always have motivation to do the 

right thing, so they always pushed me in the right direction.  Luis defines success as, 

Success, success would be to me I guess establishing what you want in life and 

then effectively making strides towards that. Even if you aren't maybe arriving, 

because I made that cliché in the beginning about it not being a destination, but 

like I feel successful right now. I know my place in the court reporting business 

was a terrible place but in education I know I need to be here, so I haven't 

succeeded as far as which might peek, but I feel successful that I'm living out a 

passion of mine. 

Based on his definition of success, Luis describes himself as successful. Luis said, 

I mean you can always find somebody who makes you, if you compare yourself to 

other people there's always going to be somebody who seems more successful 

than you, but that doesn't mean you're not successful, so I feel successful because 

I know I'm on my course, I'm on the correct course. 



 

 

128 

 
 
 

 

Luis attributes his success and his belief that success was possible to his father’s presence 

in his life and the financial resources that his father provided for the family. When asked 

“What do you possess that lent to your success that you less successful or unsuccessful 

peers did not?” Luis replied, 

Well, my father was there. A lot of my friend's fathers weren't. It didn't have to be 

a father. I had people to provide insight, so I had insight on what path to take 

whereas some people don't. You kind of don't know what you don't know. When I 

think back a lot of my friends didn't have fathers growing up and yeah, I mean 

when I think about it the people who I don't associate with because they were 

doing the wrong things did not have fathers in the house. All the friends I can 

think of they had a father the household are, I don't know if success was the word 

but they at least had the opportunities. Also, money comes in to play a lot, too. If 

you weren't doing good in school and your parents didn't have money, you didn't 

get a scholarship, you didn't go to college. I even have friends that fit that mold 

and they're still successful because they've found some other type of work, and 

they're still managers at companies and I got a friend who's running his own Pep 

Boys in Charlotte. I guess at some point somebody had to give them that insight 

that hey this is a path you can take. 

Mr. Little, for my high school counselor 

 Named for the high school counselor who exposed him to Morehouse College, 

Mr. Little is a 34-year old single father from the northern suburb of Dover, Delaware. Mr. 

Little possesses a Bachelor of Arts degree in Psychology from Morehouse College. 
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Currently, Mr. Little is gainfully employed as an English Teacher working at Atlanta 

Public Schools.   

 Mr. Little grew up in the rural, working class town of Dover, Delaware. The 

youngest of two, Mr. Little lived in a home with his mother, father and older brother. Mr. 

Little’s parents were both active duty service members, neither of which had a college 

education. Of his childhood, Mr. Little mentions, 

I grew up, youngest of two siblings. Had both parents in the household. Son of a 

military father and mother. Mom was an immigrant from Barbados. My father is 

from Memphis, Tennessee. We lived in an average neighborhood. In terms of 

income, we weren't rich but we weren't dirt poor either. Both parents worked full-

time jobs. I stayed active in sports and had heavy focus on my academic front ... 

or support from my parents in terms of academics. 

The adage “it takes a village to raise a child” was true of Mr. Little’s community. As a 

child, Mr. Little was on the usher board. In addition to his involvement in his church 

community, Mr. Little played basketball, football and baseball with supportive 

community coaches that would offer Mr. Little and his older brother rides to games and 

practices whenever their parents were unable to provide transportation.  

Setting for Educational Experiences 

Mr. Little’s K-12 schooling experiences occurred exclusively in Dover’s Capital 

School District. Serving approximately 6,500 students, Capital School districts is a rural 
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school districted that is comprised of seven elementary schools, two middle schools and 

one high school. 

 In June 2004, Mr. Little graduated from Capital School District’s Dover High 

School. According to the Delaware Department of Education, during Mr. Littles’ senior 

year, Dover High School had an enrollment of 1558 which included a demographic 

population of: 14.7 % Hispanic students, .64 % American Indian students, 3.02 % Asian 

students, 46% Black students, and 45.6% White students. As it relates to the ethnic 

diversity of the instructional staff, Mr. Little mentioned that he had one African 

American teacher in 8th grade and an African American guidance counselor. Other than 

those two individuals, Mr. Little did not encounter another African American educator 

until he enrolled at Morehouse College. 

After graduating high school, Mr. Little attended Morehouse College. Morehouse 

is a private, historically black men’s college located in downtown Atlanta. With an 

enrollment of 2,202, the demographic breakdown of Morehouse’s student population 

includes: .2% American Indian/Alaskan Native students, .1% Asian students, 95.3% 

Black/African-American students, .6% Hispanic/Latino students, 2.1% Multi-Race 

students, .2% White students, and 1.4 % of the students have an origin that is unknown. 

Currently, Morehouse College’s boasts a faculty with an ethnic diversity breakdown of 

86.5% Black faculty, 7.1% While faculty, 2% Asian faculty, 2% Hispanic faculty, .6% 

non-resident alien faculty, .2% American Indian or Alaska Native faculty, and 1.6% of 

the faculty have an ethnicity that is unknown. 
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Historical Experiences 

 Mr. Little was raised in the rural Delaware suburb of Dover. Mr. Little was raised 

in a two-parent working class home with his older brother. In addition to his parents and 

his brother, Mr. Little expressed that he grew up in a community that was akin to a 

village. To this, Mr. Little mentioned, 

My community was pretty supportive. It was a pretty diverse background that I 

grew up in ... community that I grew up in. Everybody pretty much helped raise 

one another's kids. I had friends. I lived the typical childhood. Nothing extreme or 

major or anything out of the ordinary. Community members would be people that 

I was involved with in terms of extracurricular activities and things I would do. I 

remember growing up, I was on the usher board. And a lady by the name of Ms. H 

would have me come to the church and rehearse a couple times a week. That kept 

me active. I played basketball, football, and baseball. I had a good relationship 

with all my coaches. They would check on me or come pick us up if we needed 

rides. Things of that nature. It was more so the activities, the extracurricular 

activities that I had, I had support and I had strong relationships with the people 

that I was involved with in those activities. 

Mr. Little’s pool of possible selves came from both his home and his community 

environment. Mr. Little’s community served as both a protective factor and a pool of 

images with which to construct his future self and his negative to be avoided self. 
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Social Environment and Cultural Identity 

 The image of African American males in Mr. Little’s social milieu was informed 

by an encounter with the police when Mr. Little was in the 6th grade. Mr. Little recalled,  

I was in the sixth grade… my brother and I were in Brooklyn, visiting my 

grandmother for Thanksgiving…We were walking to the corner store, he had on a 

blue hat…I didn't have a hat on my head at all…we kind of had baggy jackets on, 

it was in style back then…and as we were walking back from the store, an 

unmarked minivan speeds up to us, literally drives on the sidewalks, stops, parks 

in front of us, cops gets out, pull their guns out on us, push us to the ground, 

search us, run our pockets and everything on us because they thought my brother 

was gang affiliated…affiliated because of the hat he had on. At that point, I kind 

of started to see the world differently and just realize, okay… I have to operate 

differently from other people that are my age or my race. 

This experience of marginalization marked the moment when Mr. Little realized, from a 

societal perspective, that he was an African American male. In response to this incident, 

Mr. Little mentioned:  

That actually opened the door for me to start questioning a lot of things… from 

that moment on, when I was in a precarious situation… I would question, reflect 

and ask myself, "Why is this happening to me?" 

This experience caused Mr. Little to scrutinize the experienced that he encounter so that 

he could determine how to successfully encounter experiences of marginalization. 
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Interactions with Salient Others 

 Although Mr. Little was raised in a community of supportive adults, no one adult 

had more of an impact on his life than his father, Mr. Little explained,  

All of them had a positive impact. I'm trying to think of one that may have had the 

most significant impact or more significant impact. I would probably have to say 

... Nope. No individual more so than my father, actually. My father also helped 

coach in sports and things of that nature. So no, there was no one individual that 

just stood out amongst anybody else other than my father. 

Mr. Little viewed his father as his role model. When he was trying to determine what it 

meant to be a man, Mr. Little looked to both his father and his older brother, 

So, I looked towards my father and I looked towards my brother. It was a weird 

and unique experience for me because my father wasn't perfect by any means nor 

was my brother, but I also felt like I was different from them. I kind of tried my 

best to not replicate their mistakes and to try to go the other direction and learn 

from their mistakes. But often times, I kind of ... I found myself getting caught in 

the same situations they were in, even though I explicitly tried to avoid it 

sometimes. So that is who I looked forward to ... Or who I looked towards to 

being a man from. 

The image of both his brother and his father provided a view of what he wanted to 

become, as well as a view of what he did not what to become. 

As it related to his K-12 schooling experience, Mr. Little mentioned, 
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I would say from kindergarten all the way up until about fourth grade, I loved 

school. I was very excited, very engaged. I loved my teachers. And then I can 

explicitly remember middle school. Fifth, sixth, and seventh grade, a couple 

different things started happening, different dynamics in terms of peer pressure, 

different dynamics in terms of me trying to figure out which crowd I wanted to be 

around. My teachers started to change a little bit. I didn't really see a lot of 

teachers that look like me, anymore. Kind of fell out of contact with school, a little 

bit. I wasn't as interested. I was more so interested in just playing sports, which 

really kept me engaged in school. 

At the onset of adolescence, Mr. Little began to notice that his educational environment 

lacked images that were representative of his identify as an African American male. The 

absence of adults for which he could relate to lead to his disengagement in the school 

environment. When asked “What it sounds like is that there were adults that had a 

positive impact at school, maybe pre-fifth grade?”. To this question, Mr. Little replied, 

So, yes, you're 100 percent right. Before fifth grade, I can ... I've had better 

relationships with my teachers from kindergarten through fifth grade than I did at 

any other point in my life. 

Mr. Little remained disengaged in school until college, he mentioned,  

In college, it's kind of where I re-found my passion, I guess. My love for 

education. Had a couple of professors that were black males. That kind of 

reinvested me in education and what my plan was for my career and who I 
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wanted to be. And who I was in this world. I feel like being at Morehouse 

significantly transformed my mind in terms of who I am as a man today. 

Mr. Little went on to say, 

Having professors in front of me at Morehouse that looked like me, that could 

relate to me, and I could see a direct correlation between who I wanted to become 

in the next 20 or 15, 20 years. And not having that in high school or even in 

middle school, it just reengaged me and got me interested back in terms of trying 

to figure out who I want to be. I saw an example. I had something to strive for. 

That wasn't really the case from middle school through high school, It felt like 

they were there to do their job. And it was just a job. 

Each of the three participants indicated that there was a lack of African American male 

educators in their k-12 schooling experiences.  Two of the three participants indicated 

that they felt that the teachers that they encountered during their K-12 experiences were 

“just doing a job”. The lack of minority educators and caring adults in the k-12 schooling 

environment was an indicator that lead to the disengagement of two of the three 

participants who mentioned that they did not re-engage in school until they encountered 

minority professors in college.   

Social Competence and Problem-Solving Skills 

 Research on resilience and resilient individuals has repeatedly found that the use 

and presence of problem-solving skills as a tool to counter psychosocial problems. 

According to (Coşkun, et.al,, 1994), “resilience is particularly important in the process of 

problem-solving” (p.674). The ability to analyze and figure out the root cause of 
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problems and the ability think reflectively, abstractly and flexibly to find solutions for 

both cognitive and social problems is an indicator of an individual’s resilience (Bernard, 

1991; Coşkun et. al, 1994). The conversation with Mr. Little revealed that he possesses 

an innate ability to reflect on an experience and determine the best course of action. 

When asked, “When faced with a challenge, how do you respond?” Mr. Little replied,  

I usually step back and look at the big picture. Whatever the challenge is, I think 

about what is the overall outcome that I want from the challenge. Then I think 

about am I still able to be successful at whatever task is in front of me while 

taking on the challenge at the same time. 

Mr. Little mentioned that he learned this skill in his professional training. Mr. Little 

mentioned, 

I think a lot of it has to do with my professional training, just my career in 

general. Before I started teaching, I was very scatterbrained. I wasn't a very 

organized individual. I didn't really know how to compartmentalize and focus on 

issues in order to get desired outcomes. One thing I started going was setting 

goals for myself. Whenever there would be challenges or obstacles for goals, I 

would find ways to maneuver around those obstacles to still achieve the goal. I 

use a lot of the same best practices in my personal life that I learned in my 

professional life, just naturally, because I work a lot. It just naturally rolled over 

into that side of my life. 
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Mr. Little describes himself as a reflective person. The ability to be reflective in the 

moment allows individuals to step back, look at the big picture and respond to adversity 

in a productive manner absent of emotionality and irrational behavior.  

Sense of Purpose 

 Mr. Little developed his sense of purpose as a result of his education at 

Morehouse College and his training as an educator. Mr. Little mentioned,  

So, most of my success didn't happen until after college, and it was after there I 

learned good habits and good practices in college, and I had a chance to live in 

the real world that most of the success started to come to me. I would say my first 

teaching job is when I really learned what it took to be successful. And I bumped 

my head along the way, but I figure it out in terms of personal and professional 

responsibilities, what I needed to do in order to be successful. 

Mr. Little’s experiences in his first teaching job and at Morehouse College informed view 

of success which he defines as, finding a happy medium between what you have to do in 

life and what you want to do in life. When asked, “Who supported you in your journey to 

become successful?”, Mr. Little replied, 

My principal, my coworkers, I had some family support, mostly motivation, but I 

had a few mentor teachers who weren't obligated to be my mentor teachers, they 

just took it upon themselves to take me under their wing to help support me. 

As it relates to motivation, Mr. Little mentioned, 
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I've always been motivated to be successful, but I never really knew what being 

successful meant, and I wasn't always motivated to figure out what success meant 

for myself. 

Mr. Little went on to mention, 

So, I finally realized this as I became older, my definition of being successful was 

doing what makes me happy, it means I have to do what I have to do, but then I 

also would like to do the things that I want to do in life And that's where the 

motivation came from. Once I figured out that's what success was, that's when I 

really became motivated. 

Once Mr. Little determined what success looked like for him, he was able to find success 

and thus his sense of purpose.  

Summary 

 The stories of the lived experiences of these three African American males 

illustrated triumphant themes of resilience as expressed though their interviews and 

collected conversational dialogue with the researcher. The overarching themes, that 

served as the foundational frame, for the entire project, were teased out of their 

narratives.  

Historical Experiences  

An individual’s pool of possible selves derives from representations of the self in 

the past (Markus & Nuris, 1986). Moreover, an individual’s past experiences of failure 

significantly influence an individual’s ability to articulate success as well as his ability to 

employ effective strategies which will lend to success.  An individual’s first view of 
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positive expected and negative to-be-avoided future images are based on historical 

experiences within the family context (Oyserman, Brickman, & Rhodes, 2007). 

Moreover, according to Oyserman, Brickman, & Rhodes (2007), family involvement 

“improves school outcomes in part because it signals to youth that school success is a 

self-relevant and attainable possible self and that negative ‘‘offtrack’’ possible selves 

such as delinquent involvement or early pregnancy can be avoided through engagement 

with school. To the extent that at least some of the active ingredients of parent school 

involvement can be duplicated by possible self–focused school-based intervention 

(p.480). In other words, the images and priorities presented within the family context 

heavily influence the values, ideals and aspirations for which possible selves are based 

on. 

Social Environment and Cultural Identity 

Possible selves are tightly linked to an individual’s racial, gender, and cultural 

identities, and perceived in-group norms (Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). As such, a 

gendered, African American self-schema is necessary for an African American male to 

develop a possible self, rooted in his values, ideals, and aspirations.  Consequently, it is 

imperative for an African American male to have a sense of both his racial and gendered 

identities in order to create positive expected and negative to-be-avoided future images. 

Possible selves are social constructions. For example, Oyserman & Fryberg 

(2010) espouse that “aspirations are importantly shaped by consensual stereotypes about 

what people like me (a girl, a rural kid, an American Indian) can become” (p. 118). 

Adolescents learn about what is possible and what is valued though their engagement 
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with their social milieu. Pursuant to this, Oyserman & Fryberg (2010) explain, “when 

social contexts lack images of possible selves ‘for people like us’ in a particular domain, 

possible selves in this domain are likely to be missing entirely or will be so global as to 

be useless as a self-regulatory mechanism (p.117-118). Additionally, social contexts 

provide adolescents information about whether or not a possible self is positively and 

negatively valued. Similarly, social contexts mediate an individual’s behavior depending 

on social contextual feedback. 

Interactions with Salient Others  

The sources of possible selves are varied. They can be rooted in one’s 

accomplishments, past experiences, ideals, aspirations, values accomplishments or 

relationships with salient others from one’s social environment (Oyserman, et.al. 2004; 

Oyserman & Fryberg,2010; Oyserman, Gant & Ager, 1995). Oyserman and Fyberg 

(2010), mention that “possible selves can be distally imagined ‘the self I will become as 

an adult ‘, or more short term – ‘the self I will become next year’ (p.115).  Possible selves 

represent individual hopes, fears and fantasies which are a result of social comparisons in 

which one’s own thoughts, feelings and behaviors have been contrasted with those of 

salient others (Markus & Nuris, 1986; Oyserman & Fryberg,2010. As such, possible 

selves provide a link between self-concept and motivation (Markus & Nuris, 1986 

Social Competence and Problem-Solving Skills 

As an attribute of resilient individuals, social competence, according to Waters & 

Sroufe, (1983), refers broadly to an “ability to generate and coordinate flexible adaptive 

responses to demand and to generate and capitalize on opportunities in the environment” 
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(p.79). A social competent individual is one who make use of personal and environmental 

resources to achieve positive outcomes (Waters & Sroufe, 1983; Bernard, 1991). Similar 

to Waters & Sroufe, Bernard (1991) describes social competence as “responsiveness, 

flexibility, empathy and caring, communication skills, a sense of humor and other 

prosocial behavior” (p.7).  Social competent individuals garner resilience by capitalizing 

on environmental resources and enlisting internal resources such as self-esteem and self-

concept to achieve positive developmental outcomes (Waters & Sroufe, 1983; Bernard, 

1991). In other words, social competent individuals garner resilience though their ability 

to initiate and sustain positive peer relationships and sociability in spite of adversity. 

Research on resilience and resilient individuals has repeatedly found that the use 

and presence of problem-solving skills as a tool to counter psychosocial problems. 

According to (Coşkun, et.al,, 1994), “resilience is particularly important in the process of 

problem-solving” (p.674). The ability to analyze and figure out the root cause of 

problems and the ability think reflectively, abstractly and flexibly to find solutions for 

both cognitive and social problems is an indicator of an individual’s resilience (Bernard, 

1991; Coşkun et. al, 1994). For example, Masten (as cited in Coşkun, et.al, 1994) defines 

resilience as the “ability to sustain the effort till to achievement of the ultimate goal and 

to adapt successfully during the process despite all the challenges and problems” (p.674). 

Sense of Purpose  

Similar to a sense of autonomy and internal motivation and the belief that an 

individual has an internal locus of control is another characteristic of resilient 
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individual’s- a sense of purpose and future (Bernard, 1991). Under the umbrella of this 

characteristic, a sense of purpose and future,  “falls several related attributes invariably 

identified in the protective factor literature: healthy expectancies, goal-directedness, 

success orientation, achievement motivation, educational aspirations, persistence, 

hopefulness, hardiness, belief in a bright future, a sense of anticipation, a sense of a 

compelling future, and a sense of coherence” (Bernard,1991, p.9). According to research 

conducted by Newcomb and Harlow’s (1986), the feeling of helplessness as a result of a 

stressful event without a sense of purpose and direction lends to alcoholism and drug 

abuse. Furthermore, Newcomb and Bentler (1986) found that educational aspirations and 

the hope of post-secondary success was a more powerful predictor of high school 

graduation than academic achievement. According to Bandler (as cited in Bernard, 1991) 

“when a compelling future is generated, we are easily persuaded to subordinate 

immediate gratification for a more fulfilling later gratification, or to save ourselves from 

some intensely unpleasant future experience” (p.9).  

The themes of Possible Selves Theory and Resilience Theory enriched the soil of 

each of the participants experiences and provided insight and answers to the research 

questions under study. As I spent time in their unique experiences, I found that each of 

these three participants shared stories of success within the context of the hegemony of 

the dominant culture thus stand as counter to the deficit narrative that describes African 

American males in negative, monolithic terms.  

This research project set out to discover answers to primary and supporting questions 

that served as the basis for the entire exploration. The primary questions - How do 
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African American males leverage their lived experiences to garner success; What, if any 

effect, do the lived experiences of African American males have on their ability to garner 

success? -  garnered discoveries that the lived experiences of African American males 

serve as guideposts with to navigate their lives to garner resilience as a source of strength 

in spite of adversity and embedded permanence of racism. Each of the three participants 

encountered experiences that cemented their knowledge of their station as a minority 

ruled by a dominant majority society. However, when given the choice to respond to the 

adversity attached to their person because of the biological marker of their race, each of 

the three participants chose to capitalize on their experiences as environment resources to 

exert control of their environment and thus their fate. 

The second research question asked, “How do African American males counter the 

deficit narrative to garner success?” The presence of a deficit narrative seemed evident to 

each of the three participants. However, because of the manner in which they were 

socialized from their community, they transformed these experiences from things that 

have happened to them to experiences that serve as lessons to guide their behavior and 

their construction of their best possible selves. Possible selves are tightly linked to an 

individual’s racial, gender, and cultural identities, and perceived in-group norms 

(Oyserman & Fryberg, 2006). As such, a gendered, African American self-schema is 

necessary for an African American male to develop a possible self, rooted in his values, 

ideals, and aspirations.  Each of the three participants countered the deficit narrative by 

looking to their social milieu for positive expected and negative to-be-avoided future 

images in order to develop a sense of both his racial and gendered identities. 
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The third research question asked, “What factors, if any contribute to an African 

American male’s ability garner success?”  This study indicated that protective factors such 

as autonomy, social competence, a sense of purpose and problem-solving skill served as 

protective factors which allowed each of the three participants to achieve positive 

outcomes. In addition to the learned optimism that is associated with resilience, the lived 

experiences of each of these African American males revealed that their interactions with 

salient others in their social milieu served as a template for the socially constructed selves 

that they hoped to become.   

Chapter 5 will explore the impact of caring adults on the engagement of African 

American males’ student as well as the impact of the deficit narrative on African American 

males who lack a pool of salient adults and environmental resources with which to 

construct a future-oriented aspect of their self-concept and garner resilience. 
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CHAPTER 5 

FINDINGS 

Did you hear about the rose that grew from a crack in the concrete?   
Proving nature’s law is wrong, it learned to walk without having feet.   

Funny it seems, but by keeping its dreams, it learned to breathe fresh air.   
Long live the rose that grew from concrete when no one else ever cared.  

-Shakur, 1999 
 
 The rose, in Tupac Shakur’s The Rose that Grew from Concrete (1999), served as 

a metaphor for the African American male. While the rose was a metaphor for the 

African American male, the concrete served as a metaphor for the social science 

discourse that has labeled African American males as endangered and has contributed to 

the grand social, political, economic, and racial metanarrative that has served to reduce 

African American males to popular, yet negative, stereotypes of their true existence.  

The Rose, though situated in an inhospitable growth medium, has access to sufficient or 

sustaining levels of the standard set of required nutrients which serve to nurture and 

support the growth and maturation of the rose in spite of its inhospitable growth medium. 

Although it seemed that “no one else ever cared”, the experiences of each of the three 

African American participants indicated that protective factors: autonomy, social 

competence, a sense of purpose, problem-solving skill and interactions with salient others 

served as environmental resources which allowed each of the participants to harness the 

resilience required to develop their best possible selves.  
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This purpose of this exploration was to offer African American males a voice with the 

hope that their stories of resilience would stand as a counternarrative to highlight the 

fallacy that informs the accepted social milieu for this demographic. Moreover, this study 

sought to identify and illuminate the protective factors that leant to an African American 

males’ ability to garner resilience in face of adversity. Finally, this study sought to 

determine the relationship, if any, between resilience and an African American males’ 

ability to develop his best possible self and garner academic success. 

The purpose of this chapter is to presents a summary of findings relevant to the 

following guiding research questions: 

1. How do African American males leverage their lived experiences to garner 

success?  What, if any effect, do the lived experiences of African American males 

have on their ability to garner success? 

2. How do African American males counter the deficit narrative to garner success? 

3. What factors, if any contribute to an African American male’s ability garner 

success? 

This chapter will present a summary of findings that are relevant to the scope of this 

study. In the Summary of Findings section, I will present and discuss four findings:  

Finding One: Protective Factors: School, Family and Community  

Finding Two: The Need for Minority Male Educators, and 

Finding Three: Culturally Affirming Education  

Next, in the Implications section, I will discuss the implications of the findings from this 

study on the practice of educating African American males. Thirdly, in the 
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Recommendations section, I will provide recommendation for future practice, in light of 

the findings that are presented in this chapter. Next, in the Limitations section, I will 

discuss aspects of this study that may have limited the reliability of the findings that are 

presented in this chapter. Finally, in the Final Thoughts section, I will discuss my 

thoughts and feelings related to this study. 

Summary of Findings 

Protective Factors: School, Family and Community 

 Resilience, according to Luthar, Cicchetti & Becker (2000), “refers to a dynamic 

process encompassing positive adaptation within the context of significant adversity” 

(p.543). Implicit within this definition are two conditions: exposure to risk or significant 

adversity, and positive adaptation despite threats to adaptation or development (Luthar, 

Cicchetti & Becker, 2000; Masten, 2001). Each of the three participants, by virtue of their 

subordinate role as African American males, have been exposed to risk or significant 

adversity, but because of the protective factors in their environment, they were able to 

achieve positive adaptation despite their exposure to risk.  

Research examining resilience has identified a set of community, individual and 

relationship factors or protective factors associated with positive adaptive functioning 

(Hamby, Grych, & Banyard, 2018). 

Protective Factors within the School 

Mr. Little and Anthony were reared in contexts that left them seeking caring and 

support within their school community. Despite their desire for a caring and supportive 

schooling experience, Anthony and Mr. Little were left disenchanted, disengaged and 

dejected because they encountered educators who, in their opinion were “just doing a 
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job”. In addition to feeling like their k-12 educators just came to school for a pay check, 

Mr. Little and Anthony indicated that they lost interest in school after elementary school 

because they didn’t have caring adults who held them in high esteem. 

A powerful predictor of positive outcomes for adolescents is the school 

environment. Moreover, Bernard (1991) indicated, “a school can serve as a protective 

shield to help children withstand the multiple vicissitudes that they can expect of a 

stressful world” (p.13). While the school should have served as a protective factor, for 

Anthony and Mr. Little, the school was a risk factor. The absence of caring adults in the 

educational setting had a detrimental impact on Anthony and Mr. Little. As such, the 

absence of caring adults and a feeling of connectedness to the school environment can be 

detrimental to African American males who lack factors associated with positive adaptive 

functioning in other areas of their lives.  

Protective Factors within the Family 

 Anthony, Luis and Mr. Little were raised in families that fostered the 

development of their identity: individual identity, gendered identity and racial identity.  

Moreover, Anthony, Luis and Mr. Little were by families that established high 

expectations for their behavior and academics. Bernard (1991) indicated, “families that 

establish high expectations for their children’s behavior from an early age play a role in 

developing resiliency in their children” (p.12). Concomitant with high parental 

expectations is a sense of purpose and future or the belief in a bright future. Anthony, 

Luis and Mr. Little were able to garner success because their family environment 

validated them as worthwhile human beings and fostered the development of skills and 

characteristics that supported the established expectations. 
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 Anthony, Luis and Mr. Little were protected from the falsehood of the deficit 

narrative because they were socialized to understand their racial membership. Luis 

indicated that he was cognizant of a dominant narrative about African American males, 

but he did not subscribe to the narrative. This finding supports the notion of racial 

socialization. Anthony, Luis and Mr. Little were raised by parents who acted as a “buffer 

between their offspring and society and function(ed) as both a filter of societal 

information and as a primary interpreter of the social structure” (Thornton, Chatters, 

Taylor, & Allen, 1990, p. 401). Consequently, Anthony, Luis and Mr. Little were 

equipped with a sense of racial identity given the reality that they will experience racially 

hostile encounters 

Protective Factors within the Community 

 The adage, “it takes a village to raise a child”, is representative of the protective 

nature of community. Social networks at the community level are wrought with obvious 

manifestations of caring and support. To this point, Bernard (1991) indicates “ the 

protective nature of social support across the lifespan-be it from friends, neighbors, care 

help givers—is documented by volumes of studies from the field of community 

psychology, community health and community mental health as well as by the 

overwhelming success of community based family support programs” (p.15). Mr. Little’s 

experience is an example of the profound influence that communities exert on the lives of 

youth. Mr. Little was reared in a supportive village with supportive adults that invested in 

his emotional, social and spiritual growth. While his parents worked, Mr. Little’s village 

helped to raise him and exposed him to a pool of possible selves with which to create a 

hoped for, positive future image. While the community was a protective factor for Mr. 
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Little, the absence of a caring network of community-based support can serve as a risk 

factor. When an adolescent finds himself in village that does not foster the development 

of social competence, a sense of purpose, problem solving skills, and autonomy, he will 

be at risk for adversity. 

 What emerges as a powerful predictor for the African American males is the 

quality of the caregiving environment, which is determined by culturally relevant caring 

and support, high expectations and opportunities for participation. In a society that does 

not value the African American male as a vital aspect of society, it is imperative that he 

find genuine caring, support, high expectations and opportunities for participation in 

social context. If he does not locate genuine caring, support, high expectations and 

opportunities for participation within his social context, he will gravitate to a form of 

support which will not nurture resilience. 

The Need for Minority Male Educators 

 Anthony and Mr. Little indicated that their k-12 schooling experience lacked 

African American male educators. While Anthony did not encounter an African 

American educator until college, Mr. Little encountered an African American guidance 

counselor that helped him to find his way out of Dover, Delaware. The absence of staff 

members that reflected their cultural image, significantly impacted both Anthony and Mr. 

Little. In fact, both Anthony and Mr. Little indicated that their encounter with African 

American male educators in college re ignited their passion for education. Moreover, 

Anthony and Mr. Little indicated that they felt a kinship with their African American 

male professors because they were on the same side of similar struggle. This finding 

suggests that African American males, in addition to caring adults in the educational 
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environment, require caring African American male educators in their educational 

environment. It is difficult to relate to an individual who is not cognizant of your plight. 

The absence of African American males in the k-12 educational environment leaves 

African American males without a caring adult with which to relate their experience to. 

Culturally Affirming Education   

 The findings from this study indicate that Anthony, Luis and Mr. Little each 

encountered systemic racial microaggressions in the form of culturally deficit thinking. 

Culturally deficit thinking is a form of racism that takes the position that minority 

students lack the support, cultural knowledge and skills to garner academic success. 

Hotchkins (2016) contends, “deficit thinking has profound implications for the 

educational relationships between White teachers and Black students. Deficit thinking is 

a function of racism as practiced by White teachers who have applied an inherit 

superiority to use an educational system of exploitation and power to oppress Black 

males” (p.2). Deficit thinking then, in the case of Anthony, Luis and Mr. Little resulted in 

feelings of isolation, disenfranchisement and self-doubt. When an African American male 

is not socialized to have a positive sense of self and racial identity, then deficit thinking 

will result in a negative sense of self and racial identity. There is a need, in k-12 

schooling to produce curriculum that leverages student differences as assets, rather than 

deficits. Moreover, there is a need in k-12 education to create culturally affirming 

curriculum that empowers minority students and educates them in a manner that 

celebrates, rather than mutes their heritage. 
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Implications and Recommendations 

 The findings of this study have significant implications on the practice of 

educating African American males. At the individual level, the results of this study may 

inform the manner in which the participants perceive their schooling and school 

experience. Moreover, the results of this study may inform each of the participants role as 

a salient other in the lives of other African American males. It is my hope that the 

participants in this study and other successful African American males take seriously 

their role as a role model for the younger generations of African American males.  

At the school level, the results of the study have implications for fostering school 

connectedness amongst African American male students. It is critically important that 

schools embrace their role as a protective factor in the lives of African American males’ 

students. The school is a protective factor, and as such schools have a responsibility to 

provide student with the academic, emotional and social support required to positively 

engage in the school environment. Each of three participants in this study indicated that 

they did not feel connected to their school environment because they did not encounter 

educators that created trusting and caring relationship that promoted the belief that the 

adults in their school cared about their learning. Further areas of research related to this 

implication should include an investigation of the school connectedness and the specific 

elements that determine a student’s connectedness to their school environment. It would 

be equally informative to understand teachers’ role in a student’s connectedness to their 

school environment. As an extension of this study, I would recommend that future studies 

explore more of the home and family supports that served as protective factors. 
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At the community level, the results of this study have implications for fostering 

competent communities. The community serves as a protective factor and as such, a 

competent community supports “its family and schools, have high expectations and clear 

norms for its families and schools and encourage the active participation and 

collaboration of its families and schools in the life and work of the community” (Bernard, 

1991, p.18). The community has a role in supporting families and holding schools 

accountable to their role as a protective factor. There is a critical need to revert back to 

caring communities or villages that work together to uplift their community schools and 

support their community members. Further areas of research, related to this implication 

should include, an in-depth investigation of specific community dynamics and the 

varying protective factors that each community may or may not provide. An investigation 

of this nature may helpful in prescribing supports related to compensate for any gaps in 

protective found in an individual’s community. As an additional recommendation to 

enhance this narrative, I recommend that the researcher engage in a comparative research 

study to glean from participants who did and did not garner success. In doing this, the 

researcher would be able to identify specific resources and supports to aid African 

American males on their quest for academic success. 

At the society level, the results of this study have implications for transforming 

the manner in which African American males are constructed in social science literature. 

The deficit narrative justifies the promotion the social history of the dominant race, and 

as such distorts the   of African American males. Finally, at the epistemological level, the 

results of this study have implications for a shift in the range of research epistemologies 
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that construct African American males from the perspective of the dominant majority. 

The results of this study indicate that the culture of epistemological racism has acted as a 

mechanism to stigmatizes African American males with the categorical distinction of 

“other”.  

Finally, another recommendation for relevant future study would be to analyze the 

cannon of social science literature to bring to light the epistemological constructs that 

remain to construct minorities as outsiders. An investigation of this nature would shed 

light on the culture epistemological racism from a longitudinal perspective. 

Limitations 

A limitation of this study was the researcher’s relationship with each of the 

participants.  Although the presence of a relationship between the each of the participants 

and the researcher allowed for greater transparency, I do acknowledge the possibility of 

bias toward the experiences of each of the three participants. In an effort to limit the 

possibility of bias, I solicited an outside agency to transcribe the data. Additionally, 

thought the data analysis process, I remained objective and I allowed the data to 

determine the findings rather than my personal thoughts and opinions. 

Final Thoughts 

As a result of this narrative study, I was able to identify some of the factors that 

lent to the success of these three African American males.   Even more intriguing was the 

similarities between their diverse experiences.  At the conclusion of this study, I 

contemplated my role, as a school leader, in creating a protective school environment 

where students, specifically African American male students, feel connected to school. 

Each of these participants exhibited characteristics of resilience on their journey to 
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success, not because it was innate, but because of the environmental factors that protected 

them against the deficit narrative. 

Despite the belief that as a rose of a different hue no one else ever cared” it is 

evident that the African American male is indeed proving that nature’s law is wrong. 

Although African American males are subordinated in the American society, they possess 

environmental resources in the form of family, community, and salient others that care to 

instill in them a sense of racial identity and pride (Shakur, 1999). Regardless of the 

deficit narrative, African American males are keeping their dreams alive.  They do 

succeed and triumph in the face of great social, economic, political, and academic 

barriers. As roses that grew from a crack in the concrete, their successes compose 

counter-narratives by which African American males could be defined. My final thoughts 

are to encourage researchers to renounce deficit narrative, offer African American males 

a voice with which to share their stories of success and speak to the life of the Rose that 

grew from, lived in and thrived in concrete 
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Tift College of Education 

Proving Nature’s Law is Wrong: African American Males Countering 
Barriers to Garner Academic Success 

Informed Consent 

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many 
questions as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do. 

Investigators 
Ashley Rose, Ed.S., M.Ed., B.S, B.A., Doctoral Student Mercer University-Tift College 
of Education, Curriculum and Instruction  
3001 Mercer University Drive, Atlanta GA, 30341, 404-563-4965 
Dr. Wynnetta Scott-Simmons, Ed.D., Ed.S., M.Ed., B.A., Faculty Advisor, Mercer 
University-Tift College of Education, Curriculum and Instruction  
3001 Mercer University Drive, Atlanta GA, 30341, 678-547-6582 

Purpose of the Research 
This research study is designed to elucidate the resilience factors which lend to an 
African American male’s ability to develop his best possible self and garner academic 
success. Further, this study endeavors to offer a voice to African American males, which 
will stand as counternarratives to highlight the fallacy that informs the accepted social 
milieu for this demographic. 
The data from this research will be used to counter the current deficit narrative that 
informs the accepted social milieu for African American males. Further, this study. 
The data from this research will be used in a dissertation study that will be useful for 
practitioners in the field of education who seek to explore the factors which lend to an 
African American male’s ability to develop his best possible self 

Procedures 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in three 
structured interviews which will require you to reflect on your experiences in k12 
education. 
Your participation will take approximately approximately 270 minutes over three 
sessions. 

Potential Risks or Discomforts 
The risks associated with this study are minimal as the questions will be limited to 
discussing your experiences as an African American male as you matriculated through 
k12 education. The principal investigator will do everything in her power to honor your 
dignity and privacy and protect your physical, social and psychological welfare. 
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Potential Benefits of the Research 
There are no guaranteed benefits of this study. Overall, this study will help practitioners 
in the field of education better understand and support African American males.  
 

Confidentiality and Data Storage 

Your name and identity will be kept confidential throughout the research study process the data 
will be de-identified before the data analysis process and then will be kept in a secure 
file. During your interview, the principal investigator will take anecdotal notes and audio-record 
the interview using a digital voice recorder. Then, the audio-recorded interview data will be 
transcribed using audio-transcription recording software. All written data and forms will be stored 
in a locked file cabinet. Transcribed data from interviews will be stored on a computer that is 
password protected. The only individuals who will have access to the raw data are Ashley Rose 
and Dr. Wynnetta Scott-Simmons, the faculty advisor for this research project. All data collected 
from your interview will be stored in the office of Dr. Wynnetta Scott-Simmons for three years 
after the completion of the study. All raw data, including the data from the personal laptop, 
written anecdotal notes, audio files of the interviews, and the transcription data, will be destroyed 
following the three-year minimum requirement for keeping raw data. 

Participation and Withdrawal 
Your participation in this research study is voluntary. As a participant, you may refuse to 
participate at any time. To withdraw from the study please contact Ashley Rose 
(Ashley.M.Rose@live.mercer.edu or Dr. Wynnetta Scott-Simmons 
(scottsimmons_wa@live.mercer.edu. 
 

Questions about the Research 
If you have any questions about the research, please speak with Ashley Rose 
(Ashley.M.Rose@live.mercer.edu or Dr. Wynnetta Scott-Simmons 
(scottsimmons_wa@live.mercer.edu. 

 Audio or Video Taping 

Audio-recorded interviews will be used for analysis. The audio files of the interviews will 
be stored in a locked file cabinet. All audio-recorded files will be labeled using 
pseudonyms so they cannot be linked to your identity. Your signature on this form grants 
Ashley Rose permission to record you while you participate in the above-referenced 
study. She will not use the recording(s) for any other reason than what is stated in this 
consent form without receiving your written permission. 

This project has been reviewed and approved by Mercer University’s IRB.  If you believe 
there is any infringement upon your rights as a research subject, you may contact the IRB 
Chair, at (478) 301-4101. 
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You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and these have been answered to 
your satisfaction. Your signature below indicates your voluntary agreement to participate 
in this research study. 

     
 Research Participant Name (Print)  Name of Person Obtaining Consent 

(Print) 
 

     
 Research Participant Signature  Person Obtaining Consent Signature  

     
 Date  Date  

 
 

 


