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ABSTRACT 

 

According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2015), between 1996 

and 2008, Black (African-American may be used interchangeably with Black, as defined 

through this study) college students had the lowest graduation rates among racial groups 

at four-year public institutions. Furthermore, more recent provisional data from the 

National Center for Education Statistics for 2008-2013, further support continued 

disproportional retention and graduation rates of Black college students. Therefore, given 

this, the present study examined the relationship between academic achievement and an 

increase in Black students’ satisfaction with their college experience at Predominately 

White Institutions (PWIs) and institutionally funded supportive associations for 

undergraduate students of color. 

The study specifically considered Black undergraduate students at regional, four-

year, public PWIs in Kentucky, evaluating their academic achievement, social 

involvement, occupational aspirations, student educational background, educational 

goals, demographic characteristics and personal adjustment to college. Using in-depth, 

phenomenological interviews, the study investigated the possible relationship between 

the “Stop-Out” and “Drop Out” of Black students, reconstructing their experiences and 

sharing their stories about the factors that led students to retain at the university and for 

students to leave their PWI. Based on the results, this study offers suggestions for PWIs 

interested in implementing support associations for Black undergraduate students to 

address stop-out and drop-out.  
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CHAPTER I 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

To paraphrase the Harlem Renaissance poet Langston Hughes, life for Blacks 

hasn’t been no crystal stair—especially for those seeking higher education, who 

sometimes have to stumble in the dark without the light of resources and support. 

Following the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka case in 1954, colleges and 

universities have sought to integrate their campuses and classrooms. This change has 

presented educators, administrators and the general public with special challenges, such 

as designing effective support initiatives for underrepresented minority students (Jones & 

Williams, 2004). As Jones and Williams (2004) noted, “the structure and formulation of 

college campuses were designed to serve predominately White students. Black students 

were thus expected to adjust to the environment even when they did not feel affirmed by 

its culture” (p. 25). Fostering Black student persistence is not simply about knowing the 

factors that underlie persistence and retention, but also developing and executing policies 

that tangibly enhance student success. 

It is commonly thought that college graduation is a necessary step toward 

achieving the American Dream. However, researchers have increasingly documented 

barriers to college access and completion, such as the degree of academic preparedness, 

social integration, financial elasticity, and familial and peer support. These barriers often 

become salient as incoming undergraduates make the transition from high school to 

college, but the benefits associated with a baccalaureate degree motivate many of them to 
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endure this adjustment period. According to Miller and Ly (2010), “three-quarters of high 

school graduates go after a college degree because they know that a career with a middle-

class wage almost always requires one” (p. 25). If educational attainment serves as a 

socioeconomic equalizer, then institutions of higher education have both an obligation 

and responsibility to ensure that their students graduate.  

Despite this, the U.S. is experiencing an increasing rate of dropouts among 

individuals seeking postsecondary degrees—to the point that Miller and Ly (2010) 

deemed American higher education “College Dropout Factories” (p. 20). This problem is 

especially pronounced for Black undergraduate students at public institutions of higher 

education. A National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) study on the condition of 

education in the US found that in a 2008 cohort, White students at public institutions 

finished their baccalaureate degrees at a rate of 37.9%, compared to 18.6% among Black 

students (both within four years after start) (NCES, 2015). 

The Education Trust – a non-profit group that advocates shrinking the 

achievement gaps between White and Black students – found similar results after 

analyzing 232 public colleges and universities. Assessing graduation rates between 2003 

and 2013, the organization found improvements in the overall graduation rate but noted 

that there had been minimal progress in closing the gap between White and Black 

undergraduates’ graduation rates. Nichols, Eberle-Sudr, and Welch (2016) suggest that 

this trend has only worsened: Between 2003 and 2013, they note, White students saw a 

5.6 percentage point increase in their graduation rate, while Black students saw a 4.4 

percentage point increase (p. 1). 
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In the state of Kentucky, which constitutes the focus of the present study, there 

have been some efforts to promote successful outcomes for all students. For instance, 

state officials and educators assembled a work group for the purpose of developing a 

model for performance-based funding for Kentucky’s public postsecondary institutions. 

In support of this effort, the Lumina Foundation, a private firm committed to making 

opportunities for learning beyond high school available to all, released a statement from 

President and CEO of Lumina Foundation, working to increase the proportion of 

Americans with postsecondary credentials released a statement: “A focus on equity in 

student outcomes is an essential objective of today’s outcomes-based funding models. In 

addition to increasing attainment, we must close the current achievement gaps for 

students of color and low-income students” (Spalding, 2016, p. 1). Indeed, the 

performance funding model proposed to be implemented in Kentucky is already treating 

colleges and universities’ closures of the achievement gap as one of its measures of 

underrepresented minority students and low-income students. Given the 

Commonwealth’s interest in performance-based funding directly related to student 

retention, institutions should be even more compelled to prevent minority students from 

dropping out. As the state of Kentucky implements the new funding model, institutions 

will be in competition with each other based on the outcomes produced in particular the 

persistence, graduation, and success of Black undergraduate students. In order to aid 

decision-makers in this regard, the present student seeks to analyze patterns of student 

progression through the institution to offer recommendations to enhance student retention 

and completion.  
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Statement of Problem 

Black graduation rates are disproportionally low compared to White students, and 

there has been minimal progress in bridging the divide (“Black Student College,” 2007; 

Seidman, 2005). While colleges and universities have implemented student support 

services and retention programs for diverse student populations, there is still need to 

improve minority student retention. According to Tinto (2012),  

Much of the research on student attrition has not been particularly useful to 

those in the field who seek to develop and implement programs to improve 

retention and completion because it assumes, incorrectly, that knowing why 

students leave is equivalent to knowing why students stay and succeed. (p.12) 

Amidst these shortcomings, researchers emphasize that diversity invites many 

advantages for college and universities, not to mention society as a whole. According to 

Molina and Rogers (2006), when students encounter a diverse campus, they “report an 

increased ability to work with members of other ethnic groups, an increased acceptance 

of those from other cultural backgrounds, and increased participation in community-

based and other civic activities following graduation” (p. 143). Additionally, Tinto (2012) 

argues that the benefits of higher education to all citizens increase the nation’s 

competitiveness in the global marketplace. For these reasons, the Association of 

American Colleges & Universities (2008) identified diversity and global learning as one 

of its top ten high-impact educational practices. As colleges and universities emphasize 

courses and programs that help students explore cultures, life experiences, and 

worldviews different from their own, these same institutions are compelled to address the 
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diversity of their campuses. Thus, recruiting, retaining, and graduating Black students is 

beneficial both inside and outside the classroom.  

Despite this fact, some students feel that colleges and universities are barely 

integrated (Tinto, 2012). “African-American male students, and other students of color 

face cultural, societal, academic, and lifestyle differences from the traditional college 

student, all of which colleges and universities often attempt to address” (Brooks, Jones, & 

Burt, 2013, p. 211). For Black undergraduate students, the most prevalent barriers 

involve persisting at a college or university: “Although 45 percent of Black men 25 and 

older have attempted college, only 16 percent have a four-year degree -- half the 

percentage of White males who have a four-year degree” (Toldson, 2012, p. 6). Given the 

well-established positive correlation between postsecondary educational attainment and 

earning potential, this disparity practically ensures that Black students will continue to 

have less earning potential and remain underrepresented in the spectrum of high-paying 

professions (Kolodner, 2005). 

Tinto (2012), Astin (1999), Harper (2009), Rogers and Molina (2006), and others 

have uncovered several factors that negatively impact Black student persistence and 

graduation (e.g. relationships and emotional support, communication of information, and 

cross-race mentoring challenges). One important factor is stereotyping. Shaun Harper 

(2006), who is the founder and executive director of the University of Pennsylvania’s 

Center for the Study of Race and Equity in Education, studied the effects stereotyping on 

Black students. After interviewing nearly 150 Black male students at 30 public and 

private PWIs, Harper found that all but two of the students reported dealing with racist 

stereotypes on campus. These findings are underscored by Aronson's (1995) work, which 
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revealed that racial stereotypes are deeply woven into the fabric of American society, yet 

their daily effects are often misunderstood. Stereotypes may interfere, for example, with 

Black students’ ability to achieve high scores on the standardized tests that are widely 

believed to measure aptitude or intelligence.  

It is vital that institutions of higher education provide individuals and their 

communities with access to economic stability (Cabrera, Burkum, & LaNasa, 2005), 

which may take the form of programs designed to assist students in navigating college. 

However, administrators, faculty, and staff are far too often unaware of and thus fail to 

identify, the institutional barriers that negatively affect the Black male student 

experience. “Further exploration of the issues plaguing African-American male students 

may, therefore, encourage additional attention and support efforts for all students of 

color” (Brooks, Jones, & Burt, 2013, p. 208). The literature shows (Allen 1992, Campbell 

& Fleming 2000, Harper 2012, etc.) that Black males are particularly vulnerable to 

persistence barriers, and by institutions addressing these issues will have a collateral 

effect on other students of color. Karkouti (2016), findings suggest that, diverse 

campuses environments engage students in richly varied educational culture and expose 

students to new perspectives that could enhance their learning outcomes.   Each student 

that does not retain takes his or her tuition, fees and revenue the school may have 

received in order to support operations creating a loss of revenue and a negative impact to 

performance-based funding.  
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Purpose and Significance of the Study 

The present study was designed to explore the relationship between support 

initiatives for Black undergraduate students and those students’ persistence at three 

regional, comprehensive, predominately White Kentucky universities. This study adds to 

the literature on retention practices by examining Black undergraduate students’ 

achievement and satisfaction at PWIs.  

There has been historic studies on Black students’ pre-college characteristics and 

their impact on institutes of higher education (Barber 2012, Karkouti 2016, Strayhorn & 

Johnson 2014, etc.). However, there have been relatively few qualitative studies that 

capture the stories of Black students—particularly their lived experiences and perception 

of the university during their time at the institution. The present dissertation aims to 

address this gap. Building on the broad research stream around student retention, I sought 

to identify some of the factors that negatively impact Black undergraduate students’ 

persistence and graduation. I specifically investigated the institutional support programs 

for underrepresented minority groups, which are one component of these students’ 

persistence.  

The impetus for this study is the alarming trend of Black undergraduate students 

failing to graduate once enrolled in colleges and universities (National Center for 

Education Statistics, 2011). In response, scholars have argued that institutions “should 

adopt a comprehensive set of support services” in order to retain Black students (Credle 

& Dean, 1991). According to Brooks, Jones, and Burt (2012), such support services 

should include, “faculty/student mentoring sessions, academic assistance, and student 
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engagement through co-curricular programs assisting students in exploring possible 

career options” (p. 210).   

However, recent debates about affirmative action make it necessary to understand 

exactly how such support systems impact Black students’ retention and graduation. Some 

scholars criticize institutional efforts targeted towards Black students, claiming that 

affirmative action only serves to divert funding away from special population groups 

(New, 2016). For instance, Roger Clegg, president and general counsel of the Center for 

Equal Opportunity, which opposes affirmative action, claimed that “schools shouldn’t use 

race as a proxy for who’s at risk and who’s going to have a hard time as a student” (New, 

2016, p. 2). At the same time, scholars such as Brooks, Jones, and Burt (2013) contend 

that affirmative action policies may serve to reshape the experiences of Black 

undergraduate students at PWIs: 

 Students of color find comfort and encouragement in seeing others who look 

like them in such professional roles. Seeing people of color in campus faculty 

and administrative leadership roles, or any role other than secretarial, janitorial, 

or food service, is encouraging to one’s occupational and professional outlook. 

(p. 209) 

In the midst of this debate, it is important to remember that the student learning 

experience encompasses far more than just gaining knowledge and skill sets (Goodman et 

al., 2011). Students also need to develop a mindset that will allow them to use knowledge 

to examine their belief structure. In other words, students should cultivate a sense of self 

that allows them to effectively participate in various personal, occupational, and 

community contexts (Schuh, Jones, & Harper, 2011). This cultivation process requires 
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that students involve themselves deeply and directly in their learning and development 

(Austin, 1984), but that goal is imperiled when students drop out. Thus, it is important to 

recognize how historical differences in student retention rates stem from racial and ethnic 

issues, and how the problems of the past linger in the present. 

In short, the purpose of this study is to examine the graduation disparity of Black 

undergraduate students by assessing how they judiciously navigate the academic, 

political, and social landscape of PWIs. Specifically, I sought to determine the students’ 

perceptions of the academic transition, racial climate, and perceived level of support from 

associations targeted at diverse student populations. At the heart of this study is a 

question: Will Black undergraduates’ experiences improve when integrated into a 

targeted support initiative? Addressing this question begins with grasping the individual, 

structural, and cultural factors that underlie many educational disparities. 

 

Research Questions 

This study will examine the stop-out and drop-out of Black students at three 

regional, comprehensive PWIs in Kentucky. To examine the factors that reduce or lead to 

stop-out and drop-out, I developed the following research questions: 

How is the retention and graduation of Black students at PWIs participating in 

targeted, institutionally funded support programs based on race, gender, and ethnicity 

predict overall student academic achievement, retention, and completion of a 

baccalaureate degree for Black students?  
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What significant differences are there in Black students’ overall social 

involvement, career engagement, and leadership development among those who 

participate in institutionally funded support programs and those who do not?  

What are the institutional characteristics that validate institutionally funded 

support initiatives for Black students? 

 

Study Design Overview 

This study conducted in-depth interviews with Black students who attended, and 

eventually withdrew from, three regional, comprehensive PWIs in Kentucky. My goal is 

to understand how the students’ experiences, in tandem with campus climate dynamics, 

influenced their withdrawal decisions. This study draws on my passion as a researcher, 

which is to work directly with support associations that aim to improve the success of 

Black undergraduate students at public colleges and universities. I believe, in line with 

the literature, that when Black students remain in school and graduate, there is a mutual 

benefit for the student, the university, and the wider community. Thus, institutions have a 

responsibility to meet the needs of all students. Thus, the study will provide 

administration and institutional stakeholders with strategies to build and implement 

student retention initiatives.  

However, there are several hurdles to creating effective institutional support 

problems. As outlined before, Black students are often bombarded with negative 

stereotypes and may feel that they have a limited chance for academic success due to 

being disenfranchised, inadequate, and under-prepared (Steele & Aronson, 1995). As a 
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report by the Maryland K–16 Leadership Council (2007) noted in a discussion about 

Black males’ college access and retention,  

There is a great deal of evidence to demonstrate that all children are not valued 

equally, that some children are clearly valued more than other children, and 

finally that, African-American male children are valued least of all. It is not 

likely that schools, as they are currently structured, will ever look on the 

majority of children they serve as having unlimited potential.  

Researchers find that there is a statistically significant relationship between Black 

student satisfaction and a supportive campus environment (Chen et al., 2014, p. 571). 

However, systemic discrepancies often mean that Blacks undergraduate students 

experience difficulty adjusting to the campus climate at PWIs. Consequently, Blacks 

have a low level of participation in leadership roles and non-athletic extracurricular 

activities (Chen, Ingram, & Davis, 2014). Moreover, Black students report a continued 

lack of engagement with peers, faculty, and staff of color. According to Credle and Dean 

(1991), “one way to make a bold commitment to increase enrollment and retention rates 

of Black students is to increase the number of Black faculty members, administrators and 

staff in predominantly White institutions” (p. 5). Likewise, Kobrak (1992) noted the 

strong need for healthy relationships between faculty and minority students, which 

positively contribute to the completion of baccalaureate programs. A partnership with 

Black faculty, staff and graduate students is essential to positively impact the quality of 

life for Black undergraduate students at PWIs. On top of this, as Davis (2004) found, it is 

imperative that Black undergraduate students engage in healthy interactions with their 

peers and achieve a sense of belonging, which can mitigate social problems such as 
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unfairness, sabotage, condescension, and isolation. In short, support programs that 

promote academic and social development can constitute a safety net for Black students 

by providing information, services, and a nurturing environment.  

 

Organization of Study 

This study will focus on institutional structures designed to increase the retention 

and persistence of Black undergraduate students, namely through academic, social and 

cultural programming. Strayhorn & Johnson 2014, Tinto 2012, and others have 

emphasized in the literature academic, and social integration play a key part in students’ 

educational success. As Brooks, Jones, and Burt (2013) indicated, “African-American 

male students, and other students of color, face cultural, societal, academic, and lifestyle 

differences from the traditional college student, all of which colleges and universities 

often attempt to address” (p. 208). 

In order to examine the effectiveness of retention programs for Black 

undergraduate students, I undertook a multi-step process. The process includes a review 

of similar institutionally funded support associations designed for student retention of 

higher education for diverse student populations at three (3) predominately White 

institutions in rural Kentucky.  

McMillan (2008) writes, “The purpose of conducting a phenomenological study is 

to describe and interpret the experiences of participants in order to understand the essence 

of the experience as perceived by the participants” (p.291). Creswell (2008), shares that 

phenomenology studies are, “human experiences being examined through the detailed 

descriptions of the people being studied” (p. 12). A phenomenological qualitative study 
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will allow researchers to examine the phenomenon of Black attrition rates by 

understanding the meanings of the students’ experience and interpret those experiences 

(Merriam, 1998).  

As colleges and universities increase the conversation on the importance of 

increasing student retention, the phenomenological study will shed light through student 

perception of the investment in resources and programs designed to achieve that goal of 

student graduation. 

This dissertation is divided into five chapters.  

Chapter 1introduced the problem of retaining and graduating Black undergraduate 

students at predominately White institutions. The chapter also clarified the study’s 

purpose, conceptual basis, and research questions. Chapter 2 reviews the extant research 

– including Astin’s student engagement and Tinto’s student integration models – to 

establish a theoretical foundation for the dissertation. Chapter 3 presents the study’s 

methodology and outlines the research design, sample selection, data collection, and data 

analysis procedures. Chapter 4 describes the results. Finally, Chapter 5 discusses the 

implications of this research and suggests further research possibilities.  

 

Definition of Terminology 

This study will rely on the following definitions for core terminology:  

 Appalachia: The Appalachian Region includes all of Wes Virginia and parts of 

Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, Maryland, Mississippi, New York, North Carolina, 

Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia. The regions are 



14 
 

home to more than 25 million people and cover 420 counties and almost 205,000 

square miles.  (Appalachian Region Commission)  

 Black or African-American: A person having origins in any of the Black racial 

groups of Africa. (Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education). African-

American and Black may be used interchangeably throughout this study. 

 Drop-Out: Referring to those persons who leave the college at which they are 

registered. (Tinto, 1975) 

 Postsecondary: The provision of formal instructional programs with a curriculum 

designed primarily for students who have completed the requirements for a high 

school diploma or equivalent. This includes programs of an academic, vocational, 

and continuing professional education purpose, and excludes vocational and adult 

basic education programs. (NCES, 1998)  

 Postsecondary 4-year institution: An institution offering at least a 4-year program 

of college-level studies that is wholly or principally creditable toward a 

baccalaureate degree. 

 Predominately White Institutions (PWIs): as defined by The Carnegie 

Classification of Institutions of Higher Education. 

 Retention Rate - The percentage of undergraduate students who return to their 

chosen institution in the following fall semester. (U.S. Department of Education. 

National Center for Education Statistics) 

 Stop-Out: Temporarily withdrawing from a higher education institution in order 

to pursue another activity. (NCES, 1998) 
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 Student of Color: student of color, people, and person of color refers to racial and 

ethnic minority groups. (Encyclopedia of Race, Ethnicity, and Society) 
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CHAPTER II 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The purpose of this phenomenological study is to identify and describe 

institutional retention support initiatives for Blacks students at PWIs from the perspective 

of the students attending the institution. This study will seek to understand how and to 

what extent these retention practices assist in retaining Black undergraduate students.  

This study is partly inspired by Black Lives Matter, an international activist 

movement that aims to create a society where Black lives are no longer systematically 

and intentionally targeted for failure. The movement was born out of a climate of racial 

profiling, police shootings, and systematic oppression against people of color in the 

United States (Austin, Cardwell, Kennedy, Spencer, 2016, p. 14). Rather than being 

isolated episodes, these events are rooted in the nation’s racial demographic changes and 

historical disenfranchisement of minority groups. Thus, this study seeks to explore the 

racial achievement gaps of higher education through a historical framework grounded on 

the U.S. Supreme Court’s decision of Brown v. Board of Education (Brown v. Board of 

Education 1954). This landmark case eliminated legalized school segregation, allowing 

Black students to seek higher education and, by extension, gain access to skilled jobs on 

an equal basis with Whites.  

On that basis, this literature review examines underrepresented minority students 

– particularly Black students at PWIs – and the role of support associations in their stop-

out and drop-out rates. In order to ground the main study, this review will discuss the 

conditions for such students’ success at PWIs, as informed by the academic and practical 
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spheres of student retention.  As retention is related to student involvement, this chapter 

includes a discussion of Astin’s involvement theory. Other topics and themes that are 

discussed include: a historical overview of Black undergraduate students at PWIs; factors 

that impact attrition; factors that lead to Black undergraduate retention and persistence; 

the specific needs and challenges of Black undergraduate students; the relationship 

between retention and under-preparedness; the retention concerns of Black undergraduate 

students, in specific, and PWIs in general. Finally, since the main study concerns 

institutions in Kentucky, this literature review examines the persistence and graduation of 

Black students at three regional, Appalachian universities. 

The state of Kentucky is particularly in need of guidance in this regard. Ever since  

the U.S. Department of Education’s Office for Civil Rights (OCR) found that that “the 

Commonwealth of Kentucky, in violation of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, has 

failed to eliminate the vestiges of its former de jure racially dual system of public higher 

education” (p. 3), the state has sought ways to improve its standing. In response to this 

decision, the Council on Higher Education (CHE) developed The Commonwealth of 

Kentucky Higher Education Desegregation Plan in 1982. The Kentucky Public 

Postsecondary Education Policy for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion indicates that: 

For the next 25 plus years, CHE and CPE focused the Desegregation Plan and 

its subsequent revisions on increasing the enrollment and success of African-

American students, increasing the number of African- American employees on 

campus, and enhancing Kentucky State University, with later versions also 

focusing on improving campus climate (Kentucky Public Postsecondary 

Education Policy for Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, p. 3). 
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The Kentucky Council on Postsecondary Education (CPE) in 2011 established out a 

Statewide Diversity Policy and Framework for Institutional Diversity Plan. The 

document stipulated each public postsecondary institution within the Commonwealth to 

commit to eliminating achievement gaps among all students. The primary function for 

this statewide policy for the Commonwealth was to prepare students for an increasingly 

diverse society by embracing diversity and equity on campus, creating an inclusive 

campus environment. Ultimately, the policy sought to ensure that institutions are 

graduating culturally competent students for the labor market.  

 

Affirming Diversity as a Core Strategy in Kentucky 

CPE’s current Statewide Diversity Policy and Framework for Institutional 

Diversity Plan sought to affirm diversity as a core strategy. During the undergraduate 

college experience, faculty and staff seek to train and develop all students for positions of 

responsibility in a diverse society; therefore, the university administration is tasked with 

efforts of promoting multicultural diversity on campus. However, this attitude was not 

instated quickly or easily—there were many hurdles in American history that had to be 

overcome to reach this point. 

The long path toward integration in Kentucky’s colleges and universities begins 

with Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka. This historical court case argued that 

separate but equal laws in the area of public education deprive Black children of the 

equal protection guaranteed by the U.S. Constitution—indeed that “the doctrine of 

separate but equal has no place” (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014, p. 385). However, this 

landmark case did not immediately relate to public colleges and universities. 
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In 1904, the Kentucky General Assembly passed the Day Law, named for state 

Representative Carl Day (Platt, 1999). This legislation made it “unlawful for any person, 

corporation, or association of persons to maintain or operate any college, school, or 

institution where persons of white and Negro races are both received as pupils of 

instruction” (p. 3). In fact, the statue was upheld by the Supreme Court in Berea College 

v. Kentucky 1908, penalizing institutions, teachers, and students both African-American 

and white, who violated the law (Platt, 1999, p. 3). As described by Platt (1999), in line 

with the Plessy v. Ferguson decision that ruled public facilities should remain separate 

but equal, what is known now as Kentucky State University evolved from the State 

Normal School for Colored Persons, which was created to train Black teachers for the 

Black schools of Kentucky (p. 4). 

It was not until 1950, when the legislature enacted a second amendment of the 

Day Law, an offshoot of Jim Crow laws, stating that integration within higher education 

was permissible, provided that an institution’s governing body gain legal approval and 

that no comparable course of study was being offered at KSU. In the shadows of the 

“sundown law,” which refers to a Jim Crow tradition in which African Americans were 

told not be seen after dark, Black students sought integration to predominately white 

institutions within the state, as the educational facilities for blacks were not equal to those 

of whites. The original “Jim Crow” was a character in a nineteenth-century minstrel act, a 

stereotype of a Black man (Allen, 1992). As encoded in laws sanctioning ethnic 

discrimination, the phrase refers to both legally enforced and traditionally sanctioned 

limitations of Blacks’ rights, primarily in the U.S. South.  
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Although colleges and universities in the Commonwealth of Kentucky have made 

significant strides since the days of integration, African-American (used interchangeably 

with Black, as defined) undergraduate students seek to prevail through tumultuous years 

in the face of adversity not experienced by their white counterparts. With the 

development of multicultural student support services, colleges and universities can forge 

ahead to establish programs of inclusion that embrace the diversity of their student 

population on every front.  

 

The Landscape of Higher Education for Blacks at PWIs  

Observing the historical plight of Black students, Karkouti (2016), “African-

Americans were virtually excluded from the American higher education system. Black 

students were not allowed to enroll in any institution of higher learning from 1636 until 

the 1830s due to governmental mandates and practices of institutionalized racism” (p. 

59). Research and history have clearly documented the importance of educational 

attainment, including higher education and the role it plays in being competitive in the 

labor market. Crellin, Kelly and Prince (2012) examined the relationship between college 

attainment and discovered that “on average, adults 25 to 64 years old with a high school 

diploma earn $24,300 annually, compared to $35,700 for those with an associate’s degree 

and $53,200 for these with a bachelor’s degree” (p. 37). However, racial minority 

students have been disadvantaged and underrepresented in higher education. According 

to Strayhorn and Johnson (2014), “One of the consummate goals of higher education is to 

prepare students for active, equitable, and full participation in a diverse democracy, 

which, at least in part, depends on their ability to interact across difference generally and 
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race/ethnicity specifically” (p. 386). Consequently, it is imperative to survey the 

landscape of higher education for Blacks at Predominately White Institutions. 

Understanding state-supported public education, Anderson (1998), provided an 

interpretation of the history and struggle of Black education in the South in the pursuit of 

educational needs and desires in The Education of Blacks in the South, 1860-1935. “The 

short-ranged purpose of black schooling was to provide the masses of ex-slaves with 

basic literacy skills plus the rudiments of citizenship training for participation in a 

democratic society” (p 31). In an effort to extend their emancipation as free persons, 

Anderson (1998), detailed the unique development of both private and public education 

for Black southern between 1869 and 1935.  

Understanding the history of education of Blacks in the south is particularly 

important as this study seeks to examine student perceptions of the college experience at 

PWIs where for years, Blacks not lacked acceptance to these colleges and universities, 

but were restricted from attending. Examining the ideology and content of Black 

education, Anderson (1998) contests, that intent of educational movement of ex-slaves 

were underplayed in the values of self-help and self-determination in the interest of self-

reliance for the freed person. As described, “a central theme in the history of the 

education of black Americans is the persistent struggle to fashion a system of formal 

education that prefigured their liberation from peasantry” (p. 6). Booker T. Washington 

an integral part of the struggle for education shares, “it was a whole race trying to go to 

school. Few were too young, and none too old, to make the attempt to learn.” 

Considering the education and race problem, in the 19th Century, ex-slaves contributed 

their money and labor to help make education a possibility (Anderson, 1998). 
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When examining Blacks in Higher Education, researchers would be negligent to 

ignore the years of segregation that was shaped through inherent, though sometimes 

subtle, racism (Hardin, 1997). A comprehensive presentation of the Black experience in 

Appalachia must take into consideration a historical perspective of Blacks in Appalachia. 

Second-class educational opportunities were not restricted to a nationally setting, but 

were prevalent in the Commonwealth of Kentucky. Flatt (1999), elucidates that no 

integrated higher education institution existed in Kentucky for almost a half of century. 

Flatt (1999) continues with the outline of the 1904 Kentucky Day Law passed by the 

General Assembly, enacting legislation that made it “unlawful for any person, 

corporation, or association, of persons to maintain or operate any college, school, or 

institution where persons of the white and Negro races are both received for instruction” 

(p. 3). This law forced Berea College of Kentucky to exclude students because of their 

race. According to Hardin (1997), it was not until 1948 that the Black community 

afforded financial resources to seek litigation to end segregation. The legislature enacted 

a second amendment to the Day Law in 1950 which permitted integration of higher 

education. 

In 1954, Thurgood Marshall served as chief counsel for Oliver Brown, parent of 

one of the children denied access to Topeka, Kansas segregated white schools (Brown v. 

Board of Education, 1954). Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka served as a 

groundbreaking decision that declared school segregation unconstitutional including 

higher education unconstitutional. Although the decision to integrate schools aligned the 

Constitution with racial equality, the racial make-up of schools and universities slowly 

changed.  
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The historical legacy of segregated schools and colleges can determine the 

prevailing climate on campus and directly influence the environment of racial and ethnic 

diversity (Karkouti, 2016). The ruling of Brown v. Board of Education decision aimed to 

integrate education assisted in desegregated many facets of American society. “And 

while the decision leads to more integrated schools, it did not completely dismantle 

predominately White or predominately Black schools’ settings” (Strayhorn and Johnson, 

2014, p. 386). Initial school integration was followed by resource shortages and 

socioeconomic isolation. In the early stages of desegregation, students from the 

historically disenfranchised communities were likely bombarded with taunts, abuse and 

even threats of death simply as a result of the color of their skin. In 1964, President 

Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Civil Right Act, which was designed to eliminate 

discrimination against African American and other racial and ethnic groups and allow the 

integration of schools and other public facilities (Brown, 2001, p. 49).  

As institutions seek to promote equality of opportunity for student success, 

scholars have become interested in the topic of institutional support associations that aid 

in the reduction of stop out and drop out of underrepresented minority students at 

predominately white institutions. Stewart (1998) claimed that the most pressing need for 

higher education was the successful retention and persistence to graduation of minority 

students. This observation almost 30-year-old observation remains true today. 

Many institutions are concerned about the needs of the students inside and outside 

of the classroom. In 1984, The Department of Education conducted a final report on 

Excellence in American Higher Education. In the report presented to the Secretary of 

Education, entitled Involvement in Learning: Realizing the Potential of American Higher 
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Education, the leading recommendation was “to increase student involvement is for 

college administration should reallocate faculty and other institutional resources toward 

increased services to first-and second-year students” (p.36).  

 As students of color gained access to PWIs, these colleges and universities were 

tasked with developing ways to support a diverse population. The experiences students 

have at the university inside and outside the classroom are vital in predicting a student’s 

probability to retain, persist and graduate. As Hurtado (2005) outlines, race and racism 

remain perennial issues on college campuses as “the racial dynamics change as the 

number of racial/ethnic groups grows on college campuses that are becoming 

compositionally diverse” (p. 147). 

Historically, disenfranchised Black students often face various obstacles unlike 

those of their white counterparts. Following decades of Jim Crow Segregation, the Brown 

v. Board of education decision of 1954 sought to create more opportunities to move 

toward more equality for African-Americans; however, some members of the Black 

community continued to face the effects of employment and housing discrimination 

practices, which resulted in the economic and educational disparities based on the 

neighborhood in which one could reside (Strayhorn and Johnson, 2014, p. 385). 

Education policy is intertwined with housing policy. Schools remain segregated today 

because neighborhoods in which they are located are segregated. Raising achievement of 

black children requires residential integration, from which school integration can follow.  

Traditionally, the pedagogic model of higher education in the United States has 

been based on the Cambridge University and Oxford University models of residential 

colleges developed centuries ago. Modeling the framework of Cambridge and Oxford, 
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college campuses were developed as isolated communities responsible for developing the 

academic and social skills of privileged white males (Thelin, 2003). Caton (2012) 

indicated that PWIs  

“are also in an environment in which they can receive an excellent education, 

perform well academically, and develop their own self-brands without the hassle 

of combating daily racism on the same scale as their African American 

counterparts in predominantly white colleges and universities” (p. 3). 

 

 In recognizing that the attainment of any postsecondary degree affects an 

individual’s long-term social mobility, President John F. Kennedy proposed scholarship 

and loan programs that resulted in an influx of financial support for institutions of higher 

learning. Amidst student activism and national protest leading to the 1964 Civil Rights 

Act and the 1965, Higher Education Act sought to finally ensure the equality of all races 

and creeds and prohibit the use of federal funds for any discriminatory programs (Higher 

Education Opportunity Act, Public Law 110-315).  

The rise of tuition coupled with the reduction of state appropriations for post-

secondary education has created a college attainment gap restricting many Americans 

from pursuing higher education. With America’s current economic state, the job market 

may be more competitive today than at any other time in history. Based on Labor 

Department statistics, there are 3.4 applicants for every job opening (Raasch, p. 4). 

Therefore, the importance of a post-secondary education has increased in value. 

However, as Americans witness the increased value of a postsecondary education, 

citizens have also witnessed an augmented rise in the cost to obtain such an education. 

College affordability is an enormous challenge for the academy and a student’s expected 

family contribution may serve as a predictor of their likelihood to be retained (Hand and 

Payne, 2008).  


