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The purpose of this study was to examine African-American male awareness of 

and application to honors programs at two selected state colleges in the southeastern 

region of the United States.  The researcher also attempted to fill a current void in the 

literature and to present an emergent theory for attracting African-American males to 

honors programs in State College settings.  A disproportionate amount of research 

focuses on remediation and underachievement among African-American males.  The lack 

of information on the experiences of high ability African-American males leaves many 

unanswered questions about how to best recruit and serve the needs of this population of 

students.  This study focused on high achievers rather than languish over the problem of 

underachievers.  It examined the level of awareness of gifted African-American male 

students regarding honors programs at the collegiate level.  It also analyzed how 

institutional atmosphere/reputation, facilities, personal influences, and incentives affect 

the decision of African-American males to apply to honors. 



vii 

The format for this study was a mixed method design.  It included quantitative 

analysis and qualitative analysis.  To satisfy the quantitative nature of this study, IBM 

SPSS 21.0 was used for the purpose of data analysis via binomial tests.  Furthermore, the 

researcher conducted four semi-structured focus groups.  Qualitative data analysis 

procedures were used to understand and interpret the undergirding knowledge that may 

have played a role in the decisions made by African-American males in terms of whether 

or not to apply to honors programs.  

The study findings revealed that African-American male participants valued the 

atmosphere and reputation of an honors program more than facilities, personal influences, 

and incentives.  However, awareness of this and others factors among African-American 

male honors applicants and honors non-applicants was often based on the personal 

influences in their lives.  The results of this study and its emergent theory suggest that, 

rather than simply showcase gifted abilities, state colleges strategically place honors in a 

leadership role to increase the presence of persons of influence that motivate high 

achieving African-American males to enroll in its honors programs.



viii 

AN EXAMINATION OF AFRICAN-AMERICAN MALE AWARENESS OF AND 

APPLICATION TO HONORS PROGRAMS  

List of Tables .................................................................................................................... xii 

 

List of Figures .................................................................................................................. xiii 

 

CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTION…. ....................................................................................1 

  Background of the Selected Institutions ..................................................................6 

  Purpose of the Study  .............................................................................................13 

  Research Questions ................................................................................................13 

  Hypotheses .............................................................................................................14 

 Significance............................................................................................................15 

 Conceptual Framework ..........................................................................................17 

  Delimitations ..........................................................................................................20 

  Limitations .............................................................................................................20 

      Definition of Terms................................................................................................20 

  Outline of the study ................................................................................................23 

CHAPTER II. LITERATURE REVIEW ..........................................................................25 

  Chapter Summary ..................................................................................................45 

CHAPTER III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ............................................................47 

  Philosophy of Contingency and Atmosphere/Reputation ......................................48 

  Philosophy of Contingency ..............................................................................50 

  Deterministic Contingency ..............................................................................50



ix 

  Diachronic Contingency ..................................................................................52 

Synchronic Contingency ..................................................................................53 

  Philosophy of Threats of Change, Facilities, and Incentives ...........................54 

  Identity Contingency Threat Theory ................................................................57 

  Chapter Summary ..................................................................................................63 

CHAPTER IV. METHODOLOGY ...................................................................................64 

Research Design….................................................................................................64 

Procedures ..............................................................................................................65 

   Part I: Quantitative .....................................................................................65 

   Sample........................................................................................................66 

Instrumentation ..........................................................................................67 

   Data collection ...........................................................................................67 

   Quantitative data analysis ..........................................................................67 

   Part II: Qualitative......................................................................................71 

   Procedures ..................................................................................................71 

Instrumentation ..........................................................................................71 

   Sample........................................................................................................74 

   Demographics ............................................................................................74 

   Qualitative data analysis ............................................................................75 

Chapter Summary ..................................................................................................76 

CHAPTER V. RESULTS ..................................................................................................77 

Part I… ...................................................................................................................77 

Part II… .................................................................................................................81 



x 

   Awareness of Atmosphere/Reputation ......................................................81 

   Awareness of Atmosphere and Reputation and GPA Risk 

                            Management ...........................................................................................82 

Awareness of Atmosphere and Reputation and of Competing 

                            Cultures ..................................................................................................84 

Awareness Through Personal Influence ....................................................90 

Awareness Through Personal Influences and Through Honors  

                            Outreach .................................................................................................91 

Awareness Through Personal Influences and Through Competing AAM  

                            Cultural Influences .................................................................................92 

   Awareness of Facilities ..............................................................................94 

   Awareness of Incentives ............................................................................97 

Chapter Summary ................................................................................................100 

CHAPTER VI. DISCUSSION.........................................................................................103 

  Chapter Summary ................................................................................................118 

APPENDICES .................................................................................................................119 

Appendix A. Part I: HPQ (Quantitative Analysis)...............................................120 

Appendix B. Part II: Semi-Structured Focus Group Protocol (Qualitative  

 Analysis)  .................................................................................................123 

Appendix C. Comparison of Mission Statements of Community/State   

 College and Honors Programs in Florida.................................................126 

Appendix D. Extended Glossary..........................................................................130 

Appendix E. IRB Approval..................................................................................137 



xi 

 

REFERENCES….. ..........................................................................................................139 
 



xii 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1. AAMH Research Conceptual Design ..................................................................19 

Table 2. Steele’s Five Features of Stereotype Threat ........................................................27 

Table 3. HPQ Four Categories of Influence and Subscale ................................................68 

Table 4. Focus Group Categories of Influence and Subscale ............................................72 

Table 5. Binomial Test Results for Awareness and Application to Honors Programs ......78 

Table 6. Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test Results ...................................................................80 

Table 7. Focus Group Responses on Atmosphere and Reputation ....................................87 

Table 8. Focus Group Responses on Personal Influence ...................................................93 

Table 9. Focus Group Responses on Facilities ..................................................................96 

Table 10. Focus Group Responses on Incentives ..............................................................99 

Table 11. AMHL Theory in Relationship to Four Other Theories ..................................115 

 

  



xiii 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1.  The logic and criteria of the AAMH research process  .....................................18 

Figure 2.  Deterministic contingency .................................................................................51 

Figure 3.  One world with one outcome or another ...........................................................52 

Figure 4.  Many possible worlds with many possible outcomes .......................................53 

Figure 5.  Study protocol ...................................................................................................66 

Figure 6.  Awareness of atmosphere and reputation, competing cultures, and GPA 

risk management. ...............................................................................................82 

Figure 7.  Awareness of honors through personal influences, honors outreach 

and/or AAM cultural influences ........................................................................90 

Figure 8.  Formation run  .................................................................................................107 

Figure 9.  The AMHL theory model depicts the open access enrollment honors 

leadership “leading from the back” of the formation and the regular 

population students in the front of the formation. ...........................................108 

 



1 

CHAPTER I. INTRODUCTION 

Honors programs are indicative of environments where educators encourage and 

challenge students through enrichment opportunities (Ottens, Johnson, & Green, 1996). 

College and university honors programs form an elite subset of higher education 

institutions (Giazzoni & Hilberg, 2009; Moritz, 2011; Spritz, 2011; Weiner, 2009) and 

project their cultural prominence through special sets of rites, ceremonies, and symbols. 

The degree of diversity in an honors college is often used as a recruitment and 

fundraising tool (Moritz, 2011; Weiner, 2009).  Recruiting gifted African-American 

males in honors programs adds to the promotion of diversity (Ashton, 2009; Moore et al., 

2006).  It appears, however, that honors programs at the post-secondary level have 

difficulty recruiting qualified African-American males in substantial numbers (Harrison-

Cooke, 1999; Pearson & Kohl, 2010). 

As a result, few African-American males graduate with honors (Bonner & Bailey, 

2006).  Fries-Britt (1998), Pearson and Kohl (2010), and Whiting (2009) went on to 

contend that the causes of failure to take advantage of enrichment opportunities among 

gifted African-American male students in college differ from those of African-American 

females, as well from those of African-American males in general.  Worse yet, significant 

numbers of African-American males across the United States fail to earn a high school 

diploma (Hefner, 2004).  The Schott Foundation for Public Education reported in 2012 a 

dismal 52% college graduation rate among African-American males (Holzman, 2012).  

Moreover, gifted African-American males who do graduate from high school and
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proceed to post-secondary education are failing to graduate from college (Liscio, 2010).  

The Schott report argued that the dismal graduation rates of African-American males, in 

general, are partly due to barriers that these students face in higher education such as 

accessibility and conflicting cultural awareness (Holzman, 2012; Whiting, 2009).   

Zamani-Gallager and Polite (2012) described African-American males as 

specifically lagging behind other groups in standardized testing in key areas such as math 

and science.  Furthermore, according to the 2010 Digest of Education Statistics, African-

American men comprise the lowest percentage of students enrolled in both undergraduate 

and graduate institutions (Snyder & Dillow, 2011).  Slater (1994) wrote, “In nearly every 

measurement of Black participation in higher education, African-American women are 

responsible for all of the gains” (p. 52).  According to Henfield, Moore, and Wood 

(2008), “Gifted African-American males who excel early in subjects [such as 

mathematics] are not encouraged by their peers to pursue these areas as careers” (p. 442).  

Thus, they do not maintain consistent improvement in these areas.  This presents a major 

obstacle to success in college and, in particular, access to and retention in programs such 

as honors (Johnson & Kritsonis, 2006).   

On the other hand, African-American males have greater cultural and practical 

access to sports than they do to gifted programs (Ashton, 2009).  While there is low 

expectation in school, there is high expectation for them in the ballparks and basketball 

courts.  The Schott report concluded that without targeted investments in academic 

incentives that assist African-American male students to succeed in higher education, 

they are poised for academic failure (Liscio, 2010).   
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In addition, fewer African-American males participate in gifted education 

programs or advanced placement courses than do members of other ethnic groups.  

Rather, African-American males are more likely marginalized and relegated to remedial 

education (Palmer, Moore, Davis, & Hilton, 2010).  Further, not only are African-

American males more likely to be demoted to remedial education, but also educators 

more often categorize African-American males as having a learning disability (Palmer et 

al., 2010; Young, 2007).  The majority of the available literature presents African-

American males as troubled and underprepared students.  Along these same lines, 

according to Fries-Britt (1998), far more information currently pertains to remedial 

African male students than to honors eligible students (Young, 2007). 

The purpose of this study was to examine African-American male student 

awareness of and application to honors programs within the context of two higher 

education institutions.  This study also focused on whether the decision of African-

American males to apply to honors is significantly affected by atmosphere and 

reputation, facilities, personal influences, and incentives.  This research will be referred 

to hereafter as the African-American Male Honors (AAMH) Study, in order to 

distinguish it from other cited research studies. 

Conducting research of this type, the researcher is faced with a twofold challenge.  

The first challenge is determining proof of African-American male student awareness 

versus non-awareness, necessitating adequate definitions and corresponding 

measurements (Dam, Earleywine, & Borders, 2010).  Wessman (2007) described 

awareness as a portion of isolated thought within a wide range of subconscious and 

conscious influences.  Rapgay and Bystrisky (as cited in Dam et al., 2010) defined 
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awareness as a “directable but broad aspect of consciousness” (p. 805), “requiring active 

engagement of a two-phase cognitive-perceptual process: the initial phase of mindfulness 

is cultivating sustained bare attention and practicing non-forgetful attention” (p. 806).  

The second challenge is that even when African-American male students claim to possess 

awareness of honors programs, such awareness seldom translates into practicing non-

forgetful attention.  Acknowledging the former, Harrison-Cooke (1999) contended that 

many who are aware of honors do not apply to honors programs in American Higher 

Education in significant numbers. 

Academicians point to an educational institution’s atmosphere and reputation 

(environment, cultural climate, and history) as important influences in a student’s choice 

process (Fraser, 2012; Freeman, 2005; Moberg, 2013; Renn & Reason, 2013).  The 

researcher assumes that such influences are partially or completely applicable specifically 

for the African-American male within the context of predominately white institutions 

(PWI).  Rudolph and Thelin (1990) contended based on historical observation that the 

culture of institutions of higher education (or sub-cultures within them) can serve as a 

bridge to the study of other, related cultures.  Palmer and Wood (2014) and Rosovsky 

(1991) distinguished American institutions by their competitiveness, which includes the 

manner in which they aggressively advertise their facilities and other incentives used to 

influence and draw gifted faculty and students.  For example, early college culture in 

America initially bore the religious imprint of its time.  However, as regional culture 

shifted toward industry and business, the atmosphere and reputation of colleges 

developed a more competitive nature (Clark, 2010; Rudolph & Thelin, 1990).  According 

to Palmer and Wood (2014), the current trend in American colleges is to have a 
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competitive character.  African-American males, however, find themselves at odds with 

the cut-throat culture of PWI of higher learning (Palmer & Wood, 2014).   

American institutions are not simply at odds with African-American culture.  

They also are at odds with their counterparts in other nations.  Rosovsky (1991) noted:  

In the United States, institutions of the same class compete for faculty, research 

funds, students, public attention–and much else.  That Harvard or Stanford, for 

example, actively recruit and compete for students is quite incomprehensible to 

established universities in Tokyo or Kyoto, where an entrance examination 

determines all. (p. 31) 

Rovosky (1991) cited a British journalist who wrote, “Oxford is not obliged to compete.  

There are no challengers perpetually ready to depose Oxford from its preeminent position 

. . . Oxford . . .  unlike its American counterparts, is not out to prove itself . . .  This lends 

to self-composure and dignity” (pp. 35-36).  According to Clark (2010), in the evolution 

of American college culture, competitiveness and access to winners have grown to 

become accepted as necessary pathways to success. 

According to Huizinga (1955), a powerful sense of culture can be developed 

legitimately around competition and contests, coupled with a play-sense that strives for 

honor, dignity, superiority, and beauty.  In an academic setting, having a reputation for 

being a winning institution and harboring superior champions (whether from sports or 

academic accomplishments) may serve as powerful influences in a student’s choice 

process (Bender, 2008; Moltz, 2009; Pope & Pope, 2009).  Pope and Pope reported that 

“[athletic] success significantly increases the quantity of applications to a school” (p. 

750).  In community and state colleges, which often lack sports champions, an honors 
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program can serve as a means of communicating success and creating positive self-

esteem and efficacy, wherein one builds confidence “in one’s ability to manipulate 

successfully one’s environment” (Oates, 2004, p. 20).  A cursory review of 32 Florida 

colleges and universities showcased their honors programs and the uniqueness of their 

intellectual atmosphere, empowering culture, excellent faculty, and community 

reputation as important reasons for potential faculty and students to apply.  At the same 

time, researchers observe a paradox in which high achieving African-American students 

are aware of recruiting efforts in honors program, yet fail to apply to them (Fries-Britt, 

1998; Harrison-Cooke, 1999; Mickelson, 1990). 

This study delves into this paradox, separating African-American male students at 

two selected post-secondary institutions into groups of African-American males who self-

identify as having awareness (i.e., a range of knowledge) of honors programs, and those 

who self-identify as having no awareness (i.e., lack of knowledge to minimal knowledge) 

of honors programs and examining how awareness affects application to honors 

programs.  This study also focuses on whether the decision of African-American males to 

apply to honors is significantly affected by atmosphere and reputation, facilities, personal 

influences, and incentives.   

Background of the Selected Institutions 

The AAMH study focused on two state colleges in Florida: State College A and 

State College B.  In order to introduce the two selected institutions in this study, this 

section begins with a brief discussion concerning community colleges and honors in 

general.  According to Sessions (2010), “It seems that academicians have written about 

honor in the history of philosophy and in the military, but all too rarely about collegiate 
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honors systems” (p. 3).  According to Andrews (2011), examining honors necessitates 

consideration of the history and mission of honors at post-secondary institutions.   

The historical evolution of honors programs and that of community colleges have 

emerged from conflicting interests (Dougherty & Townsend, 2006; Engelen-Eigles & 

Levinsohn-Milner, 2014).  “The present status of community colleges developed 

concurrently with major shifts in the economy and education sectors” (Engelen-Eigles & 

Levinsohn-Milner, 2014, p. 94).  Its creators designed it as an egalitarian and open access 

system to support “workforce and economic development as a means of realizing various 

institutional interests, including establishing a distinct niche for the community college in 

higher education, cultivating support from business and government elites, and seeking 

new sources of revenue” (Dougherty & Townsend, 2006, p. 7).   

On the other hand, the concept of honors exists as an exclusive closed sector 

within community college systems (Floyd & Holloway, 2006; Moritz, 2011; Sessions, 

2010; Weiner, 2009).  Over the years, honors programs within community colleges 

provided them with a level of prestige that protected them from the threats of dishonor to 

which open access may lend itself.  An ancient and enduring concept, honors has had 

positive and negative connotations.  Jean Jacques Rousseau saw honor in the art of 

thinking (Gasché, 2007).  Warriors historically and currently laud honor as the ideal for 

decorated service, connecting it to heroism and sacrifice (Giunta & Layden, 2012; 

Musashi, Tsunetomo & Nitobe, 2010).  From an Aristotelian perspective, honors is one 

of the greatest external goods.  It challenges society to embrace a strong moral code 

(Welsh, 2008).  However according to Schopenhauer (2010), honor is the child of folly.  

Although it confers prestige, it also evokes shame.  Society bestows it upon a select few 
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but it can also remove it on substantive as well as superficial grounds.  According to 

Floyd and Holloway (2006), “Whether honors programs are congruent with the open 

access and egalitarian mission of a community college is, perhaps, a matter of rhetoric” 

(p. 51).  Yet even rhetorically, the two seem at odds (see Appendix C).  Community and 

state colleges welcome all, whereas honors programs inherently bind a select few and 

separate them from the larger community (Chaszar, 2008; Sessions, 2010; Wood, 2012).   

State College A began in 1933 as the only publicly funded junior college in 

Florida, and it remained so for 14 years (Wattenberger & Albertson, 2012).  In 1947, 

Florida officials sought to increase the incorporation of junior colleges into the state’s 

school system.  By 1948 this led to the establishment of four additional publicly funded 

PWIs.  In 1949, Florida officials allowed African-Americans to have a separate junior 

college in Pensacola (Johnson, Cobb-Roberts, & Shircliffe, 2007).   

 In 1954, in the landmark Brown v. Board of Education case, the Supreme Court 

ruled: “We conclude that in the field of public education the doctrine of separate but 

equal has no place.  Separate educational facilities are inherently unequal…” (Alexander 

& Alexander, 2011, p. 1007).  The decision compelled the State to “effectuate a transition 

to a racially nondiscriminatory school system…” (Alexander & Alexander, 2011, p. 

1018).  “Within two years of Brown, another Supreme Court decision granted school 

districts a lenient standard of compliance.  In place of hard deadlines, it allowed for all 

deliberate speed” (Steele, 2011, p. 194).  From 1955 to 1960, the federal government 

heard over 200 desegregation cases.  “Under increasing pressure to desegregate the White 

universities, moderate segregationists ignored [many] court victories [won by African-

Americans], requiring the end of the separate but equal principle” (Edwards, Hudnell, 
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Newton, & Raing, 2004, p. 347).  In 1957, against the objections of African-Americans 

and the spirit of the decision of the Supreme Court in Brown, Palm Beach County sought 

to create a junior college for African-Americans (W. Smith, 1994).  In 1958, Palm Beach 

County established Roosevelt Junior College to keep African-Americans separated from 

White students at Palm Beach Junior College.  Florida officials created 11 other junior 

colleges for African-Americans, rather than allow such students to mix with White 

students.  At one point, certain influential leaders in Florida threatened to close the 

publicly funded schools rather than to desegregate them (Smith, 1994).   

South of Palm Beach County, in 1960, Broward County established the Junior 

College of Broward County.  Again, against the wishes of African-Americans, Florida 

leaders found a way to keep African-Americans separated from White students.  Rather 

than desegregate the college, they prepared a separate branch campus for African-

American students at Dillard High School.  As was true with the 12 African-American 

junior colleges, they kept the schools in close proximity to the African-American 

community (Florida Department of Education, 1957).  The Fort Lauderdale News (Allen, 

1961) reported that a “Negro organization appeared at a County School Board meeting to 

ask for a hearing on a Negro Junior College at Dillard High School, and warned the 

Board that it would fight with every weapon to avoid a makeshift college.”  The Miami 

Herald (Lardner & Wickstrom, 1961) recounted that the vast majority of African-

Americans were united in support of total integration, rather than for the Dillard Center.  

On October 1963, the Miami Herald reported “In a surprising move, the School Board 

closed the Negro branch campus of the Junior College of Broward County” (Mangan, 

1963).  The students of the branch transferred to the main campus at Davie, Florida.  
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Similarly, in 1965, the Roosevelt Junior College merged with Palm Beach Junior 

College, which ended the period of segregation for both schools.   

Since those days of segregation, both State College A and State College B have 

developed strong reputations of diversity and inclusivity.  They have developed with the 

changing demographics of South Florida.  In the current economic climate, state colleges 

have become a viable alternative for students who otherwise may have chosen to attend a 

four-year college or university directly from high school.  Both institutions have evolved 

from junior colleges into four-year state colleges to meet the needs of such students.  

Although their college mission statements do not mention open-access admission, they 

are part of the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC), whose mission 

statement, commit its members to “serve all segments of society through an open-access 

admissions policy that offers equal and fair treatment to all students” (AACC, 2015).   

State College A comprises four campuses with nearly 48,000 students.  The 

official mission of the college is “to create and sustain a dynamic teaching and learning 

environment that provides a high-quality, accessible, affordable education, and prepare 

students to contribute and compete ethically and successfully in a diverse global 

community” (Faculty/program instructor handbook, 2011).  The institutional vision of 

the college is to be a college of diverse, active learners engaged in intellectual, social, and 

personal growth that enriches and transforms its community.  One of many ways it has 

chosen to do so is through building up its honors program.  In keeping with the mission 

of the college, the mission of the honors college is: 

to provide a challenging and supportive academic environment in which students 

are encouraged to think critically, demonstrate leadership, and develop ethical 
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standards.  Honors pursues an interactive learning experience where students 

acquire a creative and comprehensive understanding of concepts in an 

interdisciplinary and global context.  [State College A] Honors students and 

faculty share a commitment and civic responsibility that extends beyond the 

classroom to local, national, and international communities. (State College A – 

Honors, 2015) 

In addition to offering associate degrees and certifications, State College A has 

recently begun to offer baccalaureate degrees in supervision and management, 

information management, and nursing.  The bulk of the college’s offerings, however, 

continue to be two-year associate's degrees (in the arts, general science and applied 

science) as well as technical certificates.  And as of 2014, the college’s student 

population of 48,000 included more than half who identified themselves as members of 

minority groups; these comprise 12,480 Black students, 12,000 Hispanic students, and 

1,776 Asian students.   

State College A has an honors college with a yearly enrollment of approximately 

700 students, which includes 365 Whites, 158 Hispanics, and 107 Black students.  To 

date, however, the college has not completed an analysis of those who apply to its honors 

program nor disaggregated the level of application and participation of African-American 

males within its honors college.   

The official mission of State College B, the second selected state college, is:  

to achieve student success by developing informed and creative students capable 

of contributing to a knowledge- and service-based global society.  The college is 

committed to fostering a learning-centered community that celebrates diversity 
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and inclusion by empowering and engaging students, faculty and staff. (Policy 

manual: mission, beliefs, 2000) 

 

The vision of the college is to be a destination for academic excellence, serving students 

from local communities and beyond.  One of many ways it has chosen to do so is through 

building up its honors program.  In keeping with the mission of the college, the mission 

of State College B’s honors program is 

To provide an enriched program in a vibrant, active scholarly community of students, 

faculty, and staff which: stimulates critical thinking and creativity, challenges the 

intellect and fosters independent thought, builds self-confidence and empowerment, 

provides opportunity for cultural enrichment, promotes a global perspective, and 

enhances career and professional development. (State College B – Honors, 2015) 

In addition to offering associate degrees and certifications, State College B has 

recently begun to offer baccalaureate degrees.  These degrees are in business, nursing, 

and a teacher education program with five specific areas: middle grades mathematics, 

middle grades general science, secondary biology, secondary mathematics, and 

exceptional student education.  The bulk of State College B’s offerings, however, 

continue to be two-year associate's degree programs in the arts, general science and 

applied science, as well as technical certificates.   

State College B has nine locations and serves approximately 67,000 students a 

year.  It has an honors institute that will soon become an honors college.  The college’s 

honors institute currently has plans for meeting the needs of the baccalaureate students.  

This is an opportunity for the honors institute to be a relevant stable presence at the 

college at all levels (Ramirez, 2013).  Out of a total population of 43,230 degree seeking 
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students in the liberal arts, 26,450 are female students, 16,780 are male students, and only 

13,200 are Black students (comprising 8,100 Black females and 5,100 Black males). 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine African-American male student 

awareness of and application to honors programs within the context of two state colleges 

in the state of Florida.  Contemporary literature reveals that African-American males are 

under-represented in honors programs in U.S. colleges and universities.  The conclusions 

drawn from this study are based on research conducted at two selected institutions that 

have fully developed honors programs and meet the minimum standards of the National 

Collegiate Honors Council (see Appendix E).  The researcher considered prior 

knowledge, personal influences, atmosphere and reputation, facilities and incentives as 

factors affecting the decisions of African-American male students to apply to honors 

programs. 

Research Questions 

1. To what extent are African-American males aware of the honors programs of 

the selected state colleges (SSCs)? 

2. Is there a difference in the number of AAMs who are aware of the honors 

programs within the SSCs and the number of those who are not aware of such 

programs? 

3. Is awareness of honors programs within the SSCs an important factor among 

AAMs in their choice to apply to honors programs? 
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4. Is there a difference between the number of AAMs who applied to the honors 

programs within the SSCs and the number of those who did not apply to 

honors programs? 

5. What is the perception of AAMs concerning the atmosphere and reputation, 

facilities, personal influences, and incentives of honors programs in the SSCs 

as they choose whether or not to apply to the honors programs of the SSCs?  

Hypotheses 

1. H1o: The proportion of African-American males who are aware of the honors 

programs within the selected state colleges is the same as the proportion of 

those who are not aware of such programs. 

H1a: There is a statistically significant difference between the proportion of 

African-American males who are aware of the honors programs within the 

selected state colleges and the proportion of those who are not aware of such 

programs. 

2. H2o: Prior awareness of the honors programs within the selected institution is 

not important in the choice of the African-American male students to apply to 

the honors programs. 

H2a: Prior awareness of the honors programs within the selected institution is 

significantly important in the choice of the African-American male students to 

apply to the honors programs. 

3. H3o: African-American male student awareness of the honors programs is not 

a good predictor of application to the honors programs. 
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H3a: African-American male student awareness of the honors programs is a 

good predictor of application to the honors programs. 

4. H4o: The proportion of African-American males who applied to the honors 

programs within the selected state colleges is the same as the proportion of 

those who did not apply to any honors programs. 

H4a: The proportion of African-American males who applied to the honors 

programs within the selected state colleges is significantly different than the 

proportion of those who did not apply to any honors programs. 

5. H5o: There is no difference in the importance reported by AAMs concerning 

atmosphere and reputation, facilities, personal influences, and/or incentives 

with respect to honors programs.  

6. H5a: There is a significant difference in the importance reported by AAMs 

concerning atmosphere and reputation, facilities, personal influences, and/or 

incentives with respect to honors programs.  

Significance 

This study focused on high achieving African-American males rather than 

languish over the problem of underachievers.  It is easy to find a disproportionate amount 

of research focusing on remediation and underachievement among African-American 

males (Fries-Britt, 1997).  However, the experiences of gifted African-American males 

provide a fresh perspective to larger questions concerning academic achievement among 

African-Americans.  African-American males are haunted by what Claude Steele (2010) 

called identity contingencies and do their best to wrestle with stereotype threats that they 
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encounter outside, as well as within, the African-American community (Jones, 2005, p. 

viii). 

A disproportionately low number of African-American male students are 

currently enrolled in honors programs (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002).  Numerous writers, 

including Ashton (2009), Pressler (2009) and Whiting (2009), have documented the 

need for research regarding the unique needs of gifted African-American males.  Bonner 

(2001), Ford (2003), Fries-Britt (1998, 2004) and Fries-Britt and Turner (2002) have 

also pointed out that this deficit in the current research leaves many unanswered 

questions about how best to recruit and serve the needs of gifted African-American 

males.  Lack of understanding regarding the context in which such African-American 

male students make choices decreases the probability of overcoming unique barriers that 

African-American males face in higher education and providing access to honors 

programs (Ford, 2003; Whiting, 2006).  This may eliminate what some African-

American males may perceive as choices between academic achievement and cultural 

affiliation (Ford, 2004, 2006; Ford & Harris, 1999).   

Honors communities are often steeped in rituals which are woven into the fabric 

of what works to the advantage of majority members, enabling them to be viewed as 

successful or superior (Giazzoni & Hilberg, 2009; Spritz, 2011).  An air or belief of 

superiority may cause these honors communities to shun any influences from the 

outside, which they perceive to be a disturbance to their ingrained rituals and to the way 

these communities are viewed (Steele, 1997).  They create meaning out of factors that 

matter to them (Bolman & Deal, 2008).  By further researching the notion of African-

American males as insiders and outsiders relative to honors programs, greater insight 
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can be gained; activities can then be modified, as needed, to create a greater awareness 

regarding the honors programs and application of honors values to African-American 

male decision making. 

Conceptual Framework 

An objectivist epistemological conceptual framework underpinned the 

researcher’s post-positive and critical realist theoretical stance.  Objectivism assumes that 

one can acquire knowledge through reason, which is the human faculty for understanding 

the world abstractly and logically (Crotty, 1998; Trochim, 2008).  Post-positivism and 

critical realism posit that an objective reality exists.  However, one must use numerous 

methods to gain knowledge of this reality (Crotty, 1998; Steele, 2011; Trochim, 2008).  

This theoretical perspective informed the methodology which grounded the logic and 

criteria of this study (Figure 1).  Although critical realism acknowledges that one can 

examine reality, it maintains that one must employ multiple methods including 

quantitative and qualitative (Crotty, 1998).  In that vein, the researcher used Steele’s 

(2011) identity contingency threat theory (ICT), from which the researcher considered 

“culture as affirmative . . . [rather than as] a realm apart from the give-and-take of 

everyday society” (Crotty, 1998, p. 159).  It followed from the above chosen concept and 

theoretical perspective that the researcher engaged in survey research and employed a 

mixed method design.  
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Figure 1. The logic and criteria of the AAMH research process. 

 

This study focused on four variables, which included atmosphere and reputation, 

facilities, personal influences, and other general incentives, as shown in Table 1.  

Richards and Holland (1965) developed and used these variables in the American College 

Testing program’s (ACT) Student Profile Model.  The ACT model was based on a 

sociological concept, which assumed a cultural and individual utilitarian decision-making 

process (Holland, 1966, 1997).  In other words, the model assumed that students base 

their choices on a pragmatic approach that takes into account their social and individual 

interests.   
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Table 1 

 

AAMH Research Conceptual Design 
 

 

Epistemology 

 

Theoretical 

Perspective 

 

Methodology (Mixed) 

 

Methods 

 

Objectivism 

 

Assumes that one 

can acquire 

knowledge through 

reason, the human 

faculty of 

understanding the 

world abstractly 

and logically 

(Crotty, 1998; 

Trochim, 2008). 

 

Post-Positivism 

 

Posits that an 

objective reality 

exists.  However, 

one must use 

multiple methods 

to know reality 

(Crotty, 1998; 

Steele, 2011; 

Trochim, 2008) 

 

Survey Research and 

Focus Groups using: 

 

The ACT Student Profile 

Model: 

 

- Atmosphere/ 

Reputation 

- Personal Influences 

- Facilities 

- Incentives 

 

(Holland, 1966; Holland, 

1997) 

 

 

Questionnaire and Focus 

Groups 

 

1.  The Honors Program 

Questionnaire (HPQ) 

adapted from the ACT 

Student Profile. 

 

2.  The Focus Group 

Categories of Influence and 

Subscale adapted from the 

ACT Student Profile. 

 

Note. Adapted from The foundations of social research: Meaning and perspective in the 

research process, p. 159-160, by M. Crotty, 1998. London, England: Sage. 
  

Holland (1997) asserted that certain environments attract compatible types of 

personalities and discourage others.  Holland defined the alignment between an 

environment and an individual’s choice to join in and participate in the environment as 

congruence.  Holland’s theory presumes that one’s vocational and educational choices are 

based on three components: individuals, environment, and congruence (Smart, 2008).  

Holland further holds that a student’s awareness of a college’s environment and his or her 

own sociological background is critical to his/her decision-making process (Holland, 

1997). 

Paulsen (1990) rendered three categories of factors at the college selection phase 

that can be matched with Holland’s theory of congruence: (a) socioeconomic 

background, (b) academic ability, and (c) contextual influences (p. 8).  The ACT student 
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profile reveals data about these categories in terms of student aspirations, attitudes, 

achievements, and personal needs.  Further, the model assumes that the four 

aforementioned variables (atmosphere and reputation, facilities, personal influences, and 

other general incentives) demonstrate how much individual and social interests are 

related to accessibility and cultural awareness.  In relation to the AAMH study, this lens 

may reveal how the selected factors affect the decisions of African-American male 

students to participate in honors programs.   

Delimitations 

The African-American Male Honors Awareness and Application (AAMH) study 

delimitations include the fact that the study only focuses on “honors” eligible African-

American males.  As such it does not focus on those who would not be eligible to 

participate in honors programs, even if they were aware of such programs.  In addition, 

no upper level students, seeking bachelor degrees, and no dual enrollment or advanced 

placement high school students are included in the study.   

Limitations 

The number and type of institutions selected (i.e., purposeful and convenience 

sampling of the two selected colleges) may limit the validity and reliability of this study 

and thus restrict generalization of the findings.   

Definition of Terms  

ACT – the American College Testing program  

AAMH Study – an Analysis of African-American male honors awareness of and 

application to honors programs at two selected state colleges in the southeastern region of 

the United States 
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Accessibility – equal access and opportunity in accordance with the Florida 

Board of Governors regulation 2003 Equity and Access 

African-American male – a Black-American citizen in the United States who is 

originally of African descent (see Appendix D) 

Atmosphere/Reputation –“such influences as desirable intellectual atmosphere 

and good national reputation of [a] college, etc.” (Richards and Holland, 1965, p. 2); 

atmosphere as the spirit of the times and the interests and temperament of people (Glenn, 

2014); reputation as the internal and external market or social atmosphere, which 

validates or invalidates social status (Steele, 2011) 

Awareness of honors – includes a range of knowledge of honors (e.g., the 

atmosphere/reputation, facilities, and incentives offered by honors programs) 

Black – when capitalized, the race of a person who self-designates as a member 

of the Black race 

Contingent – as a modal term, “able to be otherwise or possible not to be” (Frost, 

2015, p. 49); possibly false, with eight types of contingencies: popular usage, path 

dependency, chaos, conjuncture, modal logic, chance, free-will, and unpredictability 

(Ballinger, 2008); in popular usage, synonymous with dependency, as in “x is contingent 

upon y” (Ballinger, 2008, p. 4) 

Cultural awareness – having a basic understanding of certain cultural events, 

issues, and/or hidden issues that pertain to societies that exist in groups such as academic 

institutions, races, and genders 

Facilities – “such influences as a special curriculum, comprehensive physical and 

educational facilities, etc.” (Richards & Holland, 1965, p. 2); include structures and 
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conduits that ‘facilitate’ choice in a constantly changing world, especially in conditions 

that involve social systems that depend on language, history, and human customs 

(Cascardi, 2014) 

Gifted – students who are honors eligible 

Honors – persons, societies, grades, and graduation distinctions; also, a formal 

program normally under the office of academic affairs of colleges/universities, in which 

participants are required to meet certain rigorous scholastic or academic criteria including 

GPA and test scores at the high school and or undergraduate college level  

Honors culture – a community of honors students, faculty, and administrators 

that are differentiated from their corresponding college/university-wide group by 

compelling high academic expectations and a tendency to take intellectual risks (Slavin, 

2008) 

Honors eligible – a student with at least a 3.5 GPA and at least a combined 1000 

on the SAT or a combined 24 on the ACT (although honors programs vary in their 

requirements, in the context of this study these are the minimum standards of the selected 

stated colleges) 

HPQ –the AAMH Honors Program Questionnaire adapted from the ACT Student 

Profile 

Honors societies – independent, national organizations that recognize academic 

achievement and normally operate as chapters under the office of student affairs in 

participating colleges/universities 

Identity contingency –the things with which one must contend given one’s social 

identity (Steele, 2011, p. 2) 
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Incentives – conduits that ‘facilitate’ choice in a constantly changing world, 

especially in conditions that involve social systems that depend on language, history, and 

human customs (Cascardi, 2014), such as “low-cost college, desirable location” 

(Richards and Holland, 1965, p. 2) 

Personal influences – the people that lie within and outside of a competitive 

setting and environment, which may affect the facility to compete and the incentives to 

do well; may include “advice of parents, advice of high school teacher, etc.” (Richards 

and Holland, 1965, p. 2) 

Post-secondary education –any education beyond high school 

Stereotype threat –a type of identity contingency, in which people feel 

threatened or at risk of confirming stereotypes that are tied to their identity (Steele, 2011) 

Unawareness of honors – includes lack of knowledge and minimal knowledge of 

the existence of honors; vague awareness that something called honors exists, but 

unaware of the peculiar characteristics of honors programs 

Outline of the Study 

The AAMH study explored African-American male awareness of and application 

to honors programs at two selected state colleges located in the state of Florida.  This 

study sought to assess the reasons that high achieving African-American male students 

gave for their decision of whether or not to apply to honors programs.  A questionnaire 

was administered to eligible African-American male honors applicants and eligible 

African-American male student non-applicants to honors programs.  Four focus group 

interviews were conducted with 16 African-American male students at one of the selected 

institutions (State College B).   
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The next chapter examines relevant research concerning African-American male 

underrepresentation in honors programs.  Chapter 3 delves into the theoretical framework 

of this study.  Chapter 4 describes the methods and procedures used to collect and 

analyze the data.  Findings and recommendations for further research are presented in 

Chapters 5 and 6. 
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CHAPTER II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter provides relevant literature regarding African-American male 

students and honors programs.  African-American male high achievers are, for the most 

part, an understudied segment of the college student population.  When African-

American males in honors programs are studied, this is often a by-product of broader 

studies on adolescent students and/or from combined analyses of males and females.  

There is little specific research on African-American males who can be competitive in the 

college honors arena.  Therefore, this chapter draws inferences from the general literature 

concerning giftedness and African-Americans.   

Ford (1993) conducted a mixed-method study which examined achievement and 

underachievement among gifted African-American students in early adolescence.  The 

subjects of her study were 148 male and female African-American fifth-graders and 

sixth-graders at two elementary schools in an urban school district.  The results of the 

survey portion of her study revealed that gifted students generally “supported the 

achievement ideology relative to hard work and effort contributing to success in school 

and life; males, however, were less likely than females to support the achievement 

ideology” (p. 82).  The interview portion of her study included student discussions and 

explanations by gifted achievers and gifted underachievers concerning their responses to 

the study’s survey.  Gifted achievers maintained an internal locus of control, in contrast 

to underachievers who attributed their success or failure to others.  Ford’s study further 

revealed that peer pressure threatened gifted achievers less than gifted underachievers.  
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Nevertheless, gifted achievers expressed concern about being stereotyped as “nerds, 

geeks, teacher’s pets, and acting White” (p. 84). 

Steele and Aronson (1995) conducted several experiments, which tested the 

possibility that confirming a negative stereotype about one’s group could have disruptive 

effects on one’s performance.  Steele and Aronson built on the legacy of psychologists 

such as Gordon W. Allport, George H. Mead, and Bruno Bettleheim (Marx, Brown, & 

Steele, 1999).  In The Nature of Prejudice, Allport (1954) stated, “The possession of 

stereotypes may interfere with even the simplest rational judgments” (p. 39).  In the 

experiments conducted by Steele and Aronson (1995), they created situational pressure to 

see if negative stereotypes interfered with the intellectual performance of test takers who 

were members of the negatively stereotyped group.   

They discovered that African-American students solved fewer verbal problems 

than White students when the test was presented as diagnostic of ability.  Yet, when the 

researchers presented the same test as non-diagnostic of ability to the African-American 

students, they performed just as well as the White students (Steele & Aronson, 1995).  

The experiments “show that stereotype threat—established by quite subtle instructional 

differences—can impair the intellectual test performance of Black students, and that 

lifting it can dramatically improve performance” (Steele & Aronson, 1995, p. 808).  

Extrapolating from these experiments, the choice of African-American males to choose to 

participate or not participate in honors could be affected by whether or not honors is 

viewed as diagnostic of ability. 

Steele (1997) discussed the findings from his experiments in Steele and Aronson 

(1995), using “a general theory of domain identification to describe achievement barriers 
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African-Americans face in school” (p. 613).  He posited that, when stereotype threats are 

experienced in the midst of a domain performance, it causes direct interference; and when 

the threats become chronic in a situation, it can result in disidentification, which refers to:  

A [concept] of the self and of one’s values so as to remove the domain as a self-

identity . . . Disidentification offers the retreat of not caring about the domain in 

relation to the self . . . an adaptation that can be costly when the domain is as 

important as schooling. (Steele, 1997, p. 614) 

 

Chronic threats can result in shaping the academic identities and performance 

outcomes of segments of African-American students who underperform and lag behind 

their counterparts in standardized test scores.  Steele (1997) offered five features of such 

threats, as shown in Table 2. 

 

Table 2 

 

Steele’s Five Features of Stereotype Threat 
 

 

Five Features of Stereotype Threat 
 

 Stereotype threat is a general threat not tied to the psychology of particular 

stigmatized groups; 

 That which turns stereotype threat on and off, the controlling “mechanism” so to 

speak, is a particular concurrence: whether a negative stereotype about one’s group 

becomes relevant to interpreting oneself or one’s behavior in an identified-with 

setting; 

 The mechanism, which explains stereotype threat, also explains the variables of 

stereotype threat     . . . the type and degree of [which may] vary from group to group 

and, for any group, across settings; 

 To experience stereotype threat, one need not believe the stereotype nor even be 

worried that it is true of oneself; 

 The effort to overcome stereotype threat by disproving stereotype—for example, by 

outperforming it in the case of academic work—can be daunting. 

 

Note. Adapted from “A threat in the air: How stereotypes shape intellectual identity and 

performance by Steele, C. M., 1997, American Psychologist, 52, 613-629. 
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Ford and John (1997) conducted a cross-sectional, descriptive, and exploratory 

research study of the racial identity status and development of African-American children 

and adults.  The researchers sought to examine the extent to which African-American 

males and females differ in their racial identity, as well as examine the relationship 

between students’ racial identity and school achievement.  The researchers interviewed 

152 African-American middle and high school students from five school districts.  Most 

male and female students in the study reported strong, positive racial identities.  Their 

research findings also suggested that 40% of the African-American students in the study 

underachieve and most of such students were male.   

Fries-Britt (1997) examined the definition of “giftedness” and reviewed the 

research on the manner in which gifted minorities are assessed.  Furthermore, she 

examined the factors that continue to affect the academic experiences of gifted African-

American men.  She reflected upon important issues related to college retention and 

provided a description of the Meyerhoff Program, a merit-based scholarship program that 

seeks to meet the needs of African-American students in math, science, and engineering.  

According to the author, the definition of giftedness is in constant change.  However, 

traditional definitions of giftedness relate to “cognitive measures and objective criteria, 

such as intelligence tests” (Fries-Britt, 1997, p. 66).  Along with intellectual measures, 

contemporary definitions may also include assessments for artistic, creative, and 

leadership ability.  However, Fries-Britt contended that society continues to focus mainly 

on a narrow set of presumptions and tools for measuring giftedness.  The dominant 

research, which has produced such tools, comes mostly from studies of status quo White 

middle class students.  Fries-Britt (1997) contended that, considering the stereotypes and 
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other complex issues which many African-American males face, educators and 

researchers must better assess the status of gifted African-American males.   

Grantham (1997) conducted a qualitative study of the underrepresentation of 

African-American males in the gifted program at a high school.  He conducted 

participant-focused interviews to examine the perceptions of two groups of gifted 

African-American male participants and nonparticipants in the high school’s honors 

program.  He used three variables: social, psychological, and cultural.  He reported on 

four case studies in which he examined both the inhibitors and contributors of motivation 

to gifted program participation.   

According to Grantham (1997), the participant of the first case study chose not to 

participate in the high school’s gifted program because of the following four categories of 

social variables: peers, teachers, academic courses and curriculum, and school and 

community environment.  The participant perceived that advanced classes threatened his 

identity and ability to relate to his friends.  He feared that taking advanced classes would 

result in “feelings of isolation” (Grantham, 1997, p. 182).  The first case study indicated 

that the subject chose not to participate in gifted programs due to social inhibitors (peers, 

teachers, academic courses and curriculum, and school and community environment), 

psychological inhibitors (educational achievement and emotional disposition), and 

cultural inhibitors (family achievement orientation). 

The participant in the second case study chose not to participate due to three 

categories of social variables: peers, teachers, and academic courses and curriculum.  The 

underrepresentation of Black males in gifted programs, and the overrepresentation of the 

participant’s friends in special education classes, contributed to his lack of interest in 
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gifted programs.  “[The participant’s] peers believe that the Vocational Education 

Technical Program is important; consequently, [the participant of the second case study] 

values this program more than advanced level classes” (Grantham, 1997, p. 189).  

Situations in which he was stereotyped negatively also influenced his lack of interest in a 

gifted program, which he perceived did not seek his presence and participation.  The 

second case study indicated that the subject chose not to participate in gifted programs 

due to social inhibitors (peers, teachers, and academic courses and curriculum), 

psychological inhibitors (educational achievement and emotional disposition), and 

cultural inhibitors (parental role).   

In the third case study, Grantham (1997) reported that a participant’s choice was 

influenced by “two categories of external variables, namely peers and teachers, [which] 

informed his choice to participate in advanced level classes” (Grantham, 1997, p. 222).  

This subject believed that participation in gifted programs allowed him to engage in a 

challenging level of academic competition, help his peers to succeed academically, and 

enjoy the respect of his friends.  “He believes that participation in advanced classes with 

White students is a benefit because he learns how some Whites interact with high ability 

Blacks, in particular Black males” (Grantham, 1997, p. 227).  The third case study 

indicated that the subject chose to participate in gifted programs due to social 

contributors (peers and teachers) and psychological contributors (educational 

achievement).  Cultural variables did not contribute to his choices.   

In the fourth case study, Grantham (1997) found four categories of variables that 

explained the choices of the participant: peers, teachers, academic courses and 

curriculum, and school and community.  “[The student’s] perception of peer respect and 
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recognition, and peer relations, contribute to his valence of gifted program outcomes” 

(Grantham, 1997, p. 235).  The participant valued cultural variables and referred to 

parental roles and family roles as contributors to his decision-making process.  The fourth 

case study indicated that the subject chose to participate in gifted programs due to social 

contributors (peers, teachers, and school and community environment), psychological 

contributors (educational achievement), and cultural variables (parental roles and family 

role).   

Fries-Britt (1998) conducted extensive interviews of 12 high school seniors in 

order to study the academic, social, and racial experiences of high-achieving African-

American students in the Meyerhoff Program.  The interviews consisted of questions that 

related to “academic experiences in and outside of the classroom, social interactions and 

relationships with peer/faculty, and experiences in, and perceptions of, a ‘race specific’ 

program” (Fries-Britt, 1998, p. 557).  She framed the study within the following themes: 

Black achiever isolation and the impact of race and a “race specific” program.  Fries-Britt 

(1998) found that minority Black students experience the expected isolation in the 

context of a White majority gifted situation, but she also found that Black students likely 

experience isolation in the Black community as well.  The Meyerhoff program provided 

them opportunities to connect with other high-achieving African-Americans, which 

encouraged them to succeed.  Fries-Britt (1998) recounted the following statement of one 

of the interviews: 

You run the risk of some other student being angry with you because you are a 

Meyeroff or they think that you think that you are better because you are a 

Meyeroff, which is usually the case [what they think].  There is a stereotype that 
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people think the Meyeroffs are stuck up . . . Some of the students who feel this 

way are Black, some are White.  I have had White students say it’s not that you 

are smarter, it’s that you have money because you are Black.  Black people just 

say you think you are all that because you are a Meyeroff, you are not any better 

than we are . . . They think we are snotty and that’s not usually the case, we are 

human. (p. 564) 

According to the subjects of the study, the benefits of the program outweighed the 

negative responses and stereotypes they had to endure.  Eight of the 12 students found 

that being members of the program fulfilled a deep need to connect with other high-

achievers.  Being part of the program also provided them with the following incentives: 

scholarships and other academic resources, a sense of community with like-minded 

African-American students, and faculty that are in tune with the needs of high-achieving 

African-American students.   

Harrison-Cooke (1999) conducted a quantitative study of 256 students from five 

PWIs.  She focused on the threats affecting African-American student decisions to enroll 

in honors programs or honors colleges at PWIs.  She sought “to determine why most 

African-American students chose not to participate in honors education at their 

institutions and how to increase African-American participation in honors programs” (p. 

iv).  She postulated the following reasons for their reluctance to participate in honors: (a) 

increase in incidents of racism, bigotry, and intolerance on America’s college and 

university campuses and (b) the stages of Nigrescence which many African-American 

university students experience as they try to establish their ethnic identities.  Harrison-

Cooke (1999) defined Nigrescence as “the developmental process by which a person 
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‘becomes Black’ where Black is defined in terms of one’s manner of thinking about and 

evaluating oneself and one’s reference groups rather than in terms of skin color per se” 

(p. 22).  This study did not differentiate between male and female African-American 

students.  Among the issues raised in her research, two of the most compelling dealt with 

elimination of Nigrescence and the perception that honors programs threatened the 

financial aid status of students.   

The threats she examined included Nigrescence, elitism, racism, recruitment 

methods, honors status, and non-honors status.  She developed a questionnaire using the 

Cross’s theory of Nigrescence, which suggested that psychological conflicts may 

discourage African-Americans from participating in honors education.  She used Cross’s 

model of Nigrescence to explain the development of ethnic and racial identity among 

Black students in five stages (pre-encounter, encounter, immersion-emersion, 

internalization, and internalization-commitment).  By contrast, there are those who 

suggest that the theory of Nigrescence may benefit from an examination of overarching 

constructs (Vandiver, Cross, Worrell, & Fhagen-Smith, 2002).   

Harrison-Cooke (1999) concluded that fear of endangering financial aid status due 

to a drop in grades, and insufficient monetary incentives, affected African American 

students’ decisions not to participate in honors programs.  Nigrescence and racism did not 

cause the lack of honors enrollment and participation among African-Americans.  Belief 

in honors as an elitist setting did not deter students from participating.  Many non-honors 

African-Americans did not believe honors programs to be elitists.  Harrison-Cooke 

(1999) recommended that her quantitative study could be followed by a qualitative study 
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that would “allow a closer, more in-depth examination of the problem under investigation 

than was possible” (p. 96). 

Allen (2002) conducted a study on African-American male status in honors 

programs in historically Black colleges, identifying predictors of persistence.  Allen’s 

“descriptive study attempted to predict both postsecondary student persistence and 

cumulative grade point average” (Allen, 2002, p. 50).  His quantitative study consisted of 

182 Black students of which 33% were males and 67% females.  GPA scores provided a 

comprehensive picture not available in a high stakes threatening situation (such as testing 

within a small window of time).  Further, first-semester college GPA scores in 

conjunction with SAT verbal scores made a significant contribution in predicting 

African-American male honors student persistence past two years of college.  

Nevertheless, he found “high school GPA to be the best predictor of college GPA for 

Black students while SAT [scores] alone were found not to be predictive” (Allen, 2002, 

p. 68).   

Perry, Steele and Hillard (2003) explained that conflicts in American history have 

burdened African Americans with “the threat of being viewed through the lens of 

negative stereotypes” (p. 111).  Perry et al.’s essay provides an historical analysis, which 

traces various threats to the intellectual identity of African-Americans from the time of 

slavery to the 20th century in the United States.  Referring to the antebellum period, they 

explained, “Law and custom made it a crime for enslaved men and women to learn or 

teach others to write” (Perry et al., 2003, p. 13).  Yet, though facing severe legal threats, 

African-Americans remained undeterred in their drive to overcome the barriers they 

faced.  Successfully, they prevailed over many obstacles to literacy as well as 
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segregation.  Perry et al. concluded that, in spite of their triumphs, African-American 

students continue to face threats that stem from three types of identities: (a) identity from 

a caste-like group, (b) identity in mainstream society, and (c) identity in a “cultural group 

in opposition to which Whiteness historically and contemporarily continues to be 

defined” (Perry et al., 2003, p. 104).   

Perry et al. (2003) maintained that the contingencies of reality create the narrative 

that makes up a person’s identity in its encounter with others.  Therefore, in Perry et al.’s 

view, those who overcame identity contingency threats during much of African-

American history created a parallel world with a counter-cultural narrative that valued 

education.  Rather than remain stagnant and complacent in their caste-like group (Kotter, 

1996; Pisapia, 2009), such African-Americans chose an identity based on a heroic 

historical narrative.  That history included students murdered “when they were 

discovered reading, and of patrollers who disrupted Sunday meetings where slaves were 

taught to read, beating all adults who were present” (Perry et al., 2003, p. 13).  Perry also 

referenced early African-Americans such as Fredrick Douglass, and more recent figures 

such as Maya Angelou, who strategically envisioned a different world from the one 

expected for them (Perry et al., 2003).  They imagined a synchronic contingency; they 

envisioned a world that could be different from the actual world (Bac, 2010), and so they 

created new change curves (Kotter, 1996).  They exemplified the type of strategic 

leaders, described by Pisapia (2009), who “overcome endless pressures and expectations 

to meet the threats and opportunities posed by the external environment” (p. 120).   

In Perry et al. (2003), Hillard’s essay questioned the typical criteria used to 

measure and predict academic success (e.g., GPA, IQ, and standardized tests).  In his 
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survey of various tools for measuring success, he surmised that the quality of services 

and instructors better predicted student success than did typical criteria.  Hillard 

concluded that gaps in intelligence between African-Americans and White Americans do 

not exist.  Instead, the concept of an achievement gap between Black and White students 

has created a narrative of inferiority.  He considered faith in criteria such as IQ tests as 

empty and lacking essential meaning.  Assigning meaning to them has caused African-

Americans to experience a sense of uneasiness with their intelligence.  Hillard’s 

perspective may be related to the belief that opposites simultaneously exist in a 

synchronic contingency of volitions (Velde, 2010; Williams, 2001).  Like earlier authors, 

such as Fries-Britt (1997), Hillard challenged utilizing the criteria of the status quo as a 

tool that is based on White students as “the normative standard” (Perry et al., 2003).  

Subsequent authors such as Oates (2004), Henfield et al. (2008), Harris, Palmer, and 

Struve (2011), Young (2007), and Palmer and Young (2009) also challenged those 

criteria.   

Hillard posited (Perry et al., 2003) that society must recreate a narrative, which 

lessens the stereotype threats for African-American students.  According to Hillard, 

predominantly White schools must intentionally seek out and reject negative narratives 

about African-Americans, shift their attention to actual predictors of success, and address 

the gap between African-Americans in light of quality of service and instruction (Perry et 

al., 2003).  Racially concentrated schools may improve the narrative identity of African-

Americans; however, Hillard and others assert that in such settings students may receive 

a lower quality of instruction (Perry et al., 2003).  In a later essay, which supports 

Hillard’s contention, Johnson and Kritsonis (2006) reported that African-American 
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students experienced a wide achievement gap in mathematics, especially in racially 

concentrated settings.  The authors cited the National Assessment of Educational 

Programs (NAEP), which reported, “African-American and Latino students performed 

three years behind their White counterparts in math and language arts” (p. 2).  Consistent 

with the conclusions of Hillard (Perry et al., 2003), they emphasized the importance of 

quality service and excellence in instruction for addressing the plight of African 

Americans in PWIs, as well as in HBCUs.   

Oates (2004) used longitudinal, nationally representative data and prior research 

to reveal the following: (a) the connection between the racial composition of 

undergraduate colleges and possible threats to the narrative identity of African-

Americans, and (b) the influence of such threats to their self-esteem and self-efficacy as 

predictors of success.  He defined self-esteem as “respect of oneself” and self-efficacy as 

“confidence in one’s ability to manipulate one’s environment” (p. 29).  He tested the 

proposition that “contextual resonance induces favorable attitudes toward the self” (p. 

16).  He assumed that college racial composition is a correlate of institutional selectivity 

and “a likely function of attributes of the individual’s background and personality.  These 

attributes include socioeconomic background, standardized test performance, quality of 

high school, and precollege attitudes about the self” (p. 19).  Some of his conclusions 

coincided with those of Hillard in his view that positive alternatives to the dominant 

narrative concerning African-Americans produce better appraisals and social 

comparisons (Perry et al., 2003).  One example would be those produced from a context 

of “Black concentration,” such as HBCUs.   
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Oates (2004) concluded that negative stereotypes, which affect the self-esteem 

and self-efficacy of African-Americans, persist in new forms that inform the criteria by 

which colleges appraise African-Americans and other students.  “Although the academic 

performance of Blacks at Whiter and more selective institutions surpasses what popular 

myth suggests, a significant Black-White and Black-Asian gap remains” (Oates, 2004, p. 

29).  As noted in Perry et al. (2003) and later in Henfield et al. (2008), African-

Americans who potentially could fill this gap labor under identity contingency threats.  

When considered individually, each type of identity (e.g., gender, intellectual 

identity/giftedness, and ethnicity) encompasses different degrees and sorts of threats; so, 

the gap between them and others appears to be greater (Henfield, Moore, and Wood, 

2008; Oates, 2004).  When combined, new contingencies emerge that threaten the 

identities of an individual, especially when seeking to meet the typical criteria (e.g., GPA, 

IQ, and standardized tests) used to predict persistence and success (Henfield et al., 2008).   

Megert (2005) researched the typical criteria used to appraise honors candidates 

for predicting future success.  Her conclusions echoed the pleas of Hillard (Perry et al., 

2003) and Oates (2004) for alternative ways of appraising students.  She conducted a 

quantitative analysis of honors scholarship recipients, in which she attempted to identify 

a less threatening “criterion for awarding honors scholarships than high school grade 

point average (GPA) alone” (p. 51).  She examined retention for honors scholarship 

recipients based on GPA and those based on completion of advanced math classes.  

Megert (2005) found that completion of advanced high school math is a significant 

predictor of general honors retention.  Although standardized tests and other high-stakes 

tests help in selecting winners in a highly competitive setting, scores in specific courses 
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reveal important information in keeping with Megert’s findings.  For example, Alderman 

(as cited in Megert, 2005) concluded, “completing a mathematics class in high school 

above the level of Algebra II doubled the odds of a student’s achieving a bachelor’s 

degree” (p. 57). 

Young (2007) conducted a qualitative study of four African-American male 

students from economically challenged backgrounds who attended Ivy League 

universities.  Like earlier authors (Fries-Britt, 1997; Oates, 2004) and later authors 

(Harris et al., 2011; Henfield et al., 2008; Perry et al., 2003; Palmer & Young, 2009), 

Young conveyed a concern about the rampant use of assessment tools based on White 

middle-class mainstream culture (Young, 2007).  He also explored themes that reappear 

in the study on masculinity by Harris, Palmer, and Struve (2011).  The participants of the 

study expressed concerns that relate to the stereotype among African-American males 

that intellectual activities are incompatible with their narrative identities.  The results of 

his study confirmed the importance of personal influences in the lives of African-

Americans early in their academic experiences to correct such misconceptions.  Based on 

the small number of participants in Young’s (2007) study and his description of the lack 

of literature on high achieving African-American males, he recommended more research 

to analyze the experiences of high achieving African-American males in competitive 

settings. 

Fries-Britt and Griffin (2007) conducted a qualitative exploration of the academic 

and social experiences of nine African-American high achieving college students in a 

public university (six females and three males).  They described their research as a 

“sociological multi-case study” (Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007, p. 511) of what African-
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American honors students experience in relation to their non-African-American honors 

counterparts.  They used enrollment in the university’s honors program as the defining 

factor for identifying students as “high achievers.”  The researchers observed student 

interactions in meetings of the university Black Honors Caucus.  They collected 

qualitative and demographic data and analyzed student narratives using the “pattern-

matching technique” (Fries-Britt & Griffin, 2007, p. 513).  Their study did not include 

differences in gender and honors eligibility of African-American males who chose not to 

participate in honors.  They guided their research using two broad themes: (a) African-

American perception of their own academic performance and academic struggles and (b) 

African-American coping mechanisms, strategies, and structures used to relieve stresses 

associated with their academic performance. 

Henfield et al. (2008) affirmed the thoughts of Perry et al. (2003) through a 

qualitative study of 12 African-American students in gifted programs.  The researchers 

noted that African-American males proceeded in the honors setting under the shadow of 

low expectations, lack of motivation, and fear of separation from social and peer groups, 

particularly if they are academically oriented as opposed to athletically oriented.  The 

researchers’ theoretical perspective challenged the narrative identity of White European 

Americans as the normative standard (Henfield et al., 2008).  Their study revealed the 

three following themes that concern certain threats to African-American intellectual 

identity: (a) critical issues facing African-American students, (b) navigating the perils of 

gifted education, and (c) weighing the benefits of gifted education.   

 The researchers reported that negative narratives from peer influences, negative 

ideology, and gender issues made it difficult to manage threats to the identity of African-
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Americans in a gifted classroom setting.  Of these, “all students considered gender to be 

the least difficult of the identities (e.g., gender, race, and giftedness) to manage” 

(Henfield et al., 2008, p. 2).  However, in combination with gender and race, their 

giftedness presented a unique challenge that others did not face.  The students in the 

study encountered threats from African-American culture, reporting that they got 

“accused of acting White by non-gifted African-American peers in general . . . ‘Acting 

White’ accusations seemed to cause a degree of angst among many participants” 

(Henfield et al., 2008, p. 2).  In order to disprove the reputation of acting White, the 

students often sought acceptance from their non-gifted peers.  However, one of the 

students in the study stated, “the majority of non-gifted African-American kids that I see 

are the stereotype that I wouldn’t fit in with.  The Ebonics, the clothes, the behavior.  I’m 

very different in terms of attitude and behavior” (Henfield et al., 2008, p. 3).   

 The researchers also reported that the students responded to their environment 

through academic disengagement and gifted identity distancing.  “When faced with 

difficult circumstances, ten of the twelve students in this study chose to find resolutions 

independently” (p. 3).  They embraced their intellectual identity; however, some of their 

peers interpreted this as snobbery or elitism.  Therefore, the gifted students made 

attempts to hide their giftedness from their friends, distancing themselves from that 

aspect of their identities.  This represents a regression to the caste-like grouping described 

by Perry et al. (2003).   

Strayhorn (2008) conducted several studies that address the overall academic 

experience of gifted African-American male collegians.  His examination included age, 

sexual orientation, aspirations, institutional qualities, academic preparation, achievement, 
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and social integration of African-American males in higher education to predict their 

probability of being retained in college.  Although he did not examine these collegians in 

the specific context of the honors experience, he provided a useful platform for others to 

do so by his use of nationally represented data, and Tinto’s (2005) conceptualization for 

examining African-American male retention.  His findings “suggest that approximately 

88% of high achieving Black collegians report feeling pressure to prove their intellectual 

ability, despite prior achievements and participation in a university scholarship program” 

(Strayhorn, 2008, p. 1).  Citing Steele (1997), he determined that stereotype threats based 

on negative perceptions may have led to such pressure.  He concluded that his results 

were consistent with those of Fries-Britt and Griffin (2007) and Fries-Britt and Turner 

(2002). 

Palmer and Young (2009) conducted a qualitative study of 11 underprepared 

African-American males who persisted to graduate at an urban, historically Black 

college.  They focused on the unique setting and variables of the students’ academic 

achievement and retention.  They also explored the attrition rate of African-American 

male college students and retention factors at PWIs.  Their study exposed a fragile line 

between success and failure for African-American male students.  Along with other 

measures for assessing and predicting retention, “non-cognitive skills were also variables 

facilitating success . . . and predictors of success for Blacks” (Palmer & Young, 2009, p. 

477).   

McKay (2009) examined a large sample of honors records (over 1,000).  He used 

logit regressions as delimitations to evaluate the retention and effectiveness of admissions 

models used to predict student success.  He found that “females completed honors at a 
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significantly higher rate than males . . . [Also,] ethnicity was not a useful predictor . . . 

and did not predict program graduation” (p. 3).  When ethnicity was combined with 

gender and giftedness (as discussed above in Henfield et al., 2008) then it became a 

useful predictor.  McKay (2009) noted that the average academic profile of Blacks, 

Whites, Hispanics, and Asians was slightly different within the honors sample used by 

Allen (2002) in his correlational research.  That is, the “average” student from each 

ethnicity had a slightly different probability of completing honors.  According to Allen, 

this could be due to their gender and high school GPA, rather than reasons outside of 

these two factors.  On the other hand, McKay (2009) contended that Blacks, Whites, and 

Hispanics do not differ from Asians in their probability of completing honors programs.   

Harris et al. (2011) conducted a qualitative study of 22 African-American males 

at a private research university, using theories related to the social construction of 

African-American male masculinity and gender role conflict.  Harris et al. provided a 

description of patterns of masculine expression among African-American males called 

cool posing.  “Central to this concept is the argument that cool pose is a strategy to cope 

with oppression and social alienation, which characterize the daily lives of many Black 

men” (p. 50). 

Harris et al. (2011) found several themes of masculinities and corresponding 

behavioral expressions among the participants of the study, such as toughness, 

aggressiveness, material wealth, restrictive emotionality, and responsibility.  They also 

discovered the following outcomes of the above concepts of masculinity: identification as 

leaders, threat of identification with homosexuals and femininity, and expressions of 

sexism and constrained relationships with women.  While these expressions serve to 
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minimize threats to their narrative identities as African-Americans and as males, 

according to Henfield et al. (2008), they often publicly suppress their intellectual identity.  

Unfortunately, this comes at a cost to them in terms of maximizing the benefits of gifted 

education.  Often the mechanisms they use to cope with the fear, risk, and threats to their 

identities hurt their ability to meet the criteria used by honors programs to predict success 

(Harris et al., 2011; Henfield et al., 2008; Whiting, 2009).   

Allen (2002), Megert (2005), and McKay (2009) emphasized the importance of 

using a student’s overall GPA to predict success, which may be less threatening than 

high-stake assessments taken during a short window of time.  A GPA allows for 

collection of data on a student over long periods of time.  However, critics claim that this 

reduces a program’s ability to compare students from different schools and educational 

background across gender, ethnicity, and location (Phelps, 2005).  It raises questions 

concerning whether or not schools should use multiple standards or standardized tests.  

The arguments for and against standardized testing go beyond the scope of this chapter.   

However, according to Perry et al. (2003) and Henfield et al. (2008), it may make 

sense for schools to explore using less threatening measures in order to predict success 

among gifted African-American male students.  Shute and Ventura (2013) called these 

stealth assessments, which allow schools to utilize “newer, embedded, authentic types of 

assessment methods to properly [measure] valued competencies” (Shute & Ventura, 

2013, p. 3).  Shute and Ventura explained that, according to the College Board and other 

research studies, there is an “incremental validity of non-cognitive variables (e.g., 

psychosocial) over SAT and traditional academic indicators like GPA in predicting 

college success” (Shute & Ventura, 2013, p. 14).  Using alternative measures may allow 
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schools to assess meaningful indicators that may be modified according to the setting of 

one’s educational experience.  According to Spritz (2011), honors programs can ideally 

provide opportunities for nontraditional measures of ability.  In her essay, she described 

the potential for honors as an “academic and cultural oasis” (Spritz, 2011, p. 91), in 

which “an idiographic approach to honors could prevent [insiders and outsiders] from 

viewing honors students as a homogeneous group” (Spritz, 2011, p. 93).  Riek and 

Sheridan (2011) made the case that honors programs already provide less threatening 

alternative measures through “seminar-style experiences that value and encourage open 

dialogue and the exchange of ideas” (Riek & Sheridan, 2011, p. 25).   

Chapter Summary 

This chapter examined relevant research concerning African-American male 

underrepresentation in honors programs.  Steele and Aronson (1995), Fries-Britt (1997), 

Fries-Britt and Griffin (2007), Fries-Britt and Turner (2002), Perry et al. (2003), Henfield 

et al. (2008), and Strayhorn (2008) provided a useful context from which to examine 

alternative measures and the experiences of gifted African-American males; more 

specifically, to focus on their awareness of, and application to honors programs.  

Although Grantham (1997) and Harrison-Cooke (1999) tackled the general subject, 

Grantham analyzed high school subjects and Harrison-Cooke did not differentiate 

between African-American males and African-American females.  Since these 

researchers focused on sub-group pressure, quest for racial identity and social interactions 

between African-American males in competing cultural settings, certain inferences can 

be made from the general literature on the gifted and from the studies concerning 

African-American males (Fries-Britt, 1997; Grantham, 1997; Harrison-Cooke, 1999).  
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This chapter began with a review of the relevant research, which provided the context to 

engage in a detailed discussion of identity contingency threat theory in Chapter 3 as the 

philosophical foundation of this study. 
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CHAPTER III. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

This chapter delves into the philosophical foundations that undergird this study.  

Steele’s (2011) identity contingency threat (ICT) theory provides the theoretical 

perspective for understanding the motivational epistemic virtues African-American males 

(AAM) hold as they choose whether or not to participate in honors programs.  Identity 

contingency threat (ICT) theory allows one to explore the expectations of AAMs about 

cultural groups, which they may perceive as “different” or “other” (Alfano, 2014; Doan, 

2008; Jones, Dovidio, & Vietze, 2014).   

Steele (2011) used the word contingency in the ICT theory but does not provide a 

detailed philosophical treatment of the concept.  For the purposes of the study’s 

theoretical framework it is beneficial to first examine three philosophical issues 

(contingency, the threat of change, and identity) and how these issues relate to the 

AAMH’s four constructs (atmosphere/reputation, personal influence, facilities, and 

incentives).  In addition, an exploration of contingency provides insight into the manner 

in which possibilities are understood and actualized, and the degree to which these 

possibilities may be free or determined.   

Next, an exploration of change provides insight into the context within which 

choices are made (i.e., deterministic, diachronic, or synchronic).  Evaluating identity in 

light of contingency and change reveals the dynamic nature of identity.  Ultimately, the 

exploration of contingency, identity, and change provide insight into decision-making.  

Several writers speak to contingency threat theory and how external circumstances have 
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“the power to signal the degree of threat or safety a person will experience” (Purdie-

Vaughns, Steele, Davies, Ditlmann, 2008, p. 615).  Other authors further noted that 

“Social identities [‘Black’ or ‘White’ domains] create contingencies that influence 

people’s actual and perceived opportunities for success in particular domains” (Harris & 

Lieberman, 2013, p. 188).   

Philosophy of Contingency and Atmosphere/Reputation.   

Bac (2010) defined contingent as “being possible without being necessary” (p. 

21).  Frost (2015) stated that “the core meaning of the modal term ‘contingent” is ‘able to 

be otherwise’ or ‘possible not to be’” (p. 49).  Each true contingency is possibly false.  

Ballinger (2008) described eight types of contingencies: popular usage, path dependency, 

chaos, conjuncture, modal logic, chance, free-will, and unpredictability.  In popular 

usage, contingency is synonymous with dependency, as in “x is contingent upon y” 

(Ballinger, 2008, p. 4).  Path dependency and chaos relate to contingencies that describe 

logical sequences and changes in history.  Conjuncture pertains to the synthesis of 

multiple factors or complex possibilities in the actual world.  Modal logic depends on 

three modes: necessary, true and possible (Ballinger, 2008; Garson, 2013; MacFarlane, 

2011).  It consists of a set of worlds with one designated as the ‘actual world’ 

(MacFarlane, 2011).  Chance, free-will, and unpredictability bear the sense of uncertainty 

between mutable events and possible worlds.  Chance requires, at minimum, two 

contingencies.  By Wittgensteinian logic, if only one possibility exists, it is meaningless 

to speak of the chance of a second possibility because there could only be one possible 

outcome.  All things being equal, one possibility ‘determines’ or equals one possible 

outcome (Roeser, 2012). 
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The possibilities and outcomes of individual choices are contingent upon factors 

such as the atmosphere and reputation of one’s environment.  Glenn (2014) defined 

atmosphere as the spirit of the times and the interests and temperament of people.  It is 

the perceptual reputation and representation of past and present societies (Hobbes, 1904).  

Steele (2011) described reputation as the internal and external market or social 

atmosphere, which validates or invalidates social status.  The power of atmosphere 

determines reputation (Boundas, 2006; Lemetti, 2012; Rolph, 2008).  From a Lockean 

understanding, reputation is comparable with property, as well as the contingencies that 

one creates, protects, and/or fails to retain.  According to Hobbes (1904), Locke (2003), 

and Hume (2010), reputation is a powerful instrument in the competition for obtaining 

property and status.  Hobbes (1904) made this point clear in Leviathan, wherein he used 

military reputation to illustrate a powerful atmosphere, “which disposeth men to adhere 

and subject themselves to those that have them” (Hobbes, 1904, p. 66).   

According to numerous authors, implicit in understanding the concepts of 

atmosphere and reputation as congruent is an understanding of the societal tension that 

exists between competition and cooperation (Garson, 2013; Glenn, 2014, Kaul & Desai, 

2014; Roeser, 2012).  From a Cartesian viewpoint, contingencies such as reputation, 

limited resources, and morality necessitate competition in human society (Fløistad, 2014; 

Rolph, 2008; Smith, 1996).  Kaul and Desai (2014) maintained that individuals and 

corporations operate in a reality [atmosphere], based on a reputation composed of (a) 

personal perceptions [stereotypes], (b) past events and future projections, and (c) 

competitive advantage.  The philosophers below provide insights into the deterministic, 

diachronic, and synchronic contingency theories and how they apply to decision-making 
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in a competitive domain.  These theories serve to introduce later discussions on Steele’s 

(2011) identity contingency threat theory. 

Philosophy of Contingency 

Ballinger (2008) combined the popular usage, chaos, and path dependency 

definitions of contingency because they are conceptually related.  He eliminated 

“unpredictability” because he argued that, while it is inclusive of contingency, it is too 

broad in scope.  He organized the four remaining types (modal logic, chance, free-will, 

and conjuncture) into three classes of contingency: deterministic contingency 

(conjuncture), diachronic contingency (free-will and chance), and synchronic 

contingency (modal logic and chance). 

Deterministic Contingency 

Determinism is a brute force concept, which appears to threaten self-control and 

the concept of contingency (Campbell, 2004; Dennett, 1984).  It assumes “all physical 

events are caused and determined by the sum total of all previous events” (Dennett, 1984, 

p. 1).  Determinism in this sense describes conjuncture (Ballinger, 2008) and implies a 

tension between the determinism that limits choice and the concept of contingency that 

allows for freewill (Dennett, 1984).  Morowitz (2004) described three possible 

conclusions concerning the tension between determinism and contingency: this world is 

(a) the result of a divine act, (b) an unpredictable result of chance that is governed by 

chance, or (c) a deterministic event.  He concluded that the first two answers “lie outside 

experimental science” (Morowitz, 2004, p. 3).  Therefore, he rejected what de Duve 

(2005) labeled the gospel of contingency, which stipulates the following argument:  
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The course of evolution is demonstrably determined by chance mutations that 

happen, again by chance . . . Chance multiplied by chance—chance squared so to 

speak—at the origin of each of the millions of forkings that have traced the tree of 

life: the inference seems inescapable that the course of evolution has followed 

unpredictable, non-reproducible pathways ruled by contingency.  (p. 232) 

 

Contrary to the gospel of contingency, deterministic contingency proposes a 

conjuncture of fixed causal paths (Ballinger, 2008; See Figure 2).  This conjuncture 

proceeds in deterministic continuity in one possible world governed by antecedent 

causes, convened to necessitate the actuality of present and subsequent events (Ballinger, 

2008, Luisi, 2003; Luisi, 2006).  Hoefer (2003) admitted that determinism could lead to 

beliefs in fatalism and destiny.  He stated, “Under the assumption of determinism, one 

might say that given the way things have gone in the past, all future events that will in 

fact happen are already destined to occur” (Hoefer, 2003, p. 1).  However, according to 

Dennett (1984), one must distinguish between determinism and fatalism.  Determinism 

prescribes that one must deliberate and choose; whereas in fatalism, it does not matter if 

one deliberates and chooses.  Fatalism eliminates free-will from the process.  

Determinism embeds the atmosphere, spirit of the times, interests, will and temperament 

of people in the process (Dennett, 1984).   

 

 

Figure 2.  Deterministic contingency. One world with no alternative possible outcomes.  

Adapted from Classifying contingency in the social sciences: Diachronic, synchronic, 

and deterministic contingency, p. 11, by Ballinger, C., 2008, University of Chicago. 
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Diachronic Contingency  

Diachronic contingency describes the world as it naturally exists, as shown in 

Figure 3.  This view seems more instinctive because when one actualizes a possibility in 

the present, the contrary contingency is removed from the present.  Poster and Utz (1997) 

listed the following philosophers as subscribing to various interpretations of diachronic 

contingency: William of Ockham (c. 1287-1347), Henry of Ghent (c. 1217-1293), and 

Thomas Aquinas (c. 1225-1274). Jean Paul Sartre (1956), the French existential 

philosopher, promoted this view as well. 

 

 

Figure 3.  One world with one outcome or another. 

 

Taking an essentialist view of actual forms, Aristotle argued that reality contains 

universal necessary causality.  Sartre (1956) surmised that finite particulars do not have 

meaning without a universal and he argued that such a universal cannot be sufficiently 

examined, explained, or described.  In contrast to Aristotle, Sartre contended that, absent 

an essential universal, both the actualization and non-actualization of the ‘particulars in 

nature’ account for the facticity and contingency of reality.  Sartre described this as 

‘contingency’ and ‘absence contingency.’  Sartre thought that one cannot explain 

contingencies; one can only describe them.  At each moment, one exists to choose freely 

to align oneself to the present contingencies of life.  This view provides an argument for 
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the diachronic conditions, possibilities, and contingencies necessary for an atmosphere of 

choices to exist and the reputation from which one may be judged.   

Synchronic Contingency 

Synchronic contingency describes a reality that could be different from the actual 

world (see Figure 4). “Right when something is, it is possible not to be” (Bac, 2010, p. 

22).  The following philosophers, Peter John Olivi (c. 1248-1298), John Duns Scotus (c. 

1265-1308), Gottfried Willem Leibniz (c. 1646-1716), and Melchior Leydecker (c. 1642–

1721) subscribed to various versions of the synchronic contingency point of view (Bac, 

2010).  This view seems counter-intuitive because it posits simultaneous contingencies, 

in which contrary possibilities accompany an actualized event (Poster & Utz, 1997). 

 

Figure 4. Many possible worlds with many possible outcomes. 

 

 

Contrary to Aristotle, both Scotus and Leibniz argued that universal causality has 

a contingent nature that proceeds from divine contingent activity (Adams, 1999, Frost, 

2015; Hooker, 1982).  According to Leibniz, the source of contingency also lies in “the 

objects from which God chooses” (Hooker, 1982, p. 270).  Similar to Sartre (1956), 

Leibniz thought that one could not use finite proofs to explain contingencies.  However, 

unlike Sartre, Leibniz believed in a personal universal, contingency related to that which 

He wills and whose perfect will brought about the best of all possible worlds (Adams, 
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1999; Frost, 2015; Hooker, 1982).  For Scotus, in contrast to Leibniz, the actual world 

does not have to be superlative; God chooses among synchronic possibilities (Bos, 1998, 

Gelber, 2004; Jaczn, 1994).   

“Contingency in things,” Scotus argued, “must have its origin in a contingently 

moving first cause” (Jaczn, 1994, p. 103).  Statistical contingency occurs “when [human] 

will exhibits the contingency of its choices and the world exhibits the contingency of its 

events through their mutability” (Gelber, 2004, p. 124).  Logical contingency occurs 

through the possibility of opposites to exist simultaneously in the synchronic contingency 

of volitions.  Human freedom allows for contrary alternatives to remain potential 

(possible) perpetually in the present (Velde, 2010; Williams, 2001).  Hence, human 

freedom to choose in a ‘present’ filled with synchronic contingencies exists and 

“actualization of contingent possibilities is performed by divine and/or by human wills” 

(Jaczn, 1994, p. 103). 

Philosophy of Threats of Change, Facilities, and Incentives  

Facilities and incentives are structures and conduits that clarify diachronic or 

synchronic contingencies (Lin & Fu, 2013).  In other words, facilities ‘facilitate’ choice 

in a constantly changing world, especially in conditions that involve social systems that 

depend on language, history, and human customs (Anderson & Anderson, 2010: 

Cascardi, 2014).  Analyzing concepts of change and identity aids in understanding the 

facilities and incentives that determine choice.   

In order to talk about the threat of change as a type of contingency, one must also 

talk about time and identity.  Both Aristotle and Leibniz contended that “time does not 

exist independently of the events [changes] that occur in time” (Markosian, 2002).  
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Mortensen (2002) defined change as “simply difference or nonidentity in the features of 

things.”  It represents the differences that occur in the structures and characteristics of 

phenomenological reality with the passage of time in ongoing states of actuality and 

potentiality (Dyke & Bardon, 2013, Markosian, 2002; Mortensen, 2002).  Nagarjuna 

(1996) saw change as the emptiness and absence of essential existence in time, as well as 

in things.  Leibniz, on the other hand, described change in time as a set of essential 

instances rather than as an empty singular continuum (De Risi, 2007).   

The segment below examines the following:  the ideas of the Madhyamakan 

philosopher, Nagarjuna; elements of the theories of the rationalist philosopher, Leibniz; 

and the thoughts of three contemporary authors Kotter (1996), Pisapia (2009), and 

Scharmer (2007).  These views provide insights into theories of constant change and 

personal identity.  Grasping such concepts facilitates decision-making in a competitive 

world.  Again, these theories serve to introduce later discussions on Steele’s (2011) 

contingency threat theory. 

Scharmer’s (2007) position on change rested on ancient arguments that connect 

him to Nagarjuna’s dialetheistic views on mankind’s mental limitations in knowing the 

true nature of personal identity.  Pisapia’s and Kotter’s perspectives on change can be 

connected to the reductionism of Leibniz.  Kotter (1996) viewed change in identifiable 

sequential stages.  Pisapia (2009) framed identity in temporal interlocking dyads of 

stability and chaos.  In a manner typical of Leibniz and other scholars, both offered 

temporal solutions by which leaders anticipate the future as it unfolds in a system of 

changes (Broad, 1975; Futch, 2008; Hooker, 1982; Kotter, 1996; Pisapia, 2009).   
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Scharmer’s dialetheistic views of change are evident in his description of the 

decoupling features of the paradoxical barriers that exist in hierarchical linear thinking.  

Using Nagarjuna’s Madhyamakan philosophy, he coined the term “presencing” as a way 

to ameliorate the linguistic dialetheistic contradictions of the concepts of identity and 

change.  Nagarjuna taught that to be constant (identifiable) is to be unchanged, fixed, and 

relentlessly steady; on the other hand, to change is to be unfixed (unidentifiable), 

evolving, and to relent to whatever else comes next (Garfield, 1995).  For some, such a 

view of reality can create paralysis and fear of change.   

In contrast to Scharmer’s ethereal interests, Pisapia (2009) and Kotter (1996) 

provided systematic prescriptions for society’s dis-ease with change.  They aimed to not 

simply examine the challenges and maladies exposed by Scharmer (2007).  They 

assumed that change is inevitable.  Hence, they focused on the tools necessary for 

systematically navigating change and creating the type of change that meets personal and 

organizational objectives (Kotter, 1996). 

Taken together, the thoughts of Nagarjuna, Leibniz, Pisapia, Kotter, and Sharmer 

help to differentiate between two kinds of decision makers and change agents: (a) those at 

“ease” to shape change and (b) those paralyzed (dis-eased) by change.  The difference 

between the two types of identities lies in their awareness of the reality of change and 

whether they pay undistorted attention to it (Scharmer, 2007).  In this constantly 

changing reality, “some contexts are stable and secure, while others are wild and 

evolving” (Pisapia, 2009, p. 97).   

Kotter (1996) concluded that complacency keeps individuals and organizations 

from grasping the actuality of the relentless nature of change.  Complacency comes from 
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satisfaction with the status quo and results in contentment with paralysis.  The 

complacent often base their actions on institutions and systems downloaded from past 

habits (Scharmer, 1997).  Stuck in old habits, they find themselves involved in what Jack 

Welch referred to as “when the rate of change on the outside exceeds the rate of change 

on the inside” (Pisapia, 2009, p. 96). 

On the other hand, strategic leaders and thinkers reform old habits and 

strategically envision various futures.  They understand the vision of Leibniz, who saw 

time as a system of possibilities and contingencies.  Caught in one stream of the change 

curve, the complacent are stuck in one world and one type of time.  However, strategic 

leaders choose to create new curves.  They define what the future should look like and 

align people with a vision that inspires them to make it happen in spite of obstacles 

(Kotter, 1996).  Furthermore, “they overcome relentless endless pressures and 

expectations to meet the threats and opportunities posed by the external environment” 

(Pisapia, 2009, p.120).   

Identity Contingency Threat Theory 

The above aspects of this study’s theoretical framework examined philosophically 

and separately the concepts of identity, contingency, and the threat of change.  The 

section below synthesizes these concepts with Steele’s (2011) ICT theory.  Steele (2011) 

maintained that, in life, reality attaches contingencies to one’s identity.  An identity 

contingency emerges when  

People involved [in a competitive setting] have to deal with [issues] because they 

have a particular social identity in a situation.  Other people in the situation don’t 
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have to deal with them, just the people who have the same identity. (Steele, 2011, 

p .4) 

 

Along these lines, Steele (2011) contended that ICT occurs when performing in a 

group where one’s identity is negatively stereotyped.  Confirming the stereotype poses a 

contingency threat to one’s identity.  Under such a threat, a group underperforms because 

of the pressure of the distraction of a negative stereotype.  In other words, the stereotype 

refers to an atmosphere/reputation and to the people (personal influences) that lie within 

and outside of a competitive setting and environment, which may negatively affect the 

facility to compete and diminish the incentives to do well.   

Positive identity contingencies also manifest in our society, like the assumptions 

about Asian students doing well in mathematics.  “Many sorts of identity contingencies 

exist for most people, whether they are old, young, gay, a White male, a woman, Black, 

Latino, politically conservative or liberal, . . .and so forth” (Steele, 2011, p. 3) They are 

the narrative people tell themselves and those told by communities about themselves and 

others (Steele, 2010). 

According to Steele (2010), personal influences can create or alleviate anxiety in 

others.  In one of his many experiments, he placed two groups in the same setting to take 

a difficult test.  One group did well and the other underperformed under the threat posed 

by a stereotype.  However, when the facilitator removed the stereotype threat and 

reframed the incentives to taking the test, the under-performing group did as well as the 

other group.  In this scenario, the facilitator, a person of influence, helped to increase the 

performance of another by removing the threat (Steele, 1997). 
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Steele’s emphasis on the ontic of personal influences are consistent with the 

thoughts of Poster and Utz (1997) and Bac (2010) on the power of personal volition 

within the context of simultaneous contingencies; and also in line with the contentions of 

Feuerbach (1986), Buber (2004), Levinas (1979), and Ricoeur (1992), who taught the 

importance of person-to-person relationships.  Feuerbach (1986) believed that a 

community distinguishes reality in covenant relationships of ‘I’ with ‘Thou,’ “a form he 

argues [which] is necessary to the constitution of the human being as a person” 

(Feuerbach, 1986, p. xxi).  In 1923 Martin Buber built upon this by establishing two 

types of influential personal relationships: ‘I-Thou’ and ‘I-It’ relations.   

The “I-Thou” relation is the pure encounter of one whole unique entity with 

another in such a way that the other is known without being subsumed under a 

universal.  Not yet subject to classification or limitation, the “Thou” is not 

reducible to spatial or temporal characteristics.  In contrast to this the “I-It” 

relation is driven by categories of “same” and “different” and focuses on universal 

definition.  An “I-It” relation experiences a detached thing, fixed in space and 

time, while an “I-Thou” relation participates in the dynamic, living process of an 

“other.” (Scott, 2015) 

 

Relationships with others can pose a deterministic, diachronic or synchronic 

threat to one’s identity.  In the juxtaposition of morality and conflict, Levinas (1979) 

believed that morality frames others as nobly other, while conflict reduces others to 

disposable things.  Conflict poses a contingency threat to personal identity by reducing it 

to stereotypes, conquering persons through generalities such as other side, other races, 

and other nations.  However,  
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The Other, is an alter ego as another myself or a coexistence or mitsein, but the 

Other is still not me, and thus is Other . . .  It is precisely only as transcendent that 

the Other is Other and not me; Just as I am solitary and not the other. (Bourgeois, 

1999, p. 34)  

 

Levinas (1979) and Ricoeur (1992) disagreed on the point of contingency “within 

interiority (i.e., the ego) for an encounter [to be negotiated] with the other (i.e., the alter 

ego)” (Cohen, 2002, p.110).  Ricoeur maintained that the contingencies of reality create 

the narrative that makes up a person’s identity in its encounter with others.  Human 

identity maintains its interiority and continuity with others through human history.  

Ricoeur (2010) described it as self-interpretation “inscribed in the hermeneutics of 

historical consciousness” (p. 206).  Ricoeur’s notion involves  

The moment framed by the agent’s space of experience and horizon of 

expectation.  To give expression to this complex historical present one must use a 

kind of discourse that can articulate both strings of actions and events and their 

human contexts.  The kind of discourse that can do this is narrative.  (Dauenhauer, 

2014) 

 

In Steele’s (2011) scenario of two tested groups, a group’s reputation (based on 

contingent narratives) contained stereotypes that threatened individual/personal identity.  

In this case, one may redefine and restate the stereotype threats to personal identity in 

ways that relate to the three types of contingency paradigms: (a) deterministic identity 

contingency threat, (b) diachronic identity contingency threat, and (c) synchronic identity 

contingency threat.  In the first, the threat perceptibly comes from a pre-determined 
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identity and the belief that one’s identity is destined to perform poorly.  One’s destined 

identity fatalistically compromises free-will or at least embeds one’s will in the powerful 

irresistible forces of failure in a competitive setting.  In the second, reckoning with a 

diachronic contingency of the world as it intuitively exists, one’s identity provides clear 

pragmatic choices.  However, there are choices unique to the membership and reputation 

of a certain group.  Absent a fixed ultimate purpose to determine one’s destiny, one 

cannot explain any unfortunate pre-conditions and contingencies unique to being a 

member of a certain group.  However, one can freely choose to face all threats to one’s 

identity by maintaining old alliances or creating new alliances.  In the third, a person has 

many identities with many synchronic contingencies from which to choose.  Identity and 

intelligence are malleable and expandable (Aronson, Fried, & Good, 2001).  One can 

choose to remain stuck in one world or choose from several possible worlds.  Right when 

an identity seems fixed, it is possible for it to be otherwise.   

Steele (2011) seemed to favor the third type of scenario (i.e., synchronic 

contingency) in his solution to facing the challenges of stereotype threats.  His solutions 

run parallel to views on identity and change held by Scharmer, Pisapia, and Kotter.  A 

person has the choice to be present in a moment of synchronic contingencies, anticipating 

the future as it unfolds in a system of changes.  Otherwise, identity contingency threats 

can keep a person paralyzed and unable to perform.  As Levinas (1979) posited, 

competition and conflict can threaten individuals by reducing people to stereotypes and 

conquering them through generalities.  Attempts to avoid the threat of being reduced to a 

stereotype may also create a real disadvantage in a competitive setting in which 

conflicting groups may not have to deal with the same pressures and threats.   
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For example, if an AAM views honors as a members-only elitist group whose 

culture projects a reputation of superiority to theirs, then that is a stereotype threat, a 

contingency of their identity.  According to Steele (2011), in such a scenario, the 

threatened individual may make a risk analysis, which processes the threat to their 

identity, and then behave in ways to cope with the stereotypes.  Steele has demonstrated 

that stereotype threats can exist in numerous conditions, such as when taking tests, 

participating in athletic competitions, and making choices about membership in certain 

cultural zones.   

Steele and Aronson (1995) conducted four studies that examined stereotype threat 

and the intellectual test performance of African-Americans. 

Studies 1 and 2 varied the stereotype vulnerability of Black participants taking a 

difficult verbal test by varying whether or not their performance was ostensibly 

diagnostic of ability, and thus, whether or not they were at risk of fulfilling the 

racial stereotype about their intellectual ability.  Reflecting the pressure of this 

vulnerability, Blacks underperformed in relation to Whites in the ability-

diagnostic condition but not in the non-diagnostic condition (with Scholastic 

Aptitude Tests controlled).  Study 3 validated that ability-diagnosticity 

cognitively activated the racial stereotype in these participants and motivated 

them not to conform to it, or to be judged by it.  Study 4 showed that mere 

salience of the stereotype could impair Blacks’ performance even when the test 

was not ability diagnostic. (Steele & Aronson, 1995, p. 797)  

 

Along with Steele (2011), other authors further contend that “Social identities [“Black” 

or “White” domains] create contingencies that influence people’s actual and perceived 
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opportunities for success in particular domains” (Harris & Lieberman, 2013, p. 188).  

Therefore, AAM perceptions of honors programs as diagnostic of ability and in conflict 

with their narrative identity may influence their choice to participate or not participate in 

such programs.   

Chapter Summary 

This chapter provided the theoretical framework for this study of AAM awareness 

of and application to honors programs.  Chapter 3 further examined the philosophical 

foundations and the relevant research undergirding the study’s theoretical framework.  It 

provided an examination of the concept of contingency and Steele’s (2011) ICT theory, 

which provides the theoretical perspective for understanding the motivational epistemic 

virtues African-American males hold as they choose whether or not to participate in 

honors programs.  Chapter 4 describes the methods and procedures used to collect and 

analyze the data. 
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CHAPTER IV. METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

A mixed method design was used for the purpose of this study (AAMH), to 

examine African-American male student awareness of and application to honors 

programs within the context of two higher education institutions.  This design is used 

when a researcher wants to compare and contrast quantitative statistical results with 

qualitative findings directly, or to validate or expand quantitative results with qualitative 

data (Creswell, 2002).  The researcher employed the survey method for the purpose of 

quantitative analysis and conducted focus groups for the purpose of qualitative analysis. 

This study sought to answer two categories of questions: (a) internal factors and 

(b) external factors.  The questions are as follows: First category: Question1: To what 

extent are African-American males aware of the honors programs of the selected state 

colleges (SSCs)? Question 2: Is there a difference in the number of AAMs who are aware 

of the honors programs within the selected state colleges and the number of those who 

are not aware of such programs? Question 3: Is awareness of honors programs within the 

selected state colleges an important factor among AAMs in their choice to apply to 

honors programs? Question 4: Is there a difference between the numbers of AAMs, 

whether aware or unaware, who applied to the honors programs within the selected state 

colleges and the numbers of those who did not apply to honors programs? Second 

category: Question 5: What is the perception of AAMs concerning the atmosphere and 
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reputation, facilities, personal influences, and incentives of honors programs in the SSCs 

as they choose whether or not to apply to the honors programs of the SSCs?  

The AAMH study examined the level of awareness of high achieving African-

American male students regarding honors programs at the collegiate level.  In answering 

the second category of research questions, the researcher analyzed study participant 

responses to survey and focus group questions, including: atmosphere and reputation, 

facilities, personal influences, and incentives (promotional, financial, and other 

considerations).   

Procedures  

Part I: Quantitative 

This study consists of two parts: (a) administration of an electronic survey to both 

African-American male honors students and African-American male non-honors 

students, and (b) conduct of focus group sessions (see Figure 5).  For the purposes of Part 

I of this study, the researcher developed an electronic survey, which was administered to 

African-American male students who applied to honors programs and African-American 

male students who had not applied to honors programs from each selected institution (see 

Appendix A).  This protocol, titled Honors Program Questionnaire (HPQ), was adapted 

from the ACT profile.  It was distributed by the honors directors of each selected 

institution via a hyperlink provided by the researcher.  Responses were collected using 

Survey Monkey (monkeysurvey.com), an online survey service.   
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Figure 5. Study protocol. 

 

Sample.  The study participants were degree-seeking African-American males, 

enrolled as full time students within the participating HEIs institutions during the fall 

semester of the 2014–2015 academic year (i.e., fall 2014 and spring 2015).  For the 

purposes of part I of the study, there were two samples.  The first sample comprised 

academically qualified African-American males who applied to honors programs any 

time during their enrollment within the institution.  The subjects were either first- or 

second-year students, all males, and of African descent.  By the time of data collection 

for the purpose of this study, the second sample consisted of academically qualified 

African-American males who had not applied to honors programs in the selected HEI.   
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Instrumentation.  The researcher-developed electronic survey was adapted from 

the American College Testing program (ACT) student profile model that consists of 27 

items (see Appendix A) pertaining to influence on a student’s college selection process 

(Richards & Holland, 1965).  This model has an emphasis on personality and 

environment emanating from Holland’s career decision theory (Holland, 1966), wherein 

self-concept and the context of a student’s decision drive student choice (Gordon, 2007, 

p. 68).  The 27 items (Appendix A) used in the ACT profile model represent influences 

that fall under the categories of atmosphere and reputation, facilities, personal influences 

and incentives, as well as other considerations.  For the present study, the 27 items on the 

questionnaire were adjusted to undergird the study’s conceptual framework and the 

research questions of this study (see Table 3).  Each item was rated on a three-point scale: 

no importance, minor consideration, and major consideration.   

Data collection.  The participating HEI honors program directors agreed (via 

letter of cooperation for IRB purposes) to email a copy of the researcher-developed 

electronic survey to all African-American male students who were eligible to apply to 

their honors program via a link to the electronic survey.  Each subject was then given 

instruction to complete the electronic survey.  They were also advised that participation 

in response to the survey was voluntary and that there was no penalty for non-

participation.  Each completed survey was then stored in the online database and was 

made accessible to the researcher for download and analysis.   

Quantitative data analysis.  The first part of this study involves quantitative data 

analysis in which statistical analysis was used to determine what factors contribute the 

most to African-American males’ decisions to apply to honors programs.  Each African- 
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Table 3 

 

HPQ Four Categories of Influence and Subscale 
 

 

Categories of Influence 

 

Subscale 

 

Atmosphere and Reputation – including but 

not limited to intellectual atmosphere, 

empowering culture, excellent faculty, and 

community reputation 

1.  Honors faculty 2.  Scholarship eligibility 

standards 3.  Social climate 5.  Faculty 

reputation 24.  Intellectual atmosphere 25.  

National Reputation 26.  Diversity 

  

Facilities – including but not limited to 

special curriculum, technology, and 

comprehensive physical and educational 

facilities 

4.  Class size 6.  Location 8.  Facilities, 

technology, and accommodations 13.  Close 

to home 21.  Campus visit 

  

Personal Influences – including but not 

limited to advice of parents, advice of high 

school teachers, influence of peers and 

community leaders 

14.  Advice of parents 15.  Advice of brother 

or sister 16.  Advice of alumni contact 17.  

Advice of peers/friends 18.  Advice of 

teacher(s) 19.  Advice of school counselor 20.  

Advice of admissions counselor  

  

Incentives – including but not limited to 

scholarships, desirable resume component for 

future transfer or graduate school and other 

considerations 

7.  Curriculum 9.  Ethical values and social 

service 10.  Conservative/ Progressive/ 

Liberal Outlook 11.  Cost-benefit analysis 12.  

Extra-curricular activities 22.  Honors 

societies 23.  Number and/or types of 

scholarships 27.  Competitive for transferring 

to next academic level 

 

Note. Adapted from “A factor analysis of student explanations of their choice of a 

college” by J.M. Richards and J.L. Holland. 1965, ACT Research Reports, 8, 1-23. 

Adapted with permission. 
 

American male student rated 27 kinds of influence according to how much each criterion 

had affected his decision to apply to the institution’s honors program; note that, since the 

selection criteria for the study requires the student to have already applied or not applied, 

the student would already have made a choice.  Each item was rated by the study 

participant on a three-point scale of no importance, a minor consideration, or a major 
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consideration.  Scores from 1 to 3 were assigned to the student’s response so that a high 

score would indicate a higher degree of influence. 

A Wilcoxon Signed Rank test on matched differences was conducted.  Each of the 

four factors was paired with another in order to determine if there was a difference 

between the median of the two variables.  In order to reassign each factor as a variable, 

the questions belonging to each factor were averaged to create the new variable.  For 

instance, questions 4, 6, 8, 13, and 21 are under the factor ‘facilities;’ the responses for 

these questions were added together and were divided by 5 in order to calculate an 

averaged value for each subject for the variable ‘facilities.’  Thus, atmosphere and 

reputation was paired with facilities, personal influences, and incentives; facilities was 

further paired with personal influences, and with incentives; lastly, personal influences 

was paired with incentives.  In order to account for type I error, a Bonferroni test 

procedure was conducted. The significance criterion alpha was set to be 0.05 divided by 

k=6, which is the number of comparisons made. Results that were below 0.05/k or 0.0833 

were considered to be significant. To look at the data in more depth, regression analysis 

was used to determine if awareness of the campus’ honors program was a predictor of 

application to the honors program.  The predictor variable is awareness and is 

dichotomous (0,1).  The outcome variable, application to the honors program, is also 

measured as a dichotomous variable (0,1).   

For further examination, the researcher sought to determine if there was a 

statistically significant difference between the proportion of applicants and the proportion 

of non-applicants.  For this, descriptive analysis was conducted to examine any 

difference.  Subsequently a binomial test was conducted to determine if any observed 
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difference was statistically significant.  This analysis was conducted on ‘application’ as a 

dichotomous variable (yes, no).  For further analysis, the researcher aimed to examine if 

there was a statistically significant difference in the proportion of those who applied to 

the honors program and those who did not apply.  A binomial test was also used to 

analyze any possible difference.   

In summary, to address the second hypothesis, which supports the second 

question, a binomial test was conducted on the variable ‘application’ on all African-

American male student subjects.  The analysis was based on N = 226, where 176 (78%) 

did not apply to honors programs within the selected institutions at the time of the study 

and 50 (22%) applied to an honors program within the institutions.   

To test the third hypothesis of this study a binomial test was conducted with a test 

proportion of 0.50.  Cases of awareness versus non-awareness were selected separately 

for two different analyses.  For the first selection of cases, only African-American male 

subjects who indicated they were aware of the honors programs within their institution 

were selected for analysis. For the second selection of cases, only African-American male 

subjects who indicated they were not aware of the honors programs within their 

institution were selected for analysis.  

To test the first hypothesis, a regression analysis was conducted at alpha 0.05 with 

two tailed analysis.  The outcome variable was set as application (0,1), and the predictor 

variable was set as awareness (0,1).  In order to test the fifth hypothesis, a Wilcoxon 

Signed Rank test and a logistic regression analysis were performed. A Wilcoxon Signed 

Rank test on matched pairs differences was conducted on different pairs of variables.  

The pairs included: atmosphere and reputation-facilities, atmosphere and reputation-
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personal influences, atmosphere and reputation-incentives, facilities-personal influences, 

facilities-incentives, personal influences-incentives.  This was done in order to test the 

variables to examine whether the two variables in a pair differed in importance to 

African-American male students. In addition, a logistic regression was performed in 

order to determine if atmosphere and reputation, facilities, personal influences, and 

incentives contributed differently to African-American male students’ choices to apply to 

honors programs.  

Part II: Qualitative 

Procedures.  Part II of this study involved the conduct of four focus group 

sessions at one of the selected case study institutions in order to understand and interpret 

the undergirding knowledge that may have played a role in the choices of African-

American male students in whether or not to apply to honors programs.  The researcher 

conducted semi-structured focus groups with standardized interviews.  This part of the 

study allowed the researcher to understand the extent of the prior knowledge of African-

American male honors applicants and non-applicants, how African-American male 

students came to their views about honors programs, and why they had those points of 

view.   

Instrumentation.  The researcher-developed focus group protocol was based on 

four categories of influences from the American College Testing program (ACT) student 

profile model (see Appendix A) pertaining to awareness of and application to honors 

programs.  These four categories of influences informed the questions that were asked 

during the focus group sessions, as shown in Table 4. 
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Table 4 

 

Focus Group Categories of Influence and Subscale 

 

 

Categories 

 

Questions 

 

 

Introduction and general questions  

 

1.  Have you applied to the honors program at your 

college? 

6.  What do you know about honors programs and 

honors societies in general? 

7.  What do you know about the honors program at 

your college? 

9.  In your opinion, what is the best way a student 

should go about becoming part of the honors 

program at your college? 

 

Atmosphere and Reputation – 

including but not limited to 

intellectual atmosphere, empowering 

culture, excellent faculty, and 

community reputation 

 

2.  When you applied to honors, were you aware of 

the atmosphere and reputation of the honors 

program at the college and can you give us a 

description? If you did not apply, please describe 

what you know about the honors atmosphere and 

reputation at the college? 

8.  What does it mean for a student’s reputation to 

be part of an honors program? Is this reputation 

important among African-American males? 

 
Facilities – including but not limited to 

special curriculum, technology, and 

comprehensive physical and educational 

facilities 

4.  What facilities—such as classrooms, staff, 

special curriculum, technology, and comprehensive 

physical and educational facilities—were you aware 

of when you applied? If you did not apply, what 

facilities are you aware of in the honors program at 

the college? 

13.  Describe classes and classrooms in which you 

have participated that you feel were least like what 

you would expect in an honors class? If you are part 

of honors, has it lived up to its reputation and your 

expectations? 

14.  Describe classes and classrooms in which you 

have participated that you feel were most like what 

you would expect in an honors class? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Continued) 
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(Continued) 

 

                            Categories                                                                   Questions                                                         

  

Personal Influences – including but not 

limited to advice of parents, advice of 

high school teachers, influence of peers 

and community leaders 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.  Who in your circle of influence—family, friends, 

acquaintances, and/or school officials--are aware of 

honors and could have told you, and/or could have 

but failed to tell you, about honors? Who in your 

circle of influence should be able to tell you about 

honors? 

10.  Describe any activities sponsored or promoted 

by the honors program inside or outside of the 

classroom that have contributed to your awareness 

of the benefits of an honors program? Does any 

activity or event in African-American male culture 

provide competing incentives to those sponsored or 

promoted by honors? 

 12.  What in your opinion can be done better to 

prepare African-American male students to become 

members of an honors program? If you are part of 

honors, when/if you share your honors experience 

with others outside of honors, how it is received 

among African-American males versus people of 

other races and genders? 

 

 

Incentives – including but not limited to 

scholarships, desirable resume 

component for future transfer or 

graduate school and other 

considerations 

3.  What incentives where you aware of when you 

applied to honors? If you did not apply, what 

incentives are you aware of in the honors program 

at the college? 

10.  Describe any activities sponsored or promoted 

by the honors program inside or outside of the 

classroom that have contributed to your awareness 

of the benefits of an honors program? Does any 

activity or event in African-American male culture 

provide competing incentives to those sponsored or 

promoted by honors? 

11.  In your opinion, how do college entrance 

orientation programs prepare students to take 

advantage of honors programs? 

 

 

Note. Adapted from “A factor analysis of student explanations of their choice of a 

college” by J.M. Richards and J.L. Holland. 1965, ACT Research Reports, 8, 1-23. 

Adapted with permission. 
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Sample.  Part II of the study sample consisted of 16 African-American males, but 

only from institution 2 (State College B), using the typical case and critical case 

purposeful sampling strategies (Henry, 1900).  Typical case sampling and critical case 

sampling permit the researcher to select “a limited number of cases that logic or prior 

experience indicate would allow generalization to the population” (Henry, 1990, p. 21).  

The first criterion for participation was that each participant self-identify as an African-

American male.  A second criterion for the study required a participant to be a current 

student with a 3.50 overall GPA.  A third criterion required participants to have 

completed at least 12 college credits, with the intent of capitalizing on the experiences of 

African-American males who—at the time of the study—could have had ample 

opportunity for exposure to the college’s honors program.  The honors coordinator at the 

institution randomly selected 8 participants from a pool of 17 volunteers from the 

institution’s honors program and randomly selected 8 participants from a pool of 14 

volunteers from the college’s African-American Student Club, who indicated that they 

had never applied to an honors program.   

Demographics.  Out of the 16 participants, 8 African-American males were 

applicants to honors programs and 8 African-American males were non-applicants to 

honors programs.  The educational background, future transfer plans, employment status, 

and status in college clubs were documented.  The high school background of the eight 

honors applicants consisted of two who were homeschooled, two who had only taken 

Advanced Placement (AP) courses, five who had taken both AP and dual-enrollment 

courses.  Five sought an Associate of Science degree.  Three sought an Associate of Arts 

degree.  All eight participants in this group planned to transfer to four-year universities 
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after graduating from the college.  One worked full time and four worked part time.  Two 

were members of the college’s pre-med club.  Six were members of Phi Theta Kappa 

Honors Society.  Five were members of the college’s African-American Student Club. 

The honors non-applicant group included two students who had taken Advanced 

Placement (AP) courses, and three subjects who had taken dual-enrollment courses.  

Three sought an Associate of Science degree.  Four sought an Associate of Arts degree.  

Four planned to transfer to four-year universities after completing their degrees at the 

college.  Two planned to transfer to four-year universities without completing degrees at 

the college.  Two did not plan to transfer and planned to obtain a four-year degree from 

the college.  Four worked full time and three worked part time.  Three were members of 

the college’s Social Sciences Group.  All eight were members of the college’s African-

American Student Club.   

Qualitative data analysis.  The researcher conducted and recorded four focus 

group sessions.  A total of four 60-minute focus groups were conducted, resulting in five 

hours recorded focus group material.  The focus group sessions were conducted in the 

honors office and pseudonyms were used to maintain confidentiality.  To enhance the 

reliability of the focus group protocol, the focus group protocol was piloted in an 

African-American Student Union meeting and amended based on the feedback of the 

club participants.  These amendments include minor changes in wording and the order of 

the questions.  An audio recording of the focus group sessions was made, with the 

participants’ approval.  Field notes were also taken during the focus group sessions and 

were later transcribed.  Immediately after each session, to enhance the validity of the 
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findings, focus group participants were given the opportunity to review the written 

transcripts for accuracy.   

All data from the focus group sessions were compiled and contents analyzed as 

qualitative findings emerged.  To increase the validity and reliability of the findings, the 

researcher and Honor’s coordinator individually reviewed the transcriptions for recurring 

themes, patterns, and insights.  They also individually coded the focus group sessions and 

later cross-checked their findings.  A Data Analysis Chart (See Appendix B) was 

developed to organize and collate the findings.  Additional strategies used to increase the 

internal validity of the focus group data were used, with the Scissor-and-Sort Technique 

to identify parts of the sessions that were relevant to the four categories of influence.  A 

classification system for the categories of influence was developed and material in the 

transcript related to each topic was identified and placed together.  An individual audit 

trail was kept in the form of individual comments, which reflected the questions, 

reflections, and interpretations.   

Chapter Summary 

This study (AAMH) sought to examine African-American male student 

awareness of and application to honors programs within the context of two higher 

education institutions.  This chapter described the mixed methods and procedures use to 

collect and analyze the data for the level of awareness of high achieving African-

American male students regarding honors programs at the collegiate level.  It also 

described the procedures for analyzing study participant responses to survey and focus 

group questions, including: atmosphere and reputation, facilities, personal influences and 

incentives, in addition to promotional, financial, and other considerations.   



77 

CHAPTER V. RESULTS 

This chapter presents the findings from the analyses carried out in order to 

determine African-American male (AAM) students’ awareness of and application to 

honors programs in two selected state colleges in the state of Florida.  To satisfy the 

quantitative nature of this study, IBM SPSS 21.0 was used for the purpose of data 

analysis.  Further to address the qualitative nature of this study, semi-structured focus 

group sessions were held.  The chapter is divided into two parts.  Part I of the study 

findings addresses the quantitative portion of the study.  Part II of the study findings 

addresses the results of the qualitative portion of the study.   

Part I 

This section addresses the study’s five research questions and related hypotheses 

(i.e., the quantitative portion of the study).  The two tailed binomial tests revealed that the 

proportion of AAMs who applied to honors programs within the selected institutions was 

significantly different than the proportion of the students who did not apply (p < .001). 

The proportion of those who applied 0.22 was less than those who did not apply 0.78 as 

shown in Table 5.  Additionally, binomial testing revealed that the proportion of AAMs 

who were aware of the honors programs within their institution significantly differed 

from the proportion of African-American male students who were not aware (p = 0.018). 

The proportion of those who were aware was less than those who were unaware, as 

shown in Table 5).  A binomial test was conducted with a test proportion of 0.50.  Cases 
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of awareness versus non-awareness were selected separately for two different analyses.  

For the first selection of cases, only African-American male students who indicated they 

were aware of the honors programs within their institution were selected for analysis.  

Further, the binomial test results revealed that there was no difference between the 

proportion of African-American male students who applied and the proportion of those 

who did not apply, (p = 0.610) when they were aware of the honors program.  However, 

when the AAM students were not aware of the honors program, binomial testing reveals 

that there was a significant difference between the two proportions of AAM students.  Of 

the 130 honors qualified AAMs who applied, the results showed the following: when 

unaware of the honors program within their institution, 5 (that is, 4%) of AAMs applied 

to the honors programs, and 125 (that is, 96%) did not apply (p<0.001).  “Unawareness” 

ranges from no knowledge to superficial knowledge of the existence of honors. 

Table 5 

 

Binomial Test Results for Awareness and Application to Honors Programs 

 
 

N=226 

 

Application 

 

Awareness 

Observed  

Proportions 

Yes= 0.22                   

No= 0.78 

Yes= 0.42         

No= 0.58 

p <0.001 0.018 

 

A regression analysis was conducted using a two-tailed alpha of .05.  The 

outcome was set as application (0,1) and the predictor variable was set at awareness (0,1).  

The model revealed that awareness was statistically significant, such that the variable 

selected for this model predicted a significant amount of criterion variance, F (1, 224) = 

79.76, p< .001.  R2 = 0.26 suggested that the model explained 26% of the variation that 
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occurs when African-American male students applying to their institution’s honors 

program is concerned. 

The study revealed a statistically significant difference between atmosphere-

reputation and facilities z = -4.270 (p < .001).  The test also suggests that atmosphere-

reputation is likely to be of more importance for African-American male students 

applying to honors programs within their institution than facilities.  The same results 

were obtained for atmosphere-reputation and personal influence, z = -4.269, p<.001; 

however there was no significant difference between atmosphere-reputation and 

incentives, z = -0.154, p = 0.877.  There was no significant difference between facilities 

and personal influence, z = -1.874, p = .061.  Incentives was of more importance than 

facilities, z = -4.783, p <.001 and personal influence, z = -4.166, p< .001. 

Overall the results indicate that the proportion of those African-American male 

students who applied to their HEI honors program is significantly different than the 

proportion of the students who did not apply.  The proportion of those who were aware of 

the honors programs within their institution significantly differed from the proportion of 

the African-American male students who were not aware.  There was no difference 

between the proportion of the African-American male students who applied and the 

proportion of those who did not apply when they were aware of the honors program.  

However, when the African-American male students were not aware of the honors 

programs, most African-American males understandably did not apply to them.   

A logistic regression was performed in order to determine if atmosphere and 

reputation, facilities, personal influences, and incentives contributed differently to 

African-American male students’ choices to apply to honors programs. The logistic 
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regression model was statistically significant, χ2 (4) = 24.179, p < .0001. The model 

explained (Nagelkerke R2 =0.226) 22.6% of the variance in terms of whether or not these 

students applied to honors programs. Atmosphere/reputation, facility, and incentives 

contributed significantly to the model (p<0.047, 0.001, and 0.008 respectively), while 

personal influence did not contribute significantly to the model (p< 0.376).  Increasing 

importance given to atmosphere and reputation, as well as incentive, was associated with 

an increased likelihood for applying to honors programs. 

The results of the Wilcoxon Signed Rank test also suggest that atmosphere-

reputation and incentives are likely to be of more importance for African-American male 

students within their institution than facilities and personal influence.  There was no 

difference in importance between atmosphere-reputation and incentives.  There was also 

no difference in importance between facilities and personal influences, as shown in Table 

6.  In order to account for type I error, a Bonferroni test procedure was conducted. The 

significance criterion alpha was set to be 0.05 divided by k=6, which is the number of 

comparisons made. Results that were below 0.05/k or 0.0833 were considered to be 

significant. 

Table 6 

 

Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test Results 
 
  

Facility – 

Atmosphere 

Reputation 

 

Personal 

Influences - 

Atmosphere 

Reputation  

 

Incentives – 

Atmosphere 

Reputation 

 

Personal 

Influences - 

Facilities 

 

Incentives - 

Facilities 

 

Incentives – 

Personal 

Influences 

 

 

Z 

 

-4.270 

 

-4.269 

 

-.154 

 

-1.874 

 

-4.783 

 

 

-4.166 

p  (2-tailed) .001 .001 .877 .061 .001 .001 
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Part II 

 Part II of the study findings addresses the first research question only (i.e., to what 

extent are African-American males aware of the honors program of selected state 

colleges?).  The researcher examined this aspect of the study from a qualitative 

perspective.  Participants’ statements were interwoven in a narrative format to create 

richer descriptions and images of what they described or felt.  Non-applicants represented 

the first unit of analysis, and applicants represented the second unit of analysis.  

Participants were identified as African-American Male applicants or non-applicants 

where appropriate.  The abbreviation AAA is used to correspond to African-American 

Male applicants, and AAN for African-American Male non-applicants.  The researcher 

used the pseudonyms Bob, Jim, Tom, Steve, Kobe, Charlie, Clark, and Brian for 

applicants.  Jay, Mark, Fisher, Julius, Ace, Devon, Luke, and Scott were used for non-

applicants.  This section concludes with a brief chapter summary statement. 

Awareness of Atmosphere/Reputation 

All of the AAM applicants considered their awareness of the 

atmosphere/reputation of an honors program to be the most influential factor in their 

choice to apply to honors programs.  According to each of the AAAs, awareness of 

atmosphere and reputation was influenced by their awareness of competing cultures and 

their awareness of GPA risk management (See Figure 6).  AANs and AAAs identified 

persons of influence who were aware or unaware of the atmosphere/reputation of honors 

programs as the second most important influence in their decision.  Jim, an AAA student 

who was homeschooled in his secondary education, stated, “My parents took me out of 

traditional high schools because they felt that most did not live up to their reputation.”  
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He continued, “An honors program should enhance a college’s reputation among students 

and the people who influence them in their choices.” Steve, an AAA student, said, “I 

knew that honors is prestigious and can help you with letters of transfer.”  Carl, an AAN 

student, stated, “When I first attended college, I met the requirements [of honors] and I 

found out about [honors] the second semester that I came out here.  I was like a chicken 

with no head on the first semester.”  Carl went on to report that by the time he found out 

about honors, his GPA dropped and he was no longer qualified.  His GPA is up again but 

he is close to graduating. 

 

 

Figure 6.  Awareness of Atmosphere and Reputation, Competing Cultures, and GPA 

Risk Management. 

 

Awareness of Atmosphere and Reputation and GPA Risk Management 

All of the AAA students agreed that a strong grade point average (GPA) among 

honors students creates a prestigious atmosphere and reputation for a college; it works to 

the interest of students, the honors program, and the college at large.  However, 

awareness of the honors GPA entrance requirement has the potential of threatening the 

narrative identity of gifted AAMs to a greater extent than other endeavors such as typical 

Awareness of 
Competing 

Cultures

Awareness of 
Atmosphere 

and 
Reputation

Awareness of 
GPA Risk 

Management
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sports stereotypes.  However, Brian, an AAA student, maintained, “It is what college is 

all about and it is what is used to judge between good students and bad ones; good 

academic programs and bad ones; as well as good colleges and bad colleges.” On the 

other hand, Scott, an AAN student, stated that a rigid emphasis on high GPAs “could 

discourage high achieving African-American Males from applying to honors.” Luke, an 

AAN student, added: 

If a student already has a great GPA; let’s say he or she has a 4.0 GPA and thinks 

that honors is so prestigious and elite that their courses might require additional 

work and effort.  Why take the risk of joining honors and end up with a 3.9 GPA? 

If you stay with a crowd that does not have a great academic atmosphere and 

reputation, it is easier to keep your 4.0 GPA; more than likely, you will stick out 

and be competitive for winning scholarships and for transferring to a university 

when you finish at the college.  That student might not be lazy or lack courage.  

He might simply be pragmatic and choose to keep his perfect GPA. 

 

 Clark, an AAA student, believed that the GPA requirement should be less 

important than an honors program’s educational environment.  He stated,  

The people around you can create an environment that challenges you or 

discourages you.  I would say keep an open mind and always have a knack for 

challenges and also critical thinking that will help you make wise decisions 

academically. 

 

Several of the AAN students agreed that having an environment that focused on a variety 

of standards would better entice high achieving African-American males to apply to 
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honors.  Tom, an AAA student, stated, “Focusing on GPA is for people with a high 

school mentality.”  Fisher, an AAN student, said,  

The path is clear.  It is not about intelligence but about discipline.  There are 

bright people who could benefit from the discipline that they could gain from 

honors and they may fail in the future because of a lack of discipline. 

 

Ace, an AAN student, said: 

In addition to high GPA or great test scores, they also need to have a reputation 

for giving students a psychological advantage and readiness . . . that is, a system 

that challenges you to be ready for whatever is brought to you.  The honors 

courses are not easy.  They shouldn’t be and the professors must challenge you in 

critical thinking and problem solving, no matter the course.  A program’s 

reputation has to be more than about GPAs and test scores.  If not, why not simply 

stay out of honors and get a great GPA and good test scores without the 

aggravation? 

 

Awareness of Atmosphere and Reputation and of Competing Cultures 

The AAMs interviewed believed that even if one was aware of the atmosphere 

and reputation of honors, there may also be competing cultures (e.g., honors culture and 

African-American culture) that may overshadow honors outreach measures.  In this 

regard, the interviewees spoke of the importance of grades and also of the value of 

showcasing what Jim, an AAA student, referred to as a “complex culture, in which you 

want more than a grade.”  Given the choice between an honors and non-honors route, Jim 

stated,  
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A few years ago, it might be that I would pick the organization [in which] I found 

more of a comfort level.  That may have been the Black student union.  There are 

more people who look like me [there] and [with whom] I feel more comfortable 

and more open.  Now that I am a bit older, I understand that it is better to step out 

there and outside of your comfort zone and you will be able to grow. 

 

Overall, atmosphere/reputation emerged as a possible choice between a native 

environment and an artificially rigid honors culture.  All of the AAA students believed 

that honors is actually a “complex culture.”  Nevertheless, they also believe that honors 

affords them the opportunity to “build networks with other students and makes students 

more [well] rounded.”  

Jim and Bob compared the ideal learning atmosphere to that of a Black 

barbershop.  Jim works as a barber and stated: 

When you come to the barbershop, you are not just getting a haircut.  The barber 

is a therapist, a marriage counselor.  I am telling you that you hear all kinds of 

stories when they sit on your chair.  But it is not until they sit on your chair that 

you realize who they really are.  I have cut cops and lawyers’ [hair].  I have cut 

two time felons’ [hair]; without a typical physical image, you wouldn’t know.  

But it is different from an honors setting because the doctor, lawyer, or cop will 

not be speaking in technical language.  He’ll talk about life, his wife and his 

children.  It is not an atmosphere and setting where we talk in educational terms, 

but for example, we do talk Black history but it is more connected and directed to 

the hood and current events, the music, the Mayweather fight . . .  
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Interestingly, those who applied to and were accepted into honors programs discovered 

that honors courses were more like the barbershop experience described above and less 

like the rigid system they expected.  Jim explained that the best part of being in honors 

are the seminar style courses.  He said,  

I took an honors class that every honors student takes.  I took an IDH class and it 

is by far the most experiential learning class that I have taken.  We had to study 

and I learned so much.  It was a summer class.  I learned so much in just a few 

weeks.  More than I learned at some classes in an entire year of going to school. 

 

Jim went on to explain that, unlike an honors setting, “barbershops” are not threatening.  

According to Jim,  

The word honors, itself, is a threatening word to many in the Black community.  

For people in general, it can be threatening.  When people think of honors, they 

think of overachievers and a place where you have to play a part.  Whereas, the 

‘barbershop’ is where you are just you. 

 

Bob agreed with the comparison of honors to a barbershop.  Clark went on to 

state, “[While] I expected them (honors courses) to be more challenging, there was 

something I received from them that I did not get from other classes.  There was more 

conversation that required critical thinking.”  Steve, an AAA student, stated that his 

honors classes required hard work but “not as much busy work.  There was a lot of 

interaction between students and the professors.”  

Table 7 contains all relevant AAM comments related to atmosphere and 

reputation.  It reflects the extent of African-American Male honors applicants’ and non-
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applicants’ awareness of campus atmosphere and reputation and their perspectives related 

to this category.   

 

Table 7 

 

Focus Group Responses on Atmosphere and Reputation 
 

 

Focus Group Responses 

1. Awareness of 

Atmosphere and 

Reputation of 

Honors Programs 

1.1 AAMs who claimed to lack awareness of honors 

 I do not know much about honors but I do know that it is for 

students with a higher level of intelligence. 

 I don’t know anything significant about honors reputation. 

 I was not aware of honors.  I don’t know much about honors 

at my college but I know that it is good for students. 

 

1.2 AAMs who claimed to possess awareness of honors 

 I knew that it is prestigious and can give you a letter of 

recommendation for transfer.  Classes are good and 

challenging. 

 I was aware but I did not apply. 

 I applied in high school and had minor knowledge.  But I 

knew it held high standards because of the requirements. 

 I knew that honors is prestigious and can help you with 

letters of transfer. 

 When I first attended college, I met the requirements [of 

honors] and I found out about [honors] the second semester 

that I came out here.  I was like a chicken with no head on 

the first semester. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Continued) 
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(Continued) 
 

Focus Group Responses 

 

2. Awareness of 

atmosphere and 

reputation and of 

competing cultures 

2.2 AAM positive perception of honors in relation to competing 

cultures 

 If I were in honors, for Black people, I think the reputation 

goes up especially; either two ways, they may think you are 

smart or fake like a nerd.  So you could be cool or uncool. 

 Personally, people treat me differently when I wear my 

honors shirt and my Honors Student Committee shirt.  

People typically say, “Good job”, “Keep up the good 

grades…”  

 One time I was taking the city bus and if I were a different 

color . . . for example, if I was a White male, they might 

consider it to be typical for a White male to be an honors 

student.  They might not even notice.  But they noticed me 

and I believe that people consider this a great 

accomplishment for a Black male because it is not really 

expected. 

 I believe it is pretty prestigious to be part of the honors 

program.  It sets students apart and separates them from 

others. 

 There may be some people who are racist and the honors 

reputation may help [to increase their reputation among such 

people]. 

 Being in the honors program shows that you take your 

education more seriously than the average person . . . that 

you want more vigorous courses in your education.   

 I believe [honors reputation] should be more recognized in 

the community because we need people who want to 

continually challenge themselves instead of just slacking off 

and taking regular courses. 

 A high achiever is noticed by student life and other 

programs.  Reputation plays a big role.  It is very important 

to Black males because they are not really involved in any 

groups sticking out there.  They do not care but they need 

someone with high reputation to lead them. 

 My parents took me out of traditional high schools because 

they felt that most did not live up to their reputation.  An 

honors program should enhance a college’s reputation 

among students and the people who influence them in their 

choices. 

 

(Continued)
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(Continued) 
 

Focus Group Responses 

 

3. Awareness of 

atmosphere and 

reputation and GPA 

risk management 

 

3. AAM perception of honors and GPA 

 If a student already has a great GPA . . . let’s say he or she 

has a 4.0 GPA and thinks that honors is so prestigious and 

elite that their courses might require additional work and 

effort, why take the risk of joining honors and end up with a 

3.9 GPA?  

 If you stay with a crowd that does not have a great academic 

atmosphere and reputation, it is easier to keep your 4.0 GPA; 

more than likely, you will stick out and be competitive for 

winning scholarships and for transferring to a university 

when you finish at the college.  That student might not be 

lazy or lack courage.  He might simply be pragmatic and 

choose to keep his perfect GPA. 

 Focusing too much on GPA could discourage high achieving 

African-American males from applying to honors. 

 At first I didn’t want to risk hurting my GPA by adding more 

burdens on my schedule.  However, my religion professor 

and my advisor convinced me to apply. 

 The honors courses are not easy.  They should be.  The 

professors must challenge you in critical thinking and 

problem solving, no matter the course.  A program’s 

reputation has to be more than about GPAs and test scores.  

If not, why not simply stay out of honors and get a great 

GPA and test scores without the aggravation? 

 Focusing too much on GPA could discourage high achieving 

African-American males from applying to honors. 

 Focusing on GPA is for people with a high school mentality.  

College should be about people and less about a number. 

 In addition to GPA and great test scores, they [honors] also 

need to have a reputation for giving students a psychological 

advantage and readiness . . . that is, a system that challenges 

you to be ready for whatever is brought to you. 

 Honors programs require a 3.5 GPA and if you complete a 

number of classes you get an honors certificate. 

 Getting a GPA doesn’t define me.  It is less important than 

everything else and everyone else I value.  The people 

around you can create an environment that challenges you or 

discourages you. 
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Awareness Through Personal Influence 

AANs considered the persons of influence who were aware (or unaware) of the 

atmosphere/reputation of honors programs as the second most important influence that 

affected their decision about applying to honors programs.  AAM awareness of honors 

through personal influence included the competing forces of awareness through honors 

outreach efforts and AAM cultural influences (See Figure 7).   

 

 

Figure 7.  Awareness of Honors through personal influences, Honors Outreach and/or 

AAM Cultural Influences. 

 

 

As revealed in the data, personal influences, such as social environment and 

misinformation, also contributed to lack of awareness concerning honors.  As expressed 

by focus group participant, Clark, “The people around you can create an environment that 

challenges you or discourages you.”  Five of the AAA students credited their decision to 

apply to the positive influence of others, who encouraged them to join honors programs.  

All of the AAN and AAA students agreed that those who knew people that valued the 
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atmosphere and reputation of honors were more likely to apply to honors.  Steve, an 

AAA student, stated, “My uncle works for the college and nagged me persistently until I 

applied to honors.”  Kobe said, “My advisor told me that I was eligible and that since I 

took Advance Placement courses in high school, it would be the next step in college.  

Also, my parents were aware and encouraged me to apply.” Only one of the AAN 

students, Ace, stated that a person of influence encouraged him to apply to honors.  

Devon said, “My mother tried to get me to join but I was not interested.  I felt like honors 

was for nerds.  My friends have more influence in that regard than my mom.”  

Awareness Through Personal Influences and Through Honors Outreach 

Personal influences appeared to be more influential on AAMs than honors 

outreach measures.  Four of the AAN students agreed that peer influence outweighed that 

of family and school officials.  Seven AAN and five AAA students pointed to personal 

influences that competed with the honors culture, such as friends.  Six AAA students 

received information about honors through flyers and email messages; however, those 

with personal influence in their non-academic environment were reported as holding 

greater sway.  Clark said, “Those who could have directed us to join honors do not seem 

to value honors enough to share what they know with us.”  Scotty, an AAN student, said, 

“None of my teachers have ever mentioned it.  For example, I was doing well in my 

psychology class and music class and not one teacher mentioned it.  They leave it to 

students to find it on their own.”  Clark stated: 

Those who influence African-American males most value what seems practical to 

them.  I wouldn’t say that they don’t value education but I would say that African-

American males don’t judge people for being smart in having a 3.9 GPA.  They 
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encourage people to make efforts in terms that people appreciate more easily.  

Instead of seeing a piece of paper, African-American males may be more 

encouraged by a physical trophy for athleticism or something that can be exposed 

for their efforts and accomplishments.  Honors may seem to merely offer a piece 

of paper that says they are smart; whereas, African-American male culture may 

value more visible efforts such as sports trophies and tangible symbols. 

 

Awareness Through Personal Influences and Through Competing AAM Cultural 

Influences 

Ace stated,  

The overall social environment in the African-American male culture competes 

against honors values.  With what the social media is bringing around in music, 

rap and sports.  They are basically what the African-American males have as 

symbols to reach for in a successful life.  Education is not really that valued to a 

young African-American male teenager. 

 

Julius said, “Nothing drives African-American males away from honors but 

nothing drives them towards it.  There is no effort from those with influence in their lives 

to point them to honors.”  Carl said, “African-American males are more interested in 

sports, ladies, and music.  Like many teenagers, they care about how their status affects 

their reputation and (if they join honors) maybe they won’t be the cool guy anymore.”  

This subsection is concluded with a presentation of Table 8 containing all relevant 

AAM focus group comments related to personal influences.  It is a report on African-
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American Male honors applicants’ and non-applicants’ perspectives on the role of 

personal influences in their awareness of honors.   

 

Table 8 

 

Focus Group Responses on Personal Influence 
 

 

Focus Group Responses 

1. Awareness 

through personal 

influences and 

through honors 

outreach 

 When I get an email or piece of paper with honors on it, 

it does not influence me as much as the people I speak 

to on a daily basis and the guys I hang out with. 

 Those who could have directed us to join honors do not 

seem to value honors enough to share what they know 

with us. 

 I went to a graduation and saw my girlfriend graduate 

with honors.  Afterward, she spoke to me about it and I 

decided to apply to honors. 

 None of my teachers have ever mentioned it.  For 

example, I was doing well in my psychology class and 

music and not one teacher mentioned it.  They leave it to 

students to find it on their own. 

2. Awareness 

through personal 

influences and 

competing AAM 

cultural influences 

 I work full time.  No one in my family or work 

environment knows anything about honors.  The people 

in my world know about paying bills and how getting 

good grades can help me find work in the future. 

 My mother tried to get me to join [honors] but I felt like 

honors was for nerds.  My friends have more influence 

in that regard than my mom. 

 Most of my friends are working full time and not going 

to school or they are going to school, hoping to go to 

work full-time.  That influences me more than anything 

else. 

 The overall social environment in the African-American 

male culture competes against honors values. 

 I heard about honors at the Doctor Who Club.  Most of 

the members of the club are not Black.  My Black 

friends think I am a nerd for being in the Doctor Who 

Club and for being in honors. 
 

 

 

(Continued) 
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(Continued) 
 

Focus Group Responses 

 

2. Awareness 

through personal 

influences and 

competing AAM 

cultural influences 

 Those who most influence African-American males value 

what seems practical to them.  I wouldn’t say that they don’t 

value education but I would say that African-American 

males don’t judge people for being smart . . . They encourage 

people to make efforts in terms that people appreciate more 

easily.  African-American males may be more encouraged by 

a physical trophy for athleticism or something that can be 

exposed for their efforts and accomplishments.  Honors may 

seem to merely offer a piece of paper that says they are 

smart; whereas, African-American male culture may value 

more visible efforts such as sports trophies and tangible 

symbols. 

 With what the social media is bringing around in rapping 

music and sports.  They are basically what the African-

American males have as symbols to reach for in a successful 

life.  Education is not really that valued to a young African-

American male teenager. 

 African-American males are more interested in sports, ladies, 

and music.  Like many teenagers, they care about how their 

status affects their reputation and if they join honors, maybe 

they won’t be the cool guy anymore. 

 If you talk a certain way you are talking White or another 

way you are speaking Black.  The Black [male] community . 

. . rejects you if you are talking differently.  So if you are 

part [of honors], they tend to think of you in a certain way as 

if you are a sell-out.  It is not necessarily that we don’t like to 

learn more . . . Most of our parents and grandparents are set 

at a different education level.  So they do not know and they 

do not educate us in that realm.  So the education is that you 

go to trade school or you more or less do what your parents 

did.   

 

Awareness of Facilities 

AAA and AAN students indicated that they value honors facilities but knew very 

little about them.  AAA students had some degree of knowledge about the honors 

curriculum.  For example, Brian expressed surprise that only after having joined honors, 
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he discovered the amount of physical and educational facilities that the honors program 

offered.  He said,  

The College does not do enough to promote honors facilities to African-American 

males.  Even when you think you know what they have, you don’t know until you 

join.  Even when you join, you don’t know some things until you missed out and 

are ready to graduate.  

 

All AAA and AAN indicated their awareness of the need for high standard in 

honors and expected the honors curriculum to be difficult.  Three believed that this is 

necessary in order to maintain and project an elite honors reputation.  Clark stated, “I 

expected them (honors curriculum) to be more challenging.  But there was something that 

I received from them that I did not get from other classes.  There was conversation that 

required critical thinking.”  Brian said:  

I work at a barbershop and I find that my interdisciplinary honors course made me 

feel like I was in my barbershop sharing my ideas with a small group of people.  I 

always thought that honors was about busy work and needlessly tough.  I can do 

tough.  What I prefer is for it to be tough because that is what it is, hard, but let it 

be easy if that is what it is.  I liked the IDH class because when it was hard, it 

made sense for it to be so and when it was easy, the teacher let it be easy.  Either 

way, I learned a lot in that class.  I learned more than those classes that make 

things hard just to haze you. 
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Table 9 contains all relevant AAM comments related to facilities.  It reflects 

African-American Male honors applicants’ and non-applicants’ perspectives on their 

awareness of honors facilities.   

Table 9  

 

Focus Group Responses on Facilities 
 

 

Focus Group Responses 

Awareness of 

facilities 

 I knew about the small size classes and seminar styles 

that facilitate interaction between student and teacher in 

mostly discussion classes. 

 I was not too aware of the facilities, staff and technology. 

 I am aware of the coordinator of honors at the campus.  I 

am aware of the rooms. 

 I am not aware of the technology, rooms, or staff. 

 I expected them [the honors classes] to be more 

challenging, but there was something I received from 

them that I did not get from other classes.  There was a 

conversation that required critical thinking. 

 I think the facilities at a college and honors program are 

very important.  There was a math class where I spoke to 

a teacher and I asked a lot of questions.  In that setting, I 

felt like I was interrupting the teacher.  I hoped that 

honors professors were open to different learning styles. 

 Before I joined honors, I didn’t know too much about 

what goes on in an honors class or what kind of 

technology they have.  I hoped that there was a lot of 

interaction between students and professors. 

 I hoped it would be like my math, physics, and chemistry 

classes.  It took a lot to prepare for those courses.  When 

I joined honors I found that most honors classes have felt 

like what I wanted from an honors class...  The honors 

class-size was helpful to maintain one-on-one time and 

the workload was more rigorous and I learned more in 

those courses. 

(Continued) 
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(Continued) 
 

Focus Group Responses 

 

Awareness of 

facilities 

 

 I was aware of the honors curriculum but didn’t really 

know much about it and even when I took their 

interdisciplinary honors Seminar, I was surprised that 

they did not make more people aware of how awesome 

these types of courses are. 

 I work at a barbershop and I find that my 

interdisciplinary honors course made me feel like I was 

in my barbershop sharing my ideas with a small group of 

people.  I always thought that honors was about busy 

work and needless tough.  I can do tough.  What I prefer 

is for it to be tough because that is what it is, hard, but let 

it be easy if that is what it is.  I liked the IDH class 

because when it was hard, it made sense for it to be so 

and when it was easy, the teacher let it be easy.  Either 

way, I learned a lot in that class.  I learned more than 

those classes that make things hard just to haze you. 

 The college does not do enough to promote the facilities 

to African-American males.  Even when you join, you 

don’t know some things until you missed out and are 

ready to graduate. 

 

Awareness of Incentives 

All students claimed to welcome opportunities for receiving financial incentives 

and academic accolades.  However, they were not all aware of what was available 

specifically.  AAA and AAN students agreed that, while money and prestige are 

important, there are better incentives for AAM students.  Scott, an AAN student, stated: 

I seem to remember one thing where they were giving money to students that did 

well in school . . . I think the best incentive is to set it up in a way that the students 

can see how they would benefit in being part of an honors society.  At the end of 
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the day once you put that in their head they will have that map that drive them to 

do it for themselves and not just for money.   

 

Kobe said,  

I think they have good incentives right now.  Just being in the honors institute is 

enough, but there could be more promotion about the honors scholarship and 

reputation of the honors program.  Other than that there is more than enough. 

 

All of the focus group student participants believed that honors should have a variety of 

ways to reward performance.  They indicated that the incentives that honors offered were 

often abstract and did not entice AAM students to join honors.  Clark stated,  

African-American males may be more encouraged by a physical trophy for 

athleticism or something that can be exposed for their efforts and 

accomplishments.  Honors may seem to merely offer a piece of paper that says 

they are smart; whereas, African-American male culture may value more visible 

efforts such as sports trophies and tangible symbols. 

 

Julius stated, “I am slightly aware of them challenging you to strive for a higher GPA.  

They offer scholarships but I can find scholarships outside of honors without the risk of 

hurting my GPA.” 

 Table 10 contains all relevant AAM comments related to incentives.  It reflects 

African-American Male honors applicants and non-applicants perspectives on their 

awareness of honors incentives.



99 

Table 10 

 

Focus Group Responses on Incentives 
 

 

Focus Group Responses 

Awareness of 

Incentives 

 I knew about certain scholarships that [a student] could 

receive. I was not too aware of the facilities, staff and 

technology. 

 I knew that it is prestigious and can give you a letter of 

recommendation for transfer Classes are good and 

challenging. 

 I was aware of the opportunities to being part of Phi 

Theta Kappa and the Honors Student Committee.  They 

gave me information about transfer and scholarship 

opportunities. 

 I am slightly aware of them challenging you to strive for 

a higher GPA.  They offer scholarships. 

 I seem to remember one thing, where they were giving 

money to students that did well in school. 

 I think the best incentive is to set it [honors] in such a 

way that the students can see how they would benefit in 

being part of an honors society.  At the end of the day, 

once you put that in your head they will have that map 

that drive them to do it for themselves and not just for 

money. 

 African-American males may be more encouraged by a 

physical trophy for athleticism or something that can be 

exposed for their efforts and accomplishments.  Honors 

may seem to merely offer a piece of paper that says they 

are smart; whereas, African-American male culture may 

value more visible efforts such as sports trophies and 

tangible symbols. 

 The college orientation does not focus on incentives 

enough.  They move quickly through PowerPoint slides.  

It should require more attention.  Students leave without 

real information.  They sort of mention it but it does not 

seem important and I do not remember anything they 

said. 

(Continued) 
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(Continued) 
 

Focus Group Responses 

 

Awareness of 

Incentives 

 

 I have thought about better incentives [than what is 

offered] . . . I have been thinking of a special student ID 

for honors.  I really love the feeling when people say, 

“Oh you are in honors.” Since I already have my student 

ID with me all of the time, it would remind me to keep 

up the good work.  When things get tough . . . no matter 

how tough things get . . . when you get that “keep up the 

good work” reminder, it reminds you to keep on fighting 

for what you are working on.   

 I think they have good incentives right now.  Just being 

in the Honors Institute is enough but there could be more 

promotion about honors scholarship and reputation of the 

honors program.  Other than that there is more than 

enough. 

 The incentives are enough but they may not be promoted 

enough.  When people are kids, they have dream jobs 

that they want but as they see how hard it is, they water it 

down and if honors is necessary they may not be willing 

to pay the academic price. 

 I have shared [information about honors incentives] with 

Black males and they were pretty receptive to it but did 

not act on the information… 

 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter examined the level of awareness of high achieving African-

American male students regarding honors programs at the collegiate level.  The 

researcher analyzed study participant responses to survey questions and focus group 

questions, related to atmosphere and reputation, facilities, personal influences, and 

incentives in order to determine the manner in which African-American male students are 

influenced to apply for honors programs.   
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In order to satisfy the quantitative nature of this study, IBM SPSS 21.0 was used 

for purpose of data analysis.  Binomial testing revealed that the proportion of those who 

applied to honors programs (22%) was significantly different than the proportion of the 

students who did not apply (78%).  The proportion of those who were aware of the 

honors programs within their institution (42%) was also found to be significantly 

different from the proportion of the African-American male students (58%) who were not 

aware of the honors program within their institution.  There was no significant difference 

between the proportion of the African-American male students who applied (53%) and 

the proportion of those who did not apply (47%) when they were aware of the honors 

program.  However, when the African-American male students were not aware of the 

honors program, a significant difference was found between the two proportions of 

African-American male students.  Only 4% of African-American males were found to 

have applied to the honors programs versus 96% who did not apply when they were not 

aware of the honors program within their institution. 

A logistic regression was performed in order to determine if atmosphere and 

reputation, facilities, personal influences, and incentives contributed differently to 

African-American male students’ choice to apply to Honors programs. Study results 

indicated that atmosphere and reputation, as well as incentives, contributed most to the 

likelihood of AAMs applying to honors programs. Wilcoxon Signed Rank tests on 

matched pairs differences were conducted on different pairs of variables.  The pairs 

included: atmosphere and reputation-facilities, atmosphere and reputation-personal 

influences, atmosphere and reputation-incentives, facilities-personal influences, facilities-

incentives, personal influences-incentives.  The Wilcoxon Signed Rank test revealed that 
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atmosphere/reputation and incentives are likely to be of more importance for African-

American male students applying to honors programs within their institution than 

facilities and personal influence.  There was no difference in importance found between 

atmosphere-reputation and incentives.  There was also no difference in importance found 

between facilities and personal influences.  Through the conduct of four semi-structured 

focus groups, study findings revealed that awareness of the atmosphere and reputation of 

an honors program was the most influential factor, which led to AAM decision-making 

regarding applying to honors programs at the selected state colleges.   

While applicants and non-applicants valued the atmosphere and reputation, 

facilities, and incentives of honors, applicants had people (personal influences) who 

shared such values, whereas non-applicants did not have such people as influences in 

their lives.  Of the four categories, there were more interviewee responses regarding 

atmosphere and reputation and much fewer responses about facilities and incentives.  

According to the majority of applicants, they only learned about honors facilities and 

incentives after they had applied and had been accepted into an honors program.  Absent 

significant information concerning honors, non-applicants identified lack of personal 

influences who valued honors as the most important factor that affected their decision to 

not apply to honors.  The next chapter provides discussions and recommendations for 

practice and future research studies.
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CHAPTER VI. DISCUSSION 

This chapter presents the summary and conclusions of this study of African-

American male awareness of and application to honors programs at two selected state 

colleges.  Emergent theory, as well as implications and recommendations, are also made 

for future research.   

The results of the logistic regression indicate that atmosphere-reputation and 

incentives contribute most to the likelihood of whether African-American male (AAM) 

study participants applied to honors programs within their institutions. The Wilcoxon 

Signed Rank test also suggest that atmosphere-reputation and incentives are likely to be 

of more importance for African-American male students within their institution than 

facilities and personal influence.  There was no difference found in importance between 

atmosphere-reputation and incentives.  No significant difference in importance was found 

between facilities and personal influences (see Table 6).  In order to account for type I 

error, a Bonferroni test procedure was conducted. The significance criterion alpha was set 

to be 0.05 divided by k=6, which is the number of comparisons made. Results that were 

below 0.05/k or 0.0833 were considered to be significant. 

Atmosphere/reputation is the most cited variable among the student participants 

as it related to whether or not the students chose to participate in college honors 

programs.  Those who did actually participate in honors programs report that these 

programs do in fact reflect their values.  For example, one of the focus group participants 

stated, “I always thought that honors was about busy work and needlessly tough.  
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[However] I learned a lot in [honors] and learned more than in classes that make things 

hard just to haze you.”  This would suggest that honors must move from isolationist, 

inbred tendencies to providing personal influence (e.g., leadership) beyond its traditional 

boundaries.  Honors may also want to consider being more of a part of the traditional 

student population, exposing itself to the general student population but in a way that 

does not suggest or consider a decrease of standards.  This is where leadership takes place 

not only among administrators but also honors students.   

African-American males (AAMs) encounter threats from two “perceived” fronts 

in considering whether to apply to honors: risk of lowering their GPA and risk of 

marginalization by other African-American males.  As suggested by authors Burke and 

Major (2014) and Perry et al. (2003), simply asking African-American males to indicate 

their grade point average can represent a stereotype threat.  Thus, some AAMs may 

perceive that they have the best of both worlds (high GPA and inclusion in AAM social 

circles), and therefore choose to refrain from applying to honors.  One student 

interviewed expressed concern that a rigid emphasis on high grade point averages “could 

discourage high achieving African-American males from applying to honors” (See Table 

7).  Although AAM students value academic performance, awareness of environment 

prompts that are related to an institution’s entrance requirements may lead to coping 

mechanisms that AAMs use to protect themselves by disengaging from the domain in 

question in order to avoid certain expected risks; this possibility was noted by Steele 

(2010), Burke and Major (2014), and Perry et al. (2003).   

The above is stated in light of findings suggesting that in addition to the intrinsic 

pressures of higher education, the AAMs in this study contend with stereotype threats 
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which many intentionally or instinctively seek to reduce by engaging in 

threat/vulnerability assessments and risk analysis (Foldy & Buckley, 2014; Inzlicht, 

2012; Perry et al., 2003).  In other words, it may seem less risky to remain in a 

comfortable environment of like-minded individuals than to contend with other races, 

foreign concepts, and rituals that one may find threatening.  One student noted, “The 

word honors itself is a threatening word to many in the Black community.  For people in 

general it can be threatening,” as shown in Table 7.   

A student’s awareness of the atmosphere and reputation of honors is very 

important, and the prospect of enjoying various types of incentives can be enticing.  

Often, however, this will not be enough to eliminate perceived threats.  Unless AAMs are 

in an environment that helps them deal with such threats, awareness does not always 

translate into action among this particular population.  In this context, there is no 

substitute for interacting with people (personal influences) who are aware of honors and 

who help alleviate such perceived threats.  Also, although incentives mattered more to 

African-American males than facilities and personal influences, few knew much about 

these factors until they actually joined honors.  The fact that AAM applicants expressed 

surprise at the amount of benefits that honors provided to its members is insightful.  One 

student said, “Even when you think you know what they have [to offer], you don’t 

[really] know until you join.  Even when you join, you don’t know some things until you 

missed out and are ready to graduate” (See Table 9).  Further, according to the study’s 

focus group participants, knowing people who had some awareness of the atmosphere 

and reputation of honors mattered greatly in the decision-making process of the AAMs.  

While not surprising, each of these findings represent missing links for many potential 
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AAM participants in honors programs.  Awareness of honors needs to be cultivated in an 

atmosphere conducive to practicing what Dam et al. (2010) referred to as “non-forgetful 

attention.”  Non-forgetful attention involves the ability not only to hear and be exposed to 

information but also to retain meaningful knowledge upon which one makes decisions 

(Dam et al., 2010).  Some AAMs may be vaguely aware that something called honors 

exists, but unaware of its particular characteristics.  As reflected in the study survey 

results, superficial awareness of honors did not translate into a decision to apply to 

honors for most (96%).   

Finally, based on the results of the four focus groups conducted by the researcher, 

most non-applicant study participants indicated that they chose to protect their GPA 

narrative identities by refusing to engage in what they perceived as a risky prospect.  A 

GPA narrative identity refers to the expression of one’s identity as a numeric academic 

score, and is what Ricoeur (2010) has described as self-interpretation “inscribed in the 

hermeneutics of historical consciousness” (p. 206).  In other words, non-applicant AAMs 

who chose not to participate in an honors environment did so because they believed that 

honors competed with their racial identity.  Again, both findings are particularly 

important as one considers the leadership role in addressing stereotype threat. 

As a result of the study’s overall findings, the researcher puts forth the African-

American Male Honors Leadership (AMHL) theory.  This emergent theory can be 

compared to an effective military battalion.  When a large military battalion runs in 

formation, the commander often places the faster runners in the back and the slower 

runners in front.  If they place the faster runners in front, they risk having them leave 

everyone behind.  Faster back-runners motivate slower front-runners to run faster and the 
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slower pace of the front-runners challenges the faster back-runners to choose between 

frustration and leadership.  Those who choose leadership stay in formation to lead the 

slower runners from behind, when it could be easier for them to run in front.  Running in 

front might showcase the speed of the faster runners; however, running behind reveals 

important skills in leadership.  The military may not always need speed.  Sometimes it 

needs warriors to slow down.  However, it always needs leaders to lead in accomplishing 

its mission, especially in combat formations.  “On the battlefield, the success of a 

mission, as well as one’s survival, depends on leadership and teamwork” (Seabee Combat 

Handbook, 1996, p. 4-2; see Figure 8).   

 

Figure 8.  Formation run. Adapted from “Seabee combat handbook”, 1996, Pensacola, FL: The 

Activity. 
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The effective design of a mobile construction battalion emerged from knowledge 

gained in battlefield experiences and the study of war.  Similarly, the AMHL theory 

emerged from the insights gained as a result of conducting this AAMH study (see Figure 

9).  The researcher’s theory posits and recommends that in order to counter negative 

stereotype threats, honors programs must take a leading role in accomplishing the open 

access enrollment component of state/community colleges’ mission statements.  Such 

leadership would mean that honors program leaders would emphasize fostering 

leadership skills among its members, using the construct of “leading from the back,” and 

across multiple worlds, rather than in isolation from the broader institution.   

 

Figure 9.  The AMHL theory model depicts the limited access enrollment honors 

leadership “leading from the back” of the formation and the open access enrollment 

regular population students in the front of the formation. 
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Both the missions and the requirements of open-access enrollment state colleges 

have evolved to include many forms of diversity, such as students with varying aptitudes, 

accomplishments, interests, and needs (Levin & Kater, 2012).  In keeping with these 

changes, new forms of leadership are necessary to further implement state/community 

college missions, as they fulfill their larger mission of open-access enrollment. 

Rather than isolating honors programs and their respective students, open access 

enrollment colleges can situate their honors programs strategically, such that honors 

students motivate others to achieve at a higher level.  Those who choose honors, in 

essence, would become part of a select culture of leadership within a larger college 

formation.  Fostering such a culture would enhance the atmosphere and reputation of 

honors programs among high achieving non-applicant AAMs. 

The results of this study and the researcher’s consequent AMHL theory 

correspond with Steele’s (2011) identity contingencies that involve cues such as 

atmosphere and reputation, facilities, people (personal influences), and incentives, 

contributing to African-American male students’ choice to apply to honors programs.  

Steele (2011) used the word contingency in his ICT theory but does not explicitly provide 

a detailed philosophical treatment of the concept in relation to leadership. My model (i.e., 

AMHL theory) provides insight into the manner in which possibilities are understood and 

actualized by honors program leaders. Honors program leaders are ideally positioned to 

counter stereotype threats often connected to an honors program’s atmosphere/reputation.  

Furthermore, this would apply to people situated within and outside of the competitive 

setting and environment of honors. It may also counter threats that affect the facilitation 

to compete in honors and the incentives to enroll and do well.  The AMHL theory’s focus 
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on leadership is particularly in line with alleviating the burdens described by Perry et al. 

(2003) who suggest that gifted African-American males are burdened with “the threat of 

being viewed through the lens of a negative stereotype, or the fear of doing something 

that would inadvertently confirm that stereotype” (p. 111). 

The AMHL theory proposes that honors programs foster leadership skills among 

its participants rather than simply showcase gifted abilities.  According to Weiner (2009) 

and Moritz (2011), schools typically showcase honors as a way to compete for students 

that might otherwise go to more prestigious schools.  However, while attracting the type 

of students that are drawn to such showcasing, honors programs may lose high-achieving 

AAM students who may be less likely to introduce what they perceive as unnecessary 

risks to their narrative identity, if they perceive honors as an exclusive world.  In other 

words, their perception is that joining honors could threaten their standing in an academic 

world in which they already excel and could threaten their racial narrative identity as an 

African-American male in the non-academic world.  Staying out of honors may seem the 

best option for protecting both their academic standing and their non-academic world.   

Building on leadership theories such as contingency/situational leadership theory, 

path goal theory, and leader-member exchange theory, Workman and Cleveland-Innes 

(2012) contended that the best model of leadership uses internal influences to inspire 

others in decision-making.   

Now that we are becoming more interdependent than ever before for the sharing 

of the air that we breathe, the food we eat and the water we drink, we [must] see 

and appreciate . . . the importance of the synergy principle in our lives and how to 

facilitate it as leaders. (Stagich, 2006, p. 15) 
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Therefore, the AMHL theory suggests that, while acknowledging the importance 

of high ability, honors programs might shift to an emphasis on “leading from the back” in 

exposing all students to the merits of honors programs.  In so doing, honors program 

participants would sharpen their leadership skills, and develop into informed and creative 

students capable of contributing to a knowledge- and service-based global society 

(Banutu-Gomez, 2011; Stagich, 2006; Whitehead, Boschee, & Decker, 2013).   

Building on this thought, the AMHL theory suggests that honors programs 

proceed in light of three synchronic contingencies: the overall situation of a college (the 

formation), the supportive leadership of honors at a strategic point that facilitates student 

success (facilitation), and the incentives of honors that meet the needs of the college 

(motivation) across multiple layers (Aamodt, 2012; Draft, 2014; Martin, 1977).  Honors 

programs might also consider: (a) special interdisciplinary honors studies (IDH) courses 

that appeal to high achieving African-American males; and (b) pre-honors 

interdisciplinary studies (IDS) courses with a Student Life Skills (SLS) course pre-

requisite that appeal to non-applicants.  These initiatives could be featured during a first-

semester/transfer orientation, in a college-wide brochure and/or during an honors 

conference and colloquium.  Through both the IDH courses and IDS courses, honors 

leadership inclusive of African-American males in honors programs would be 

demonstrated. 

The AMHL theory has the potential of enhancing the ability of future researchers 

to create pretest aids that show “what would make students uncomfortable, or put them 

under a stereotype threat . . . and [allow researchers] to measure preferences in a simple 

way” (Steele, 2011, p. 201).  The results of the AAMH study, along with Steele’s ICT 
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and the deficit-thinking theory, help one also think critically about whether or not high-

achieving AAMs feel that they are under-referred to honors because of lowered 

expectations.  Further research, however, need to be conducted using the results of this 

study, as well as Steele’s ICT.   

Future research might also differentiate between AAMs who were born in the 

United States and those who consider themselves as African-Americans, although they or 

their parents emigrated from other countries.  The intent of such study would be to test 

Ogbu’s voluntary and involuntary theory.  In other words, the AMHL theory can also be 

used to develop initiatives that apply to those that fall within the paradox of 

underachievement because of their involuntary identity.  Such research might explain, for 

instance, lower achievement in education for African-Americans compared to higher 

achievement among Black immigrants (Baum & Flores, 2011).  Unlike involuntary 

minority groups who have not intentionally entered the United States to seek 

opportunities of prosperity, many voluntary minorities left their homeland to maximize 

their chances of obtaining the opportunities afforded them in the United States (Ford & 

Scott, 2010).  A paradox of underachievement can exist when African-American students 

believe there is a “stronger glass ceiling” for them, which, according to Ford and Scott 

consequently negatively affects their motivation to aspire to academic excellence (p. 3).  

Since the subjects of this AAMH study involved high achieving gifted African-American 

males, the paradox of underachievement did not fully fit within the scope of this study.  

However, in future studies, together with the voluntary/involuntary theory, the paradox 

can be reinterpreted to explain why some African-American students are sympathetic to 
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the ideals of honors programs, yet still fail to act on this belief by actually applying to 

honors programs.   

Then there is the notion of “Acting White” that grew out of Ogbu’s (2008) 

cultural ecological theory.  It suggests that some African-Americans face ridicule and are 

perceived as rejecting their racial identity because they embrace scholarly pursuits 

(Christie, 2010; Ford & Scott, 2010; Horvat & O’Connor, 2006).  In 2004 President 

Barack Obama (C-Span, 2004) stated in his keynote address to the Democratic National 

Convention,  

Go into any inner-city neighborhood, and folks will tell you that government 

alone can’t teach kids to learn.  They know that parents have to parent, that 

children can’t achieve unless we raise their expectations and turn off the 

television sets and eradicate the idea that says a Black youth with a book is acting 

White. 

 

According to Christie (2010), Ford and Scott (2010), and Horvat and O’Connor 

(2006), labeling high achieving African-Americans as “Acting White” causes some 

African-Americans to minimize, or completely sabotage, their educational opportunities.  

The Acting-White sabotage allows for speculation that African-American male students 

avoid upper-level classes, which are seen as a White domain.  Further, the results of this 

AAMH study, and much of the current literature on the subject, allude to this “Acting 

White” theory that can be used to explain why some high achieving African-American 

males choose not to apply to honors courses (Horvat & O’Connor, 2006; Mickelson, 

1990).  Future studies might focus further upon the “Acting-White” theory in relationship 

to the GPA narrative identity threat.  Using the AMHL theory to insert honors leadership 
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into the college-wide culture may minimize the negative effects of the “Acting-White” 

perspective.   

In combination with the ICT and the AAMH study’s conclusions, each of the 

above theories might contribute to one’s understanding of how external circumstances 

have “the power to signal the degree of threat or safety a person will experience” (Purdie-

Vaughns et al., 2008, p. 615).  “Social identities [“African-American” or “Caucasian” 

domains] create contingencies that influence people’s actual and perceived opportunities 

for success in particular domains” (Harris & Lieberman, 2013, p. 188).  For example, the 

perception of African-American males concerning the atmosphere/reputation of honors 

programs may influence their choice to participate or not participate in such programs.  

According to Foster (1986), the decision to “exclude” oneself or to be excluded from 

certain groups is done consciously and subconsciously.  Often such exclusions are the 

result of rituals, which may infiltrate the entire organization and influence the actions of 

its inhabitants, as well as its top-level officials.  Further identity contingencies can be 

actual (for example, an advisor who refers more White students than African-American 

male students to honors programs) or perceived (the perception that advisors refer more 

White students than African-American male students to honors programs).  Identity 

contingencies can involve cues such as atmosphere and reputation, facilities, personal 

influences, and incentives, which contribute to African-American male students’ choices 

to apply to honors programs.  Such cues may affect “feelings of comfort and belonging” 

(Harris & Lieberman, 2013, p. 190).   

As more researchers focus on high achieving African-American males and honors 

leadership in order to reduce stereotype threats in the forms of deficit thinking, the 
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paradox of underachievement, and the “Acting-White” charge, honors programs may 

begin to use the AMHL theory to foster leadership skills among its members—rather than 

showcase gifted abilities among its members—and provide leadership across multiple 

worlds rather than in isolation from their community (See Table 11).  In so doing, honors 

may lessen stereotype threats through leadership and providing reasonable assurances for 

stereotype threat management.  This can be accomplished through programs that include 

non-honors students and provide reasonable assurances for GPA risk management.   

 

Table 11 

 

AMHL Theory in Relationship to Four Other Theories 
 

AMHL Theory Identity 

Contingency 

Threat 

Theory 

Acting White 

Theory 

Deficit-

Thinking 

Theory 

Voluntary/ 

Involuntary 

Theory 

1. Position     

Position honors 

programs at 

strategic points, 

which facilitate 

student success 

among AAMs.  

Position 

leaders among 

AAMs in less-

threatening 

points in the 

overall college 

setting. 

Position 

leaders at 

strategic 

points among 

AAMs, which 

lessen peer 

pressure from 

the acting 

white charge. 

Position 

leaders at 

strategic 

points, which 

increase the 

likelihood of 

discovering 

the positive 

attributes of 

academically 

qualified 

AAMs. 

Position leaders 

at strategic points 

among AAMs to 

lessen the 

paradox of 

underachievement 

among AAMs 

within the 

voluntary and 

involuntary 

categories. 

    

(Continued)
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(Continued) 

AMHL Theory Identity 

Contingency 

Threat 

Theory 

Acting White 

Theory 

Deficit-

Thinking 

Theory 

Voluntary/ 

Involuntary 

Theory 

2. Facilitation     

Foster leadership 

skills among the 

members of 

honors programs 

in order to 

facilitate student 

success among 

AAMs. 

Foster 

leadership 

skills among 

honors 

members that 

help reframe 

the threat to 

student 

success among 

AAMs. 

Embed leaders 

among AAMs 

who challenge 

the “Acting 

White” 

narrative and 

facilitate 

student 

success among 

AAMs as an 

authentic part 

of their 

identity. 

Foster 

leadership 

skills among 

honors 

members that 

help replace 

deficit myths 

about AAMs 

with positive 

examples of 

student 

success. 

Facilitate 

leadership that 

understand the 

potential paradox 

of under-

achievement 

among AAMs 

who may believe 

that there is a 

stronger glass 

ceiling for them 

than others. 

3. Motivation     

Offer incentives 

that meet the 

needs of the 

college and 

AAMs across 

multiple layers  

(e.g., enrollment, 

retention, and 

academic 

success) 

Offer 

incentives that 

motivate 

AAMs to 

proceed 

without threat. 

Provide 

options to 

AAMs that 

motivate them 

to proceed 

successfully 

using 

incentives 

which 

outweigh 

challenges to 

their racial 

authenticity. 

Provide 

multiple 

pathways into 

honors that 

promote 

alternative 

narratives to 

deficit myths 

about AAMs. 

Provide 

incentives which 

attract AAMs 

who are 

sympathetic to 

the ideals of 

honors, but who 

do not act on this 

belief by actually 

applying to 

honors programs. 

 

Honors programs can also reduce deficit thinking by evaluating their referral 

processes and by training persons of influence—such as general college faculty, advisors, 

administrators, staff, and peer academic advisors—to look for honors qualified students 

within all domains.  Honors program leaders can counter paradoxical tendencies, given 

the fact that honors programs affirm many of the values many African-American male 
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honors applicants also hold.  Those interviewed in the AAMH study indicated that honors 

classes met their idealized expectations.  The “Acting White” charge can be countered by 

encouraging honors students to participate in non-honors activities and include non-

honors students in some honors activities.   

Clark, one of the students interviewed, stated that he has been exposed to the 

charge of Acting White.  However, when he enrolled at State College B, he wanted to 

start a new life.  He traveled nearly two to three hours by bus and train every day to and 

from the college.  He stated, “Despite the long round trip every day, I continued to take 

the bus and train, because I realized how special the college was, especially later on when 

I became exposed to honors.”  Clark did not qualify for honors, but he was allowed to be 

a member of the school’s Honors Student Committee (HSC).  Clark interacted with high 

achieving students who challenged his perceived threats.  HSC included honors-qualified 

students as well as students who did not qualify for honors.   

According to Clark, the HSC challenged him and his friends to aspire to the ideals 

of honors.  Clark stated,  

At one time, I wanted to know where some of the HSC members were going to 

hang out on a Friday evening.  They stated, that they were going to study.  That 

was not exactly what I wanted to do on a Friday evening.  It became clear to me at 

that point that maybe there was more to honors than just smart students who were 

naturally gifted. 

 

Clark did not qualify to be in honors at first but his exposure to honors students 

and having a forum in which to work in the honors culture countered the charges of 

“Acting White.”  Clark is an example of how a particular program (HSC) created an 
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atmosphere/reputation, exposure to peer influences, and the opportunities to enjoy honors 

facilities and incentives that increased his awareness of the honors program in his college 

and influenced his choice to apply to the honors program.  In order for the number of 

African-American male honors applicants to increase, honors programs may need to pay 

more attention to students such as Clark. 

Chapter Summary  

This chapter presented the summary and conclusions of this study of African-

American male awareness of and application to honors programs at two selected state 

colleges.  It also described the researcher’s emergent theory, referred to as the African-

American Male Honors Leadership (AMHL) theory, as well as implications and 

recommendations for future research.  The AMHL theory provided the context by which 

colleges can motivate high-achieving African-American males to enroll in its honors 

programs by strategically placing honors in a leadership role.   
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Appendix A. Part I: HPQ (Quantitative Analysis) 

 

HONORS PROGRAM QUESTIONNAIRE (HPQ)  

 
Part I: Prior Encounter 

Students will answer yes or no to the question of awareness of the existence of honors programs. 

 

Part II: Considerations  

Students will rate 27 kinds of influence according to how much each consideration affected their decision 

to application to honors.  Each item will be rated on a three-point scale: no importance, minor 

consideration, and major consideration.  Scores from 1 to 3 will be assigned to the student responses so that 

a high score will indicate a high degree of influence.   

 

Directions: Please place an X in the category, which most closely matches the way you feel about each 

statement.   

 

Part I: Awareness 

Do you have prior knowledge of 

the honors program in your 

college? 

Yes No 

Have you ever applied to the 

honors program in your college? 

Yes No 

Part II:  

Statements 1 – No Importance 2 – Minor 

Consideration 

3 – Major 

Consideration 

1.  Honors faculty    

2.  Scholarship 

eligibility standards 

   

3.  Social climate    

4.  Class size    

5.  Faculty reputation    

6.  Location    

7.  Curriculum    

8.  Facilities, 

technology, and 

accommodations 

   

9.  Ethical values and 

social service 

   

10.  Conservative/ 

Progressive/ liberal 

outlook 

   

11.  Cost-benefit 

analysis 

   

12.  Extra-curricular 

activities 
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13.  Close to home    

14.  Advice of parents    

15.  Advice of brother 

or sister 

   

16.  Advice of alumni 

contact 

   

17.  Advice of peers/ 

friends 

   

18.  Advice of 

teacher(s) 

   

19.  Advice of school 

counselor 

   

20.  Talk with 

admissions 

counselor 

   

21.  Campus visit     

22.  Honors societies    

23.  Number and/or 

types of 

scholarships 

   

24.  Intellectual 

atmosphere 

   

25.  National reputation    

26.  Diversity    

27.  Competitive for 

transferring to next 

academic level 

   

 

Source: Adapted by permission from the ACT student profile model (Richards and Holland, 1965) 
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HONORS PROGRAM QUESTIONNAIRE (HPQ) 

 
1.  Honors faculty 

2.  Scholastic eligibility standards 

3.  Social climate 

4.  Class size 

5.  Faculty Reputation 

6.  Location 

7.  Curriculum 

8.  Facilities, technology, and accommodations 

9.  Ethical values & social service 

10.  Conservative, Progressive, liberal outlook 

11.  Cost-benefit analysis 

12.  Extra-curricular activities 

13.  Close to home 

14.  Advice of parents 

 

15.  Advice of brother or sister 

16.  Advice of alumni contact 

17.  Advice of peers and/or friends 

18.  Advice of teacher(s) 

19.  Advice of school counselor 

20.  Talk with admissions counselor 

21.  Campus visit 

22.  Honors societies 

23.  Number and types of scholarships 

24.  Intellectual atmosphere 

25.  National reputation 

26.  Diversity  

27.  Competitive for transfer to next academic 

level 

 

 

Source: Adapted by permission from the ACT student profile model (Richards and Holland, 1965) 

 

These specific influences fall under the following areas: 

 

A. Atmosphere and reputation – 1, 2, 3, 5, 24, 25 and 26 

B. Facilities – 4, 6, 8, 13 and 21 

C. Personal Influences - 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19and 20 

D. Incentives – 7, 9, 10, 11, 12, 22, 23and 27 

 

Means and Standard Deviations for Student Ratings of Influences that Affected Their Choice of College 

found in ACT Research Report No.  8 “A Factor Analysis of Student “Explanations” of Their Choice of A 

College” is copyrighted by ACT, Inc., and is being adapted and reproduced with permission in this chart. 
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Appendix B. Part II: Semi-Structured Focus Group Protocol (Qualitative Analysis) 

 

Focus Group Interview Protocol 

 
Working Title:  Influences that Affect Choice of Application to Honors programs. 

 

Date and Location: 9/15/14 State College B Honors Office 

 

Introduction: 

The purpose of this focus group session is to obtain information about the influences that affect choice of 

application to honors programs.  This interview focus group session will be recorded, transcribed, and 

referenced in dissertation research.  I will assure your privacy by assigning each of you a pseudonym.  This 

focus group session will take approximately one hour and will be recorded; may I proceed? 

 

Semi-Structured Questions: 

Questions about the four factors: Atmosphere/reputation, incentives, facilities, personal influence 

1. Have you applied to the honors program at the college? 

2. When you applied to honors, were you aware of the atmosphere and reputation of the honors 

program at the college and can you give us a description? If you did not apply, please describe 

what you know about the honors atmosphere and reputation at the college? 

3. What incentives were you aware of when you applied to honors? If you did not apply, what 

incentives are you aware of in the honors program at the college? 

4. What facilities such as classrooms, staff, special curriculum, technology, and comprehensive 

physical and educational facilities were you aware of when you applied? If you did not apply, 

what facilities such are you aware of in the honors program at the college? 

5. Who in your circle of influence (Family, friends, acquaintances, and/or school officials) are aware 

of honors who told you and/or could have told you but failed to tell you about honors? Who in 

your circle of influence should be able to tell you about honors? 

 

General Questions: 

6. What do you now know about honors programs and honors societies in general? 

7. What do you know about the honors program at State College B? 

8. Follow-up: What does it mean for a student’s reputation to be a part of an honors program? Is this 

reputation important among African-American Males? 

9. In your opinion, what is the best way a student should go about becoming part of the honors 

program at the college? 

10. Describe any activities sponsored or promoted by the honors program inside or outside of the 

classroom that have contributed to your awareness of the benefits of an honors program? Does any 

activities or events in African-American male culture provide competing incentives to those 

sponsored or promoted by honors? 

11. In your opinion, how does college entrance orientation program prepare students to take advantage 

of honors programs?  

12. What in your opinion can be done better to prepare African-American male students to become 

members of an honors program? If you are part of honors, when you share your honors experience 

with others outside of honors, how is it received among African-American males versus people of 

other races and genders? 

13. Describe classes and classrooms that in which you have participated that you feel were least like 

what you would expect in an honors class? If you are part of honors, has it lived up to your 

expectation? 

14. Describe classes and classrooms that in which you have participated that you feel were most like 

what you would expect in an honors class? 

Closing: 

Thank you for your time and cooperation.  If I have to call on you for clarification of a response, would it 

be all right with you? As a reminder your name will not be used and your confidentiality is assured. 
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Focus group responses fall under the following areas: 
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Source: Adapted by permission from the ACT student profile model (Richards & Holland, 1965) 
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Appendix C. Comparison of Mission Statements of Community/ State Colleges and 

Honors Programs in Florida 

 

Of the 28 community/state colleges in Florida, 21 have honors programs.  In a 

comparison of their respective college mission statements and honors mission statements, 

19 of the 21 college mission statements mentioned access, diversity and/or community.  

However, in the honors mission statements of these same institutions, only 2 mentioned 

such concepts.  One honors program described their mission as “an open-access higher 

education institution dedicated to providing a learning-centered environment.”  The other 

described their mission as providing “access to high quality, high value baccalaureate 

degrees, associate degrees, certificates, and diplomas.” The remaining 17 focused instead 

on limited access.  Some examples include: “hand-picked bright promising students,” 

“those with high academic potential,” and even “an exclusive learning environment.” 

According to Dougherty and Townsend (2006) such mission statements expose 

tensions and contradictions, which inevitably arise in any organization.  They reflect the 

past, reveal the present, and project the future desired atmosphere/ reputation of 

community/state colleges.  Furthermore, they shape their institutions in the following 

manner: (a) they drive their leaders’ reactions to change, and (b) inform the rules and 

procedures, which influence decision makers on matters such as diversity and pluralism 

(Ashton, 2009; Dougherty & Townsend, 2006).   

The reputations and history of community/state colleges harbor inconsistencies 

that unveil a tension between the ideals of inclusivity and diversity versus the desire to 

create “an academic and cultural oasis, a refuge from surrounding institutional strife” 
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(Spritz, 2011, p. 91).  They reflect the contradictions in American society, which at times 

supported “racial equity in principle but ignored it in practice because it was too difficult 

and divisive for a movement that depended heavily on appearances of unity” (Meier, 

2008, p. 187). 

  

 Access in Honors programs and Community Colleges represented by arrows for open 

access and limited access. 
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Comparison of the Mission Statements of 

Community Colleges and their Honors Programs 

 

 

 

Colleges 

 

College Mission 

Excerpts 

 

Honors Mission 

Excerpts 

 

Mention 

of Access 

State College B To foster a learning-centered 

community that celebrates 

diversity and inclusion 

To provide an enriched program in a 

vibrant, active scholarly community 

of students, faculty, and staff 

No 

Chipola College To provide accessible, 

affordable, quality educational 

opportunities 

To promote the ideals of Chipola 

College and provide peer mentoring 

and service learning opportunities 

Yes 

College of 

Central Florida 

To provide access to high 

quality, high value 

baccalaureate degrees, 

associate degrees, certificates 

and diplomas 

To provide access to high quality, 

high value baccalaureate degrees, 

associate degrees, certificates and 

diplomas 

Yes 

Daytona State 

College 

To provide access to a range of 

flexible programs 

Designed for AA degree seeking 

students with high academic 

potential who want more from their 

college experience 

Yes 

Eastern Florida 

State College 

To engage our diverse 

population in quality, 

accessible learning 

opportunities 

A learning community designed to 

accommodate the special needs of 

academically gifted students 

Yes 

Florida South 

Western State 

College 

To be the catalyst for creating 

an innovative education system 

which provides accessible 

educational pathways 

To cultivate academic excellence, 

skillful leadership, and commitment 

to social responsibility 

Yes 

Florida State 

College of 

Jacksonville 

To provide high value, relevant 

life-long education that 

enhances the intellectual, 

social, cultural and economic 

development of our diverse 

community 

To provide an exclusive learning 

environment for students who are 

among the most motivated and 

academically talented students at the 

College 

No 

Gulf Coast State 

College 

To provide many opportunities 

for learning and offers a range 

of programs and services to 

help students become well-

educated, productive citizens 

To emphasize development of 

Critical thinking skills in an 

environment that is unique and 

challenging . . . bright, promising 

students and the faculty [have] been 

handpicked 

No 

Hillsborough 

Community 

College 

To deliver teaching and 

learning opportunities that 

empower students 

To promote a rigorous academic 

program for exceptionally talented 

and motivated students 

No 

Indian River 

State College 

To transform lives by offering 

high-quality, affordable and 

accessible education 

Designed for students committed to 

high academic achievement 

Yes 

Miami Dade 

College 

To provide high-quality 

teaching and learning 

experiences that are accessible 

 

 

To build a culture of excellence by 

recruiting high-achieving students 

Yes 
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State College A To create and sustain a 

dynamic teaching and learning 

environment that provides a 

high-quality, accessible, 

affordable education 

To provide a challenging and 

supportive academic environment 

Yes 

Pensacola State 

College 

To be committed to affordable, 

open access to educational 

opportunities 

Program under review Yes 

Polk State 

College 

To provide access to affordable 

associate and baccalaureate 

degrees, career certificates and 

work force development 

programs 

It is designed for highly-motivated, 

talented students who wish to be 

challenged by an intellectually 

stimulating academic program of 

study 

Yes  

Saint John State 

College 

To provide students with equal 

access to a broad spectrum of 

educational and cultural 

opportunities 

To offer outstanding and motivated 

students the opportunity to enhance 

and foster their individuality, 

leadership skills and educational 

experience 

Yes  

Santa Fe College To add value to the lives of our 

students and enriches our 

community  

To fosters academic excellence in 

Santa Fe’s best, brightest, and most 

motivated students 

No 

 

Seminole State 

College 

To serve the community by 

providing a learning-centered, 

high-quality educational 

institution 

To offer programs for students who 

want to enrich their academic 

experience and engage in honors 

activities at Seminole State College 

of Florida 

No 

South Florida 

State College 

To be an open-access, higher 

education institution dedicated 

to providing a learning-

centered environment 

To be an open-access, higher 

education institution dedicated to 

providing a learning-centered 

environment 

Yes  

St.  Petersburg 

College 

To promote student success 

and enrich our communities 

through education, career, 

development and self-

discovery 

To encourage our most talented and 

motivated students in creativity, 

leadership and critical thinking 

No 

Tallahassee 

Community 

College 

To provide accessible 

programs, services and 

experiences 

To offer highly motivated students 

an opportunity to make the most of 

their college education 

Yes  

Valencia College To be a premier learning 

college that transforms lives, 

strengthens community, and 

inspires individuals to 

excellence  

To offer three distinct paths to an 

honors degree; for students who 

want more from their college 

experience—more challenges, more 

opportunities, and more connections 

with fellow students and great 

professors 

Mentions 

access as 

one of its 

values 
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Appendix D. Extended Glossary 

ACT—the American College Testing program assess student readiness for higher 

education. It also uses student profile questionnaires and institutional data questionnaires 

to assist students in their education and career paths.  

Accessibility— Accessibility refers to equal access and opportunity in accordance 

with the Florida Board of Governors regulation 2003 Equity and Access.   

Acting White—In the 1970s, the term “Acting White” appeared as a taunt or 

accusation levied against those who had “become more inhibited, more formal, or lacked 

soul” (Bergin & Cooks, 2008, p. 145).  In certain quarters, the charge of “Acting White” 

has evolved to equate academic success, as well as achievement oriented behaviors and 

attitudes to White behaviors and attitudes (Horvat & O’Connor, 2006).   

African-American— African-American refers to Black-American citizens in the 

United States and originally of African descent.  “Over the past century, the standard 

term for ‘Blacks has shifted from ‘Colored’ to Negro’ to ‘Black’ and now perhaps to 

‘African-American” (Smith, 1992, p. 496).  According to Smith, in 1988 Romona H. 

Edelin, president of the National Urban Coalition, worked with Civil Rights activist Jesse 

Jackson to replace the standard term for “Black” with “African-American,” in order to 

provide them with “a cultural identification with their heritage and ancestral homeland” 

(p. 507).   

African identity, African-American identity, and personal identity (in general) are 

in constant change (Berlin, 2010).  African-ness has broad past, present, and future 

implications that include personal and impersonal influences, such as family, geography, 

race, and culture.  Some philosophers subscribe to authentic language and origin for 
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determining African identity, wherein those born in Africa and who speak African 

languages are African (Bekker, Dodds, & Khosa, 2001).  Others define African-ness by 

their connection to a continuum of values and social norms (Tettey, 2005).  People of 

African descent find themselves in an intersection between Africa and their nationality; 

hence hyphenated terms such as Afro-American, Afro-Canadian, Afro-Brazilians, and 

Afro-Cuban.  Such terms reveal a web of significant influences that exists among people 

of African descent.   

Numerous authors (Brown, 2004; Gbadegesin, 1998; Jahn, 1990; Okere, 2005) 

have emphasized that in African philosophy, African identity is contingent upon past 

complex networks of personal influences and political worldviews.  However, other 

philosophers (Appiah, 1993; Houndtondji, 1976; Imbo, 1998; Kebede, 2004; Masolo, 

1994) have suggested that African identity is contingent upon present constructions of 

existential challenges and epistemological systems.   

Gbadegesin (1998) painted a picture of a deterministic conjuncture in which 

destiny drives the purposes of individuals, as well as society.  Concerning African 

identity, Gbadegesin stated, “Destiny” or deterministic contingency determines the 

meaning of a person’s identity.  “However, this purpose, though personal to him/her, 

cannot be separated from the social reality of which he/she is a part” (p. 168).  This 

echoes the Central African proverbs, “I am because we are.”  

On the other hand, Hountondji (1976) contended that in African philosophy, 

originality and identity only have significance in reciprocity with the identity of an 

‘other’.  He posited that in African philosophy identity does not exist as a predestined 

singularity but in increasing diachronic and synchronic complexity.  Hountondji’s 
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philosophical perspective may be compared to Nagarjuna’s (1986) dialetheistic views on 

mankind’s limitations in knowing the true nature of the self, as well as Scotus’s view of 

contingencies existing in a perpetual present potential for choice.  In that regard, personal 

identity is not static but constantly evolves.  Change is seen as inevitable for mortals.  

Changes in identity flow from birth to death (Mbiti, 1992). 

AAMH Study— The AAMH Study is a mixed-method study African-American 

Male Honors Awareness and Application to honors programs at two selected post-

secondary institutions in Florida. 

AMHL theory—The results and findings from the AAMH study provided the 

basis for the development of the African-American Honors Leadership (AMHL) theory.  

This theory posits and recommends that in order to counter negative stereotype threats, 

Honors programs must lead in accomplishing the mission of open-enrollment community 

and four-year colleges.  In that regard, they must emphasize the following: (a) foster 

leadership skills among its members rather than showcase gifted abilities and (b) provide 

leadership across multiple worlds rather than in isolation from their community.   

Awareness of Honors—Awareness of honors refers to a range of knowledge of 

honors, which includes the atmosphere/reputation, facilities, and incentives offered by 

honors programs.   

Black— The term Black, when capitalized, refers to the race of a person who 

self-identifies as a member of the Black race. 

Cultural Awareness— Cultural awareness refers to having a basic understanding 

of certain cultural events, issues, and/or hidden issues that pertain to societies that exist in 

groups such as academic institutions, races, and genders. 
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Cultural Ecology Theory—Ogbu (1995) proposed two major parts to the theory.  

The first refers to the manner in which minorities are treated or mistreated in education.  

Ogbu (2008) referred to the second refers as community forces, which is the aspect of his 

theory focuses on the perception of minorities and how they became minorities.  “For the 

purpose of explaining the differences in school performance, Ogbu classifies minority 

groups into autonomous, voluntary (immigrant), and involuntary (nonimmigrant) 

minorities” (Ogbu & Simons, 1998, p. 164).  The autonomous groups refer to those who 

do not experience oppressions on the same level of the other two groups.  Voluntary 

minorities are so because they entered a country voluntarily.  Involuntary (non-

immigrant) minorities are labeled so because they or their ancestors entered a country 

without their consent (Ogbu & Simons, 1998). 

Deficit Thinking Theory—Deficit thinking theory focuses on organizational 

function logic (Valencia, 2012).  Deficit thinking theory exists when organizations view 

alleged deficiencies of underrepresented minorities as predominantly to blame for their 

lack of representation (Ford & Scott, 2010).   

Deterministic Contingency Theory—Determinism is a brute force concept, 

which appears to threaten self-control and the concept of contingency (Campbell, 2004; 

Dennett, 1984). 

Diachronic Contingency Theory—Diachronic contingency describes the world 

as it naturally exists.  This view seems more instinctive because when one actualizes a 

possibility in the present, the contrary contingency is removed from the present. 

Gifted— Gifted refers to students who are honors eligible. 
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Honors— Honors refers to a formal program normally under the office of 

academic affairs of colleges/universities, in which participants are required to meet 

certain rigorous scholastic or academic criteria including GPA and test scores at the high 

school and or undergraduate college level.  The term ‘honors’ may also refer to persons, 

societies, grades, and graduation distinctions (“Basic Characteristics of a Fully 

Developed Honors Program,” 2014). 

Honors Culture— Honors culture refers to a community of honors students, 

faculty, and administrators that are differentiated from their corresponding 

college/university-wide group by compelling high academic expectations and a culture of 

choosing to take intellectual risks (Slavin, 2008).   

Honors eligible— Honors eligible refers to a student with at least a 3.5 GPA and 

at least a combined 1000 on the SAT or a combined 24 on the ACT.  Although the 

selected institutions vary in their requirements, these are the minimum standards. 

Honors Societies— Honors societies refer to independent, national organizations 

that recognize academic achievement and normally operate as chapter members under the 

office of student affairs in participating colleges/universities. 

Identity Contingency Threat Theory—Steele (2011) described Identity 

Contingency Threats as the things with which one must contend given one’s social 

identity (p. 2).   

NCHC Standards—The National Collegiate Honors Council does not prescribe 

standards for honors programs.  However, it provides 17 best practices, of which two are 

of importance to this  

1) The honors program offers carefully designed educational experiences that 

meet the needs and abilities of the undergraduate students it serves.  A clearly 
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articulated set of admission criteria (e.g., GPA, SAT score, a written essay, 

satisfactory progress, etc.) identifies the targeted student population served by the 

honors program.  The program clearly specifies the requirements needed for 

retention and satisfactory completion. 

2) The program has a clear mandate from the institution’s administration in the 

form of a mission statement or charter document that includes the objectives and 

responsibilities of honors and defines the place of honors in the administrative and 

academic structure of the institution.  The statement ensures the permanence and 

stability of honors by guaranteeing that adequate infrastructure resources, 

including an appropriate budget as well as appropriate faculty, staff, and 

administrative support when necessary, are allocated to honors so that the 

program avoids dependence on the good will and energy of particular faculty 

members or administrators for survival.  In other words, the program is fully 

institutionalized (like comparable units on campus) so that it can build a lasting 

tradition of excellence.  (National Collegiate Honors Council, 2014) 

 

Nigrescence Theory—W.E. Cross developed the theory on “the social context of 

the civil rights and Power or consciousness movements of the 1960s and early 1970s.  

This theory proposed that racial identification was developed in stages” (Jackson, 2006, 

p. 173).  Harrison-Cooke (1999) explained Cross’s model of Nigrescence as “the 

developmental process by which a person ‘becomes Black’ where Black is defined in 

terms of one’s manner of thinking about and evaluating oneself and one’s reference 

groups rather than in terms of skin color per se” (p. 22).   

Paradox of Underachievement Theory—The paradox of underachievement 

theory focuses on the view that African-American students accept an ideology of 

achievement ideology, but do not demonstrate behaviors that are consistent with this 

belief (Ford & Scott, 2010). 

Post-Secondary Education— Post-Secondary Education refers to any education 

beyond high school. 
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Stereotype Threat—Steele (2011) describes stereotype threats as a type of 

identity contingency, in which people feel threatened or at risk of confirming stereotypes 

that are tied to their identity. 

Synchronic Contingency Theory—Synchronic contingency describes a reality 

that could be different from the actual world.  “Right when something is, it is possible not 

to be” (Bac, 2010, p. 22). 

Unawareness of Honors— Unawareness of honors includes ignorance of honors 

and minimal knowledge of the existence of honors.  Some students may be vaguely 

aware that something called honors exists but unaware of the peculiar characteristics of 

honors programs. 

 



137 

Appendix E. IRB Approval 

 
 



138 

 
 

 



139 

REFERENCES 

Aamodt, M. (2012). Industrial/organizational psychology: An applied approach. 

Belmont, CA: Cengage Learning. 

Adams, R. (1999). Leibniz determinist, theist, idealist. New York, NY: Oxford University 

Press. 

Alexander, K., & Alexander, D. (2011). American public school law. Belmont, CA: 

Cengage Learning. 

Alfano, M. (2014). Stereotype threat and intellectual virtue. In A. Fairweather & O. 

Flanagan, O. (Eds.), Stereotype threat and intellectual virtue. In Naturalizing 

epistemic virtue (pp. 156-174). New York, NY: Cambridge University Press. 

Allen, J. (1961, April 14). Negro group vows fight for college. Fort Lauderdale News. 

Allen, N. E. (2002). Factors that predict HBCU honors students’ persistence and 

cumulative grade point average (Doctoral dissertation, Morgan State). Retrieved 

from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses. (Accession Order No. AAT 3053028)  

Allport, G. W. (1954). The nature of prejudice. Cambridge, MA: Addison-Wesley. 

American Association of Community Colleges Honors. (2015). Retrieved from AACC 

About Community Colleges. Retrieved from 

http://www.aacc.nche.edu/AboutCC/Pages/default.aspx



140 

Anderson, D., & Anderson, L. (2010). Beyond change management how to achieve 

breakthrough results through conscious change leadership (2nd ed.). San 

Francisco, CA: Pfeiffer. 

Andrews, L. (2011). The wisdom of our elders: Honors discussions in the superior 

student, 1958-65. Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council, 12(2), 17-

46. 

Appiah, A. (1993). In my father's house: Africa in the philosophy of culture. New York, 

NY: Oxford University Press. 

Aronson, J., Fried, C. B., & Good, C. (2001). Reducing the effects of stereotype threat on 

African-American college students by shaping theories of intelligence. Journal of 

Experimental Social Psychology, 38, 113-125.     

Ashton, W. (2009, March 22). Honors needs diversity more than the diverse need honors. 

Journal of the National Collegiate Honors Council, 10(1), 65-67. 

Bac, J. (2010). Perfect will theology divine agency in reformed scholasticism as against 
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