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This article presents findings from a qualitative study of academic
success factors affecting African American male students in the community college. In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted
with 28 African American male students at a Southwestern community college. Findings illustrated that spirituality was a positive
factor affecting academic success for some participants. Students
responses indicated several ways in which their academic success
was supported: (1) spirituality served as a confidant, an entity with
whom students could dialogue about issues; (2) spirituality served
as inspiration for excellence, the pursuit of which was espoused as
an important religious virtue; (3) spirituality provided life purpose,
thereby reassuring students of their academic plans; (4) spirituality
provided an ability to overcome barriers; and (5) spirituality reduced
relational distractions, especially those not aligned with a Christian
worldview. Recommendations for practice are discussed that address
the need for institutional agents to affirm students’ spiritual identities.
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Spirituality is a core element of African American1 culture.2 Every aspect of
Black life is influenced and=or shaped by spirituality and religion.3 This is
inclusive of Afrocultural beliefs, practices, traditions, art, mores, and folklore.
This ubiquitous force affects how psychological, social, political, economic,
and communal experiences are conceptualized, encountered, and reflected
upon.4 This does not suggest a monolithic Black expression of spirituality,
performance of Black religious participation, or belief in the teachings
derived from the ‘‘Black church’’ and other religious institutions; however,
it does suggest a shared and powerful cultural value system that influences
the Black experience.
Because Black culture, and culture in general, is not static (being
bound to the domiciles and communities of African Americans), it permeates every facet of society engaged by Blacks.5 Thus, African American spiritual beliefs and values impact their interactions in and perceptions of all
societal sectors (e.g., healthcare, business, government, education). Therefore, an understanding of how spirituality affects the manner in which
Blacks negotiate, view, and engage these institutions is needed. Enhanced
understanding of the Black experience in these sectors can better inform
institutional policies and practices; hence, this can serve to improve the status of African Americans within each respective sector. This notion, that
enhanced understanding can lead to enhanced service, is the guiding
motive of this article.
With this in mind, this article presents select findings from a larger qualitative study of African American male students in the community college. The
focus of this study was to identify factors that affect academic success6 from
students’ perspectives. Data collected from this study elicited several constructs (e.g., social, personal, institutional, academic, psychological) and
associated factors relevant to academic success. Among the associated
factors, spirituality emerged as an important concept. This article illustrates
students’ perspectives, which indicates that spirituality has a positive relationship to their academic success.
Although the concept of African American spirituality has been investigated in the psychological7 and healthcare literature,8 the postsecondary
research on this topic is near silent. This point has even greater salience
for the extant literature on African American male students.9 This is particularly interesting given the historical importance of spirituality in the African
American community. As a religious and cultural ethic, Black spirituality ‘‘has
served as a personal and communal source of liberation, solace, hope, meaning, and forgiveness, particularly in relationship to social, political, and economic injustices.’’10 Thus, as the few studies on this topic, this research sheds
light on the often marginalized voices of Black males who (as regular recipients of injustice) viewed spirituality as an emancipatory force for academic
empowerment.
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Definitions of spirituality are numerous and sometimes inconsistent.11
Conceptions of spirituality can range from factors related directly to organized religion to broader concepts such as meaning and purpose for life.12
Thus, definitions vary from those being restrictive to specific groups of
individuals to those which are holistic and inclusive of all individuals in
society. Given this wide variance, it is important to provide clarity on how
this concept was operationalized in this study.
Jagers and Mock define spirituality as ‘‘believing and behaving as if nonobservable and nonmaterial life forces have governing powers in one’s
everyday affairs . . . Although often expressed in God concepts, this ongoing
spiritual sensitivity is not necessarily tied to formal church doctrine or participation.’’13 This definition of spirituality, belief in a greater power (e.g., God,
supernatural force, ordered universe), and action based upon that belief,
guided this inquiry. This perception of spirituality has confluence with Page’s
investigation of spirituality among Black males.14 Page examined the role
between spirituality and coping mechanisms for young adult, urban, African
American males in New Jersey. He found their conceptions of spirituality
related to having faith in, practicing, and theological adherence to a religious
belief system.15 This finding aligns with Jagers and Mock’s articulation of
spirituality in that a belief or faith in something is manifested in one’s life.16
It should be noted that this definition varies from that of some scholars.
For example, Astin uses a definition of spirituality designed to incorporate all
individuals, regardless of their belief system (e.g., religious orientation,
denominational orientation, belief in God or gods). He stated that spirituality
entails several concepts related to our internal mental processes: (a) human
consciousness—one’s subjective knowledge of internal awareness which is
not directly visible or amenable to direct evaluation; (b) the affective domain—
an individual’s experiential knowledge, value systems, emotional=social
intelligence; (c) reasoning and logic—one’s rationalization of meta-physical
issues; and (d) unique tendencies—an individual’s encounters with experiences which are difficult to describe, explain, or discuss such as unexplainable instinct and motivation as well as other numinous phenomenon.17
Though Astin’s definition recognizes that unexplained phenomena occur, it
does not necessitate a personal investment, through belief and action, in
forces or powers beyond one’s control.
In a similar vein as Astin, Rendón provided a definition of spirituality
that is meant to be inclusive of all individuals.18,19 For her, spirituality is
not isolated to a belief in the supernatural but is situated in cultural meaning
and values. For instance, Rendón discussed spirituality in the context of
teaching and learning in higher education. She contended that pedagogy is
spiritual if it ‘‘honors our humanity, instills a sense of wonder, sacredness
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and humility in our college classrooms, respects and embraces alternate cultural realities, and connects faculty and students in meaningful ways.’’20
Although this view of spirituality upholds the importance of cultural realities,
like Astin’s definition, devotion to a greater power is not necessitated.
Spirituality is interrelated with 2 relevant concepts: religion and religiosity. Religion refers to a shared belief system typified by principles, customs,
practices, and rites in adherence to God or multiple deities. In contrast, religiosity is the performance of these principles, customs, practices, and rites.21
Further, religiosity does not necessarily suggest, though it may, a belief in
religion. As such, an individual may exude religiosity as part of a cultural
practice without an actual belief in religion. With this in mind, spirituality
and religiosity are differing concepts;22 although both suggest the enactment
of belief systems, spirituality connotes an actual belief which may fall outside
an organized religion.
As previously stated, spirituality and religion are important cultural factors in the lives of African Americans. Much of the value attributed to these
concepts is fostered by the Black church. African American religious institutions have served as foundational sources of communal activities, resources,
and ideology.23 The Black church had its genesis during the era of slavery
where cultural genocide eradicated previous religious systems. According
to Calhoun-Brown, since that time, it has served as a safe haven for African
Americans as a self-contained civil society.24 Black churches serve many
important societal needs for African Americans, such as providing (1) a center for communal events and social interaction; (2) a locale that develops
community and political leadership; (3) a venue for local services and programs designed to uplift the community;25 (4) a gathering place for building
unity among African Americans; (5) a setting for encouragement, support,
and resilience;26 and (6) a setting for spiritual development and religious
socialization.
The centrality of the Black church to the Black community may be one
reason for the high levels of spirituality and religious involvement among
African Americans. Several studies have found that African Americans have
higher reported levels of spirituality and religious involvement (e.g., attendance at religious services, praying, reading scriptures) than do their White
counterparts.27 Similar to findings derived from examining levels of spirituality and religious involvement among African American and Whites in
society, investigations of college students have also found variance between
racial=ethnic groups. For example, Walker and Dixon administered a spirituality and religious participation questionnaire to Black and White college students.28 Using correlation analyses, they found that African American
students report higher levels of spirituality and religious participation than
White students.
Arguably the most interesting finding from Walker and Dixon is that
they found a positive correlation between spiritual beliefs, religious
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participation, and overall spirituality and student grade point averages. Thus,
students with high levels of academic achievement reported high levels on 3
measures of spirituality. Similar findings have been found in other studies of
spirituality among African American college students. For example, Phillips
found higher levels of adjustment to college among African Americans with
higher levels of spirituality.29 Phillips also found that higher levels of adjustment to college correlated with higher academic success among students.
Taken together, these findings indicate a relationship between spirituality
and academic success.
Research from Lee provides an important insight into the nature of this
relationship.30 Lee examined the first-year experience of African American
students. She found that religion served as an internal mechanism to guide
students’ paths. This finding is in line with research from Rendón who found
that spirituality impacts students of color by giving them an internal mechanism of strength.31 This mechanism of strength serves as a resilience factor
for students of color, thereby enabling their success in college. Although the
role of spirituality and academic success has yet to be examined among
African American male students in the community college (the focus of this
research), some groundwork has been laid on this topic among African
American males in 4-year institutions (see below). This groundwork served
as the conceptual framework for this study.
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In his article, ‘‘Expression of Spirituality among African American College
Males,’’ Herndon identified spirituality as a persistence factor among
African-American male college students.32 Using interview data collected
from a sample of 13 students attending a predominantly White rural institution, Herndon articulated 3 primary ways that students described spirituality as a support for persistence. First, he noted that spirituality served as
a resilience factor. Herndon stated that religious activities (e.g., prayer,
attending religious services, reading scripture) provided a method for coping
with stress resulting from academic and social barriers.33 Second, spirituality
was identified as providing students with a ‘‘sense of purpose, direction, and
focus in life.’’34 In particular, students’ development of a sense of purpose
was connected to their academic paths and major selections, thus serving
as a motivational factor for goal internalization. Third, religious institutions
with which students’ affiliated provided them with support to persist in
college via personal encouragement.
Herndon’s 3 expressions of spirituality (resilience factor, sense of purpose, religious institutional support) served as the conceptual lens for this
study. His research is one of the few studies of the relationship between spirituality and school achievement in relationship to school the African American
male post-secondary education experience. This article is the first extension
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of his framework among Black males in the community college setting. As a
conceptual guide, this study investigated the topic of spirituality as a factor in
academic success by (1) looking for similarities by which students discussed
the importance of spirituality; (2) interrogating the data collected for other
possible expressions of spirituality that serve to benefit academic success;35
and (3) seeking disconfirming evidence that suggested potential barriers for
academic success posed by spirituality. It is important to note that Herndon’s model is specific to student persistence, although this study focused on
academic success, persistence frameworks are commonly employed as
conceptual guides to examine other academic issues (e.g., academic success,
student engagement, transfer).36 The following section will explain the
methodological design employed in this investigation.


METHODS












































This study used qualitative methods to examine students’ perceptions of
factors related to academic success. Twenty-eight interviews were conducted
with African American male students in a community college. A qualitative
research approach was selected for this study because it allows for an equal
and reciprocal relationship between the researcher and the participant.37 This research approach honors the participants’ voices and allows the researcher to
approach the participants as providers of knowledge. Furthermore, as noted
by Denzin and Lincoln, qualitative research allows predicted and unpredicted outcomes to emerge from a study.38
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Study participants were all self-identified African American males who were
at least 18 years of age. Participants had to be currently enrolled as students
at the community college research site or have attended (e.g., transferred,
dropped-out) within the last 2 years.39 The average age of participants was
24.5 years old and ranged from 18 to 58 years old. Students were representative of diverse majors (e.g., criminal justice, business, culinary arts, biological sciences, psychology) though business was the most common field
of study, with 9 participants majoring in this area. Students had varied educational goals, including earning an associate’s degree (5 participants); earning
an associate’s degree and transferring to a 4-year institution (9 participants);
and transferring to a 4-year institution without earning an associate’s degree
(7 participants). Students most recent educational experiences included
attendance at a high school (16 participants), another 2-year institution (e.g.,
community college, technical school) (8 participants), and 4-year universities
(4 participants).
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Research Site































Data used in this study was collected from Star Valley Community College
(SVCC).40 Located in the Southwestern United States, SVCC is among a number of institutions in a large community college district. The campus serves a
diverse student body of approximately 13,000 students. Females account for
a large percentage of the institution’s student enrollment. As such, 59% of
students at this institution are female, 35% are male, and 6% are undeclared.
The racial-ethnic breakdown of student enrollment is as follows: African
American (8%), Hispanic=Latino (32%), White (39%), Asian American (4%),
Native American (1%), and Other (16%).
Given the large enrollment of Hispanic=Latino students attending this
institution, SVCC is a federally recognized Minority Serving Institution.
According to O’Brien & Zudak (1998), a Minority Serving Institution is an
institution of higher education that ‘‘enroll[s] a high proportion of African
American, Hispanic, and American Indian students.’’41 Although African
Americans represent 8% of the institutional enrollment, Black males account
for only 14% to 15% of this percentage. As a result, this campus has a minimal
African American male population of 148 total students. Bearing this in mind,
interviews conducted with the 28 participants represented 19 percent of the
total Black male population at this institution.












Data Collection































Interviews with students lasted an hour in length and used a semi-structured
interview approach. As noted by DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree, semistructured interviews are ‘‘generally organized around a set of predetermined
open-ended questions, with other questions emerging from the dialogue
between the interviewer and interviewee=s.’’42 Pre-planned probes were
embedded into the interview protocol.43 This type of probing consists of predetermined follow-up questions used to delve further into a specific topic
addressed in the interview protocol. Pre-planned probes are beneficial (as
opposed to unplanned probes) as they allow for greater comparability of
data collected among participants. This style of probing also reduces the
influence of the researcher on the data collection process.44 Interviews were
audiorecorded and then transcribed verbatim.
In addition to interviews, data was collected via journaling, on-campus
observations (over a 3-month period), and through unstructured concept
maps. Unstructured concept mapping is a process whereby participants are
given a concept and are asked to depict factors associated with this concept.45 As a result, prior to each interview students were given a blank piece
of paper and asked to depict, in any way they desired, factors they believed
affected their academic success. Students provided varying forms of
depictions, including poems, drawings, narratives, and lists. They were
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encouraged to use this information to aid them in articulating their responses
during their interview. In addition, the researcher collected concept maps at
the end of each interview and used these maps as an additional source of
data to guide the final analysis.
Three forms of non-probabilistic sampling were used in the recruitment
of participants: First, convenience sampling, which is acquiring participants
who can be easily identified and recruited for participation.46 In general,
participants attained through convenience sampling are within the researchers’ social network. However, because participants in this study were not
within this network, students were recruited through direct contact and
lunchtime tabling.47 Second, snowball sampling, which is a referral system
where individuals who have already participated in a study refer other potential participants.48 After approximately 10 interviews had been conducted, a
number of students began approaching the researcher. These students noted
that they had friends=acquaintances who had previously been interviewed
and that they were also interested in participating in the project.49 Third,
maximum variation sampling, which is a sampling technique where the
researcher purposefully includes a diverse cadre of participants.50 This sampling technique surfaces important themes elicited across a diverse group of
participants. With this in mind, interviews were conducted with a group of
Black male students diverse in several areas including age, economic status,
major, academic standing, and time status (full time, part time). The next section discusses how collected data was analyzed.









Data Analysis

























This study analyzed data collected through an ideas grouping approach as
described by Auerbach and Silverstein.51 In this analytic technique, the
researcher identifies key statements or themes from interview transcripts that
seem to be repeated throughout the data being analyzed. The researcher
then creates a list of these themes and reads through the texts in search for
passages related to each theme identified. These passages are then grouped
together. This process is repeated continuously until passages from the entire
list of themes are grouped together. This process may result in the expansion,
reduction, and=or elimination of themes. From this process, themes relevant
to academic success for African American males in this investigation were
identified. In some instances, such as with the data described in this current
study, if available data allowed for a deeper level of analysis then subthemes
were analyzed. This is part of the data reduction and expansion process.
Several measures were implemented in order to enhance the validity of
this study’s findings, they included inter-coder reliability and member
checks. Inter-coder reliability is a process whereby multiple researchers code
transcripts in order to ensure a high degree of congruent coding. The process
was undertaken by the researcher and 2 colleagues (2 advanced doctoral
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students) on selected portions of transcripts. Member checking was also used
in this study. Lincoln and Guba noted that member checking occurs when
study participants are provided a platform to share input which can serve
to correct, validate, and challenge study findings.52 In this case, the
researcher performed a post-analysis focus group with study participants.
During the focus group, students provided comments, clarification, and suggestions on themes presented by the research. This information was incorporated into subsequent versions of the study write-up.

Limitations








































































Like other research studies, this study is not without limitations. SVCC, as a whole,
does not enroll a large number of African American males. Thus, the findings from
this study are most applicable to the research site in which they were derived. As a
result, findings cannot be generalized to other colleges; however, generalization
was not the like other research studies, this study is not without limitations.
SVCC, as a whole, does not enroll a large number of African American males.
Thus, the findings from this study are most applicable to the research site in
which they were derived. As a result, findings cannot be generalized to other
colleges; however, generalization was not the focus of this study. This study
sought to identify specificities rather than generalities regarding factors that
affect African American male academic success at the research site. That being said, study findings may be transferrable as a potential theoretical framework to explore Black males at other community college sites.53 Another potential limitation of this study is the researcher’s race=ethnicity and gender.
As an African American male, there are benefits and hurdles associated with
the researcher examining students within the same racial=ethnic and gender
group. The benefits may be that students were more open to sharing their
experiences with the researcher and that he was able to fully understand
some of their perceptions. However, this personal knowledge of experiences
as a Black male may have negatively impacted the researcher’s objectivity.
This was the researcher’s rationale for using both inter-coder reliability and
member checking as validity measures.

FINDINGS
The role of spirituality as a factor related to academic success was discussed
by 11 of the 28 students. Overwhelmingly, these participants discussed spirituality as a support mechanism for academic success. Certainly, 11 of 28 participants does not suggest an overwhelming association between spirituality
and academic success; however, the depth of students comments on spirituality does provide insight on how spirituality may serve as an academic
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success factor for some students. Two of the 11 students were Jehovah’s
Witnesses, 1 was a former Jehovah’s Witness, and 9 were Protestants representative of various denominations (e.g., Baptist, Seventh Day Adventist,
non-denominational). Students responses indicated several interrelated ways
in which their academic success was supported: (1) spirituality=God served
as a confidant, an entity with whom students could dialogue about issues;
(2) spirituality served as inspiration for excellence, the pursuit of which
was espoused as an important religious virtue; (3) spirituality provided life
purpose, thereby reassuring students of their academic plans; (4) spirituality
provided an ability to overcome barriers; and (5) spirituality reduced relational distractions, especially those not aligned with a spiritual worldview.
Although most participants who discussed spirituality described it as a
support for academic success, it should be noted that one student (Charles54)
discussed spirituality as both a hindrance and support.55 When asked what
affected his success in school, like many other study participants who
touched upon this theme, Charles described being raised in a religious
household. He also described the importance of spirituality, noting that
God could forgive his sins when he made mistakes. When asked for clarification on how this related to academic success, Charles began describing
faith as a hindrance, though he later returned to describing it as a support
mechanism.










































However, you know, it’s—but the bad, the bad part is like, you get into
issues like religion. You know what I’m saying, like I hear a lot of people
debate about religion, like a lot of people talk about how God isn’t real.
You know, if He’s real, then why does He do this and that? When I hear
this, you know, it kind of, it kind of irks me a little bit because this is like,
I have my belief, you have yours, you know what I’m saying? But don’t
question what I believe in, you know? And I’ve often told people that
yeah, I believe in God, I believe that there is a God, I believe that He,
He will come back one day. And it’s not necessarily what the other,
you know, the next person believes, they may believe something totally
different. But that’s what I believe in, just don’t, just don’t make fun of it,
you know what I’m saying? Don’t, don’t question it. You have your belief,
I have mine.

As Charles described, he felt that his religious beliefs were under attack at the
institution. In describing these occurrences, he insinuated that others had
degraded or made light of his beliefs. Charles stated that he has respect for
individuals who do not believe in God or have other beliefs, but he felt that
this respect was not reciprocated. Whereas colleges and universities can
serve as a platform to discuss divergent opinions, ideas, and beliefs, Charles
seemed to be describing the existence of what he perceived as a religiously
alienating campus climate.
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Charles’s perception of the campus climate may be related to the
disconnect some scholars see between Black home=community values and
those of the college environment. Perrakis and Stevens, in their examinations
of African American males in the community college, noted that a cultural
disconnect can occur for Black male students when their identities are in
conflict with the dominant culture of the institution.56 They noted that these
instances of cultural dissonance can result in higher levels of attrition. Given
the centrality of spirituality to Black life and culture, it is plausible that this is
what Charles is describing. Although the pervasiveness of this disconnect
cannot be gleaned from Charles’s response alone, it does appear that some
students may experience a cultural-disconnect between their spirituality and
the worldviews of, at least some, institutional affiliates.

Spirituality=God Served as a Confidant










































Several students spoke about a personal relationship with God. This resulted
in an emergent subtheme that addressed the role of spirituality=God in
affecting their academic success by providing students with a confidant. As a
confidant, students stated that God, or at least God’s presence, was with them
at all times. They described this relationship as an interaction, one in which
they could both talk to and dialogue with God on challenges they faced and
successes they celebrated. This sub-theme was best articulated by Andrew
after being asked about defining moments in his life:































I think the third defining moment that I would mention, again, I had
mentioned the church, I think that the church has always been important
to me. Not that I have been a perfect person, and I don’t think I ever will
be a perfect person, but, I think it has always kept me centered ... Again,
I don’t think it has always kept me perfect, but, I think it always kept me
centered. So my personal relationship with God has always been a continuous thing for me. I am not a pushy person, everything I talk to someone about does not always lead to religion or always lead to God. I have
many interests, but, for me personally, I maintain that theme throughout
my life. Knowing that God exists and can take issues, can talk to him
about my successes, I just keep that continuous dialogue going.

As with the other students who discussed this sub-theme, Andrew noted
that the ability to continually ‘‘dialogue’’ with God provided him with a sense
of support, essentially reducing feelings of isolation. The literature on African
American males in the community college is replete with references to feelings of
alienation and isolation.57 These feelings are seen as being directly related to
Black male persistence and=or academic success in the community college.
For some of this study’s participants, spirituality=God served to alleviate this
void and to fulfill their relational needs.
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Spirituality Served as Inspiration for Excellence













Students discussed the role of God=religion=faith in supporting their academic success by serving as an inspiration for excellence. Students noted that
they were raised to believe that the pursuit of excellence was an important
Christian value. Students described this value as being applicable to every
aspect of their lives (e.g., in the workplace, in relationships with friends),
including excellence in school=college. They noted that this message came
from family members, pastors, and their local church membership. Thus,
these students discussed pursuing higher education and striving toward
academic excellence as an expectation.
Calvin serves as a representative example of this sub-theme. When he
was asked what affected his academic success, he responded ‘‘I would have
to say Jesus.’’ When probed further, Calvin noted that prior to being a
Christian he was selfish. To illustrate this point, he explained, ‘‘I was just
living for myself.’’ When asked to provide an example of what ‘‘living for
myself’’’ meant, he responded:










































Well, even though, I am living [for] myself, like you know, I was like well,
I am going to become a lawyer, everything like that. But I had no drive
towards getting, you know accomplishing what I wanted to do. It’s like, I
know I am intelligent, so I can just back off on that way [on schoolwork]
without actually having to push myself or do anything. But you know,
ever since I met Jesus, I realized that is not what you are supposed to
do. You’re supposed to push yourself, you know, for anything, strive
towards it at all cost. So, it makes me see the vast potential that I have,
instead of just limiting myself with oh, being one thing, or oh, you know,
just leaning back on something. We’re asked to push it further than what
it is.



















Evident within the quote is the relationship between a perceived Christian
ethic of excellence and the psychological outcome of focus. A number of students echoed Calvin’s sentiments in this regard. Thus, students who ascribed
to this ethic believed that they must be more focused or concentrated on their
academic pursuits. As such, the expectation of excellence served as a mechanism by which Calvin internalized his commitment to his goals.

Spirituality Provided Life Purpose
A sub-theme that has an indirect relationship with students’ goal commitment
is purpose. As described by the participants, spirituality served to make
students’ life purposes clear. Participants who discussed this sub-theme
believed that God has a desired outcome for each person, and that this purpose, often equated with a career, is meant to serve, glorify, and benefit God.
They noted that God allows students to encounter barriers and supports on
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their path to this purpose as a method of preparing students for challenges
they will encounter in the future. Wayne best articulated the intricacies of
this concept. He was asked what he believed affected his academic success,
he stated,
Ultimately, in each person’s life, there is a purpose. You got to have a
purpose to do something, and each goal that you achieve, or each barrier
that you overcome, or each circumstance that comes up, happened for a
reason. To see how tough you are and can you get through that, to ultimately get to your purpose and destination in life. So, that’s why I believe
everything happens for a reason because, it’s preparing you for something later in life.































Wayne served as a good example of this concept. When interviewed, he
noted that his goal was to become a pastor and a lawyer. In fact, Wayne had
already identified a graduate-level dual degree program in divinity and law
that would allow him to achieve a Masters of Divinity and Doctorate of Juris
Prudence simultaneously. Wayne informed me that he wanted to achieve
both degrees to provide him with the financial stability needed to support
his family and avoid being a monetary burden to the church. In this regard,
he stated,








































So far, what I think his purpose is, obviously, I know it was for me to be
successful, for me to able to help out my family, I know pastors don’t
really make a lot of money, if, you know, it just depends on your church,
the neighborhood, and everything like that. But pastors themselves don’t
really make a lot of money. So, I know that He [God] knows my interest
was in law, before I gave my life to him, so he is using that, allowing me
to get a law=pastor degree so, I know with using those two together, I
will be able to be successful and be able to serve him at the same time.
So, regardless, as long as I am serving him, I think that’s his purpose for
me now.



While this sub-theme can be associated with students’ goal commitment,
it also speaks to issues of major certainty. As noted by Mason, major certainty
is an important element related to the persistence of African American males
in urban community colleges.58 As indicated by Wayne, his major had been
selected for him, by God. Thus, Wayne did not experience the ambivalence
that some students can encounter in selecting and committing to a major.

Spirituality Provided the Ability to Overcome Barriers
The largest sub-theme discussed by participants was the role of spirituality in
empowering them to overcome barriers that they encountered. In general,
students stated that when they encountered barriers, they prayed, believing
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that God heard their prayers and helped them through whatever barriers they
faced. For example, when asked what affects his success in school, Mark
responded:
I think religious, me always just having faith on that anything I go
through, that God will help me, help me get through it. Anything I ask
for, He’ll also help me, help me get it, I believe. I feel like everything
happens for a reason.

In a similar fashion, Tyrone stated the following:











I was raised spiritually through God, my Father, my Lord and Savior,
Jesus Christ. Having faith that the work ethic, the sincere, that, the sincere
process that I deliver every single day, that God will be by my side. He
will uplift me during the hardest moments in my life, and I use faith
within myself and faith within God as the foundation within life, and that
was everyday in my education battles, everyday.
















































These statements by Mark and Tyrone illustrate that spirituality served as
a resiliency mechanism for students. According to Ceja, resilience refers to
students’ ability to overcome obstacles and succeed when facing difficult circumstances.59 With respect to Tyrone, external issues such as drug use and
addiction, homelessness, and poverty impacted his academic achievement.
However, he noted that his spirituality allowed him to overcome these barriers. This sub-theme, spirituality as an aid for overcoming barriers, was discussed by students in different ways. Most students did not address specific
events that spirituality had helped them overcome. Rather, they focused on
generalities. For example, Andrew viewed SVCC itself as a barrier to overcome as opposed to a specific person or entity within it. He stated,















So, my religion would tell me, um, there is going to be challenges in life,
you are going to have to have faith. When you sign up for an institution,
it’s not guaranteed that you are going to get through that institution, but,
when a person can grasp faith, a person, know that, hey, I haven’t
entered this program before, but, you know, I don’t have no problems
feeling that I am going to get through it and it’s going to be okay. Yeah,
so, my faith, my religion, definitely plays a role in me being successful in
the classroom.

Although most students talked in generalities, some students were specific in how spirituality aided them in their academic success. These students
noted that they prayed to God prior to taking tests, and that He allowed them
to perform well. For example, Eric stated, ‘‘if I pray that day when I have a
test or something, I ask God to help me pass a test, then it will maybe come
true. And then I’ll pass a test’’. Similarly, Terrence noted that he also prayed
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before taking tests. He stated, ‘‘sometimes I pray that I pass my test or my
class because you know, I’m a Christian. That’s what Christians do ‘cause
they feel the Lord can get them out of a majority of the situations that they’re
put in.’’ For both Eric and Terrence, test taking and coursework were viewed
as barriers to success, barriers which their spirituality allowed them to
overcome.

Spirituality Minimized Relational Distractions

















Three students (James, Tyrone, and Tim) noted that spirituality reduced relational distractions. Two of these students were Jehovah’s witnesses, and 1
was a former Jehovah’s Witness. These students noted that their religious
beliefs prevented them from interacting with other students who were
engaged in partying, substance abuse, womanizing, and other actions that
would be considered inappropriate for Jehovah’s Witnesses. These students
felt that they were better able to focus on their studies because relational distractions with other students were either minimized or eliminated. For
example, when asked what affects his academic success, James explained,





















Just religious views, basically, like that’s a big part of my academic successes. You know, a good thing about being raised Jehovah’s Witness,
I can say is that academically, it helped me a lot. Because it kept my
mind, it kept me focused.




































When asked whether he was referring to his tenure in high school or his current college experience, James responded that his religion had played an
important role in both contexts. James stated that his mother began restricting his interactions at an early age, a practice that she continued, even into
his college tenure. Thus, the majority of James’s time at home was spent
studying. He explained that this discipline is a result of religious restrictions
that stipulate that he ‘‘really can’t hang out with certain people, and do certain things.’’ This restriction of external peer influences was identified as a
supportive mechanism for academic success by all these students.

DISCUSSION
As previously stated, Herndon’s examination of spirituality among African
American male collegians served as the conceptual framework for this study.
Findings from this current study illustrate some similarities with those found
by Herndon. First, Herndon found that spirituality served as a resilience factor for students. In his study, prayer, attending religious services, and reading
scriptures were the primary methods by which students were able to overcome academic and social barriers. This study also found that spirituality
served as a mechanism for students to overcome barriers, a resilience factor.
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Students in this investigation noted that this occurred through prayer and a
belief in God’s presence in their lives. Second, Herndon noted that spirituality supported students’ academic success by providing them with purpose,
direction, and focus. Thus, their selection of majors and pursuit of career
goals were motivated by a sense of fulfilling their destiny. Likewise, this
research also found that spirituality provided students with a purpose in life
which contributed to major certainty and dedication to academic achievement. Third, Herndon stated that the religious institutions students attended
provided them with personal encouragement to persist in college. In this
study, students did not describe how members of religious institutions supported them. In fact, in light of this study’s definition of spirituality, it seems
like this benefit is not necessarily a factor associated with spirituality. Rather,
it appears that this is a social benefit derived from participation in the Black
church or other Black religious institutions.
This study found 2 factors related to the benefits of spirituality to academic success that were confluent with Herndon’s findings. However, 3 factors not addressed in his findings were identified. In this research, students
noted that spirituality=God served as a confidant, an entity with whom students’ could dialogue about issues. As a result, students’ feelings of isolation
were reduced. Students believed that they were able to communicate with
God in good and bad times. In essence, spirituality served as a form of capital, an item of value that allowed students to better navigate and negotiate
their educational experiences. Participants also noted that spirituality served
as an inspiration for excellence. They articulated excellence as a Christian
ethic, noting that they were expected to perform at their highest personal
level. Extant literature on Black males indicates the importance of having
high expectations, both externally and internally, in order to succeed.60 What
makes this theme unique from previous studies is that high expectations originated from students’ spirituality. Another finding that was not addressed by
Herndon is that spirituality reduced relational distractions. As a result, students were socially isolated from peers who were viewed as negative influences. This social isolation provided space for students to focus on their
academic pursuits. Two studies on Black males in the community college,
Bush and Faison, found that peers and peer group dependence served as
negative factors to academic success.61 However, not all scholars agree with
this finding. Mason found peer relationships to be a positive support for students’ academic success for African American males in the community college.62 As noted by Wood, peers can serve as positive and negative factors
to academic success based upon the nature of their relationships.63 When
students receive academic support, encouragement, and information on
campus services from peers, the relationships can serve to support academic
success. In contrast, he found that relationships where exorbitant amounts of
time were spent in non-school related activities (e.g., socializing, athletics)
could lead to negative academic success. Clearly, this point is echoed in
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students’ responses on this theme; positive relationships should be fostered,
negative relationships should be limited or discarded.

CONCLUSION



































This study has added to the literature by explicating five interrelated ways in
which spirituality serves to support the academic success of some students
(having a confidant, being inspired, having a sense of life purpose, overcoming barriers, and eliminating relational distractions). These important benefits
of spirituality illustrate the importance of affirming students spiritually.
Further research should be conducted to determine whether findings from
this study are transferrable as a theoretical frame for understanding Black
male spirituality and academic success in other community college contexts.
For example, the community in this study was a mid-sized, Minority Serving
Institution, located in the Southwestern United States. Further studies should
determine whether findings differ by institutional size, institutional type, and
locale. Finally, researchers should investigate the potential relationship
between higher levels of spirituality and religiosity and academic success.
Although such studies have been conducted in other contexts among African
Americans,64 no study, to date, has examined this relationship among Black
males in the community college context.
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