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Introduction

African American males attending four-year colleges and universities graduate at lower rates
than most other demographic [1]. However, Black males and other students who perceive high
levels of institutional integration (i.e., faculty contact, peer cohesion and congruence with the
mainstream of campus life) are more likely to graduate [2], [3], [4].

In-college perceptions and experiences [6] may interact with perceived self-efficacy [7] and
racial identity attitudes [8] to idiosyncratically moderate African American males’ integration
into the institutional milieu. Indeed, Black males who maintain positive racial identity and
academic self-efficacy, and who are academically and socially integrated on campus also have
high cumulative GPAs, as depicted in Figure 1 below [5].

Figure 1: A Multidimensional Achievement Model (Reid, 2013)
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A residence-based freshman seminar was created at MIT in the fall of 2003 to test this model by
providing a home space [9] and learning community [10] for African American males. In
addition to fostering peer cohesion and connections with faculty and the administration, the
seminar offered “identity safety” [11].

Seminar Description

The participants were automatically assigned to the seminar once they voluntarily selected an
ethnically-themed living group located within a large residence hall on campus. The classroom
meetings—held weekly in the fall and biweekly during the spring semester—were facilitated by
a freshman advisor; a male university administrator with ties to the living group as a former
resident. No more than 10 students were assigned the seminar in any one year.

Class Format

Each 90-minute class began with a review of the participant’s goals, academic assignments,
commitments, and outcomes from the previous week. Often, the ensuing discussion centered on



one participant’s challenges, concluding with a collaboratively-generated solution to overcome
the academic challenge. An activity based on the readings or other assignments followed. The
session ended with participants discussing their academic commitments and goals for the
following week.

Curriculum

The curriculum featured discussions and activities based on readings that identified and critically
analyzed environmental and psychosocial hindrances to academic performance, and co-
constructed methods to overcome these obstacles. Topics were aligned with the
Multidimensional Achievement Model [5,12], including academic self-efficacy; racial identity
theory; mindsets about intelligence [13]; essential academic skills and work habits comprising
techniques for using time efficiently and leveraging study groups; career interests; learning
styles; integrity; and institutional connections with senior administration, key faculty and the
relevant history of the university. The students set individual and collective goals at the
beginning of each semester and reviewed their status at the semester close. The students
designed and executed a capstone project during the spring semester that operationalized their
learning.

Results

Approximately 35 male freshmen participated in the seminar, graduating one cohort over the 4-
year period of this analysis. Participants persisted 15 percentage points higher than the average
for all underrepresented minority students on campus. They also assumed campus leadership
positions, suggesting high levels of institutional integration. However, there was no difference in
cumulative GPA among those who participated in the seminar compared with all other enrolled
African American males who lived outside of the dormitory. On the other hand, among the small
sample in the first cohort who graduated, their average grades were higher than the campus
average.

These results suggest that predominantly White research universities can improve the outcomes
of their Black male students by developing their academic self-efficacy beliefs and racial
identity, specifically by establishing seminars, facilitated discussion groups, and/or learning
communities, as indicated below by one participant.

This advising seminar has allowed me to focus on African-American successes
and failures in education, which will help [me] to gain better knowledge of what
I need to succeed here [in college] and in life. Also, | have had tremendous
growth in time management skills and goal prioritizing, which | honestly lacked
previously. Overall, this advising seminar has been a great resource for me
during my first semester. (Participant)

References

[1] Status and Trends in the Education of Racial and Ethnic Groups: Indicator 23:
Postsecondary Graduation Rates. National Center for Education Statistics, February 2019.

[2] V. Tinto, Leaving College: Rethinking the Causes and Cures of Student Attrition, 2nd ed.
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1993.



[3]

[4]

[5]

[6]

[7]
[8]
[9]

R. Palmer and M. Gasman, "‘It takes a village to raise a child’: The role of social capital in
promoting academic success for African American men at a Black college.” Journal of
College Student Development, vol. 49, pp. 52-70, 2008.

T.L. Strayhorn, “When race and gender collide: Social and cultural capital's influence on
the academic achievement of African American and Latino males,” The Review of Higher
Education, vol. 33, 307-332, 2010.

K.W. Reid, “Understanding the Relationships Between Racial Identity, Self-Efficacy,
Institutional Integration and Academic Achievement of Black Males Attending Research
Universities,” The Journal of Negro Education, vol. 82 (1), 75-93, 2013.

C. Steele, “A threat in the air: How stereotypes shape the intellectual identities and
performance of women and African Americans,” American Psychologist, vol. 52, 613-629,
1997.

A. Bandura, Self-Efficacy: The Exercise of Control. New York: W. H. Freeman and
Company, 1996.

Helms, J. E., “Black racial identity theory,” in Black and White Racial Identity: Theory,
Research, and Practice, J. E. Helms, Ed. Westport, CT: Praeger, 1990, pp. 9-32.

B. Tatum. "Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria?" And Other
Conversations About Race: Basic Books, 1997.

[10] M.J. Ross, Success Factors of Young African-American Males at a Historically Black

College, Westport, CT: Bergen & Garvey, 1998.

[11] C. Steele, “Stereotype threat and student achievement” In Young, Gifted, and Black:

Promoting High Achievement Among African- American Students, T. Perry, C. Steele, and
A. Hilliard, Eds., pp. 109-130. Boston: Beacon Press, 2003.

[12] K.W. Reid, Working Smarter, Not Just Harder: Three Sensible Strategies for Succeeding in

College...and Life. Silver Spring, MD: CreateSpace, 2017.

[13] C.S. Dweck, “Motivational processes affecting learning.” American Psychologist, vol.

41(10), pp. 1040-1048, 1986.



