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Abstract
The retention and degree attainment rate of men of color (MOC) remain pressing is-
sues, particularly for those attending predominantly White community colleges in the 
United States. Though 62% of MOC begin their academic journey at a two-year insti-
tution, only 25% graduate with a degree or certificate within three years (Hilton et al., 
2012; Huerta et al., 2021; Mangan, 2014). The first year of college can be challenging, 
especially for those students belonging to an underrepresented, underserved, low-in-
come, or first-generation population. Unfortunately, MOC encounter confounding 
issues that serve as barriers to their overall academic and social success. Aside from 
having to navigate those challenges typically associated with the first year transition, 
MOC face additional issues related to race, gender, and masculinity (Huerta, et. al, 
2021; Williams et al., 2014). Some of these issues prevent MOC from being seen as 
total human beings, but as generic persons reduced to labels and stereotypes (O’Neil, 
2015). There exists a need for further research that explores the first year experience of 
MOC. Comprehending this critical juncture of their academic pathway could lead to 
constructing multilayered interventions at the student and institution level. 
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Over the past few years, research has shown a steady increase in the college enrollment 
of men of color (MOC; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2019b). 
However, colleges and universities struggle with the low retention, persistence, and 
graduation rates of minority groups, particularly MOC (Espinosa et al., 2019; NCES, 
2019a). For this study the descriptors men and male are used interchangeably which 
is common for this scholarship. In the 2008 article, Colleges Seek Key to Success of 
Black Males in the Classroom, the author argued that the issue for postsecondary insti-
tutions is not having ample knowledge of best practices that support students of color. 
Instead, the problem lies in offering educational leaders the right incentive or “carrot” 
to act on that knowledge (Schmidt, 2008). The racial and ethnic profile of students 
enrolled in American colleges and universities has drastically changed over the last 
20 years, shifting from a predominantly White population to an increasingly more 
racially and socioeconomically diverse global community (Espinosa et al., 2019). Since 
1976, the number of students of color (i.e., Hispanic, American Indian/Alaska Native, 
and Black) attending college has grown, while the enrollment of White students has 
declined from 84% to 57% (NCES, 2019b). The dramatic change in student profile 
comes with a variety of challenges and opportunities for both the institution and the 
student (Seidman, 2012).  

According to the College Board (2010), one major challenge is eliminating the educa-
tional disparities and achievement gaps that exist for low-income students and individ-
uals belonging to a racialized or minority group. On the surface, the increase in enroll-
ment seems promising, but the numbers paint an inaccurate picture of the educational 
experience and degree attainment for men of color. The educational achievement of 
MOC demands a closer examination from educational leaders, policymakers, philan-
thropists, and community leaders (College Board, 2010). Though two-year colleges are 
the starting point for 62% of MOC, only 25% graduate with a degree or certificate 
within three years (Hilton et al., 2012; Mangan, 2014). According to the National 
Center for Education Statistics (2019b), 27% of Native American, 27% of Hispanic, 
and 22% of Black male students graduate with a degree or certificate within 150% of 
normal time, compared to 33% of White male students. For various reasons, MOC 
prematurely leave college without the institution having a clear understanding for their 
departure. Instead of leveling the playing field, a possible solution may be restructuring 
the landscape to ensure equity in educational access, support, and degree obtainment.

Literature Review
The problems postsecondary institutions have with educating, retaining, and grad-
uating MOC have been featured news (Harper & Harris, 2010). With an increased 
emphasis placed on men’s issues at the government, philanthropic, and national level, 
there should exist an awareness of the gender gap in degree attainment and college
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enrollment. In 2014, President Obama’s administration launched the My Brother’s 
Keeper Initiative to increase the number of MOC that complete a postsecondary de-
gree through mentorship, skill development, and support networks (The White House, 
2014). A disaggregation of the data by gender, race, and institutional sector reveals a 
wider gap for males attending a community college, compared to those at four-year 
institutions (Briscoe et al., 2020).

During the late 1970s, male students represented a slight majority of college-enrolled 
students; however, both males and females attended colleges and universities almost 
at equal rates (Field, 2021; Harper & Harris, 2010). In 1976, the U.S. Department of 
Education reported that males accounted for 52% of undergraduate enrollment, while 
females represented 48%. By 1980, females accounted for 52.3% of degree seekers, 
while males started slowly disappearing from the college environment and educational 
pipeline (Harper & Harris, 2010). According to Field (2021), several reasons exist for 
the gender imbalance, but the underscoring explanation points to differences in ac-
ademic, social, and economic expectations. Academically, females outpace males in 
primary and secondary schooling and are more inclined to reach out for assistance 
when facing problems. Additionally, males experience a higher level of social pressures 
to enter the workforce to assume the role of family provider (Field, 2021).

By 2008, females accounted for 56.9% of undergraduate students, sparking concerns 
about the enrollment, retention, and degree attainment of male students (Harper & 
Harris, 2010). Overall, research has shown a decline in the retention and graduation 
rates of males in all racial groups, but the largest attrition rate was amongst MOC 
(Harper & Harris, 2010; Huerta et al., 2021). Data from the National Center for 
Education Statistics (2020) revealed the enrollment of MOC not only fell behind that 
of White males, but also women of color. In 2016, among males, the enrollment rate 
was 48% Asian Americans, 47% for Native Americans, 42% for Hispanic, 42% for 
Pacific Islander, and 38% for Black, compared to 45% of Whites (de Brey et al., 2019; 
Espinosa et al., 2019). In 2017, a status report on race and ethnicity in higher education 
was published by the American Council on Education. According to the report, 19.8% 
of Pacific Islander, 15.2% of Black, 12.4% of American Indian and 11.4% of Hispanic 
males obtained a bachelor’s degree in 2017, compared to 23.6% of White males (Espi-
nosa et al., 2019). Despite the growing enrollment at postsecondary institutions, MOC 
account for less than 20% of four-year college degree holders (NCES, 2020).

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this qualitative case study was to explore the factors that act as supports 
or barriers to the academic success for MOC during their transition into a predomi-
nantly White two-year public college. The voices of MOC are often silenced, margin-
alized, or misunderstood instead of serving as a resource for program development or 
redesign of intervention measures. Personal narratives and stories provide a contextual 
framework that paints a clear picture of the complexities of the lived experience (Hilton
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et al., 2012). The purpose of this case study was to shine a spotlight on a shadowed and 
misunderstood population. The hope is that findings from this research will inform 
policy decisions regarding educational equity, social mobility, and social justice for 
MOC.

Method

Theoretical Framework
Tinto’s 1975 student integration model (SIM) and the male gender role conflict 
(MGRC) by James O’Neil served as the framework for the study. Both models provided 
critical and in-depth insight into the psychological, sociological, and psychosocial state 
of male students during their transition into the social and academic environment of a 
predominantly-White two-year college. The theories reveal the nuanced and complex 
environmental factors that influence the cognitive, non-cognitive, emotional, and rela-
tional state of male students while navigating the college environment.

Vincent Tinto’s Student Integration Model. Tinto’s model examines student integra-
tion and retention through the discipline of social psychology. The college experience 
encompasses the social and academic atmosphere shaped by the educational institution 
environment. The decision of a student to persist or dropout is determined by the 
level of congruence or incongruence between individual attributes and institutional 
culture, often referred to as “institutional fit" (Tinto, 2012). Drawing on the work 
of Arnold Van Gennep and Emile Durkheim, Tinto posited that the integration of 
students relies on the progression through three different phases, not necessarily in 
sequential order. The associated experiences with each phase can vary by degree and 
timeframe. A seamless integration entails (a) detachment from past communities, (b) 
transition between communities, and (c) assimilation into the new college community 
(Seidman, 2012; Tinto, 2012). The level of engagement, commitment, and belonging 
depends heavily on the connection fostered between the student and the institution 
(Seidman, 2012). This interrelationship determines whether the student will persist or 
prematurely leave the institution without completing a degree or certificate. The high-
est point of vulnerability is at the early stages of college when the student has not fully 
integrated or committed to the institution (Tinto, 2012). Competing social, financial, 
family, and academic influences have the greatest impact during this period (Tinto, 
2012). Institutions can take proactive measures by providing early support, conducting 
outreach campaigns, and offering intentional assistance. These measures can be both 
formal and informal and take place inside or outside the classroom.

Male Gender Role Conflict (MGRC). MGRC is a socialized construct that assigns re-
strictive gender roles. The roles limit agency and human potential while having a neg-
ative psychological impact on human development (O’Neil, 2015). Conflict emerges 
from the inflexibility and expected behaviors of males, typically associated with ma-
chismo, athleticism, sexual prowess, restricted emotions, and social responsibilities.
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The negative consequences of the sexist assumptions result in a decline of emotional 
maturity, confinement of personal capabilities, and the devaluing of the self and others 
(O’Neil, 2015). According to O’Neil, the greatest misfortune of MGRC is the loss of 
development opportunities, agency, and reaching of full potential.

Male Gender Role Conflict (MGRC) can have negative consequences for both the 
individual and others due to the restrictive and compartmentalized roles imposed on 
males (O’Neil, 2015; Wester, 2008). The expected behavior can sometimes be incon-
sistent or incompatible with what a particular situation requires (Wester, 2008). For 
example, an issue may require a level of vulnerability or sensitivity that the male may 
feel incapable or uncomfortable displaying which can lead to unsuccessful outcomes. 
Six patterns of conflict have been identified that can be problematic for males, if not 
effectively managed: (a) restrictive emotionality, (b) health care problems, (c) obses-
sion with achievement and success, (d) restrictive sexual and affectionate behavior, (e) 
socialized control, power, and competition issues, and (f) homophobia. Contextually, 
these patterns influence the lived experience of males and vary depending on intersect-
ing identities such as race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. The theory of MGRC is 
both fluid and adaptive to various identities and social junctures (Wester, 2008).

Research Question
To understand the factors that are important to MOC and that shape their college 
experience, one overarching research question was posed: How do men of color (i.e., 
Black, Hispanic, and Native Americans) reflect on their college experience attending a 
predominantly White two-year college?

Institution 
The study was conducted at a small open-access public two-year college located in the 
northwest region of the United States. The pseudonym “Mountain College” was used 
to protect the identity of the college. The estimated enrollment was 1,500 students 
with degree offerings of Associate of Arts, Associate of Sciences, Associate of Applied 
Science, and Certificate of Applied Science. The racial and ethnic makeup of the stu-
dent population was 90% White, 3% American Indian/Alaskan Native, 1% African 
American, 1% Hispanic, and 4% Unknown/Not Reported, which was reflective of 
the broader demographics of the state. The enrollment capacity of Mountain College 
was 70% part-time and 30% full-time, with an average student age of 23 years, 34% 
identified as first-generation, and 45% were Pell eligible. The majority of the students 
were from small rural areas or tribal reservations where farming and ranching were the 
main employment industries.

Participants 
The male participants represented diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds to capture 
the nuanced and complex details of the lived experience. Participants consisted of two
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American Indian/Alaskan Native students, three Hispanic students, and one African 
American student. The study used a purposeful homogenous sampling approach be-
cause the informants identified as male and attended the same college (Denzin & Lin-
coln, 2011). A purposeful sampling technique is appropriate when participants possess 
similar or identical characteristics. Additionally, the males were able to provide first-
hand accounts, which placed their lived experience in context, which was an essential 
component of the study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Classified by college enrollment 
status for the 2017-2018 academic year, the sample consisted of four currently enrolled 
freshmen, one sophomore stopped-out, and one recent graduate. With an average age 
of 37 years, five males identified as non-traditional students (i.e., 26 and older) and one 
as a traditional student (i.e., 18-25). The racial demographics and profile of research 
participants (see Table 1).

Table 1 on next page.

Data Collection and Analysis
Institutional Review Board approval was granted by the parent institution, which 
oversees the two-year college. A request for directory information (e.g., name, address, 
phone number, and campus email) of all currently enrolled and non-returning male 
students was submitted to the Vice President of Student Affairs and Information Ser-
vice & Technology. The report consisted of 312 male students, of which 11 identified 
as MOC (i.e., Black, Native American, and Hispanic). An email was sent to each of the 
11 males explaining the purpose of the study and an invitation to participate. Of the 
11 males, six expressed an interested in the study.

Interviews were scheduled around the academic, personal, and work schedules of the 
participants. Two interviews had to be conducted after regular business hours and on the 
weekend due to a limitation on the participants’ time. Since the interviews were audio 
recorded, participants were required to sign a consent form granting permission. Infor-
mants answered 23 semi-structured open-ended questions covering various aspects of 
the college experience including challenges, opportunities, fears, peer groups, support 
network, masculinity, gender role, belonging, and faculty-student relationships. The 
questions allowed participants to provide detailed accounts of their lived experiences 
while attending the predominantly-White institution. Interviews lasted approximately 
60-70 minutes depending on the level of details provided by the participants.

Participants were identified according to their race (i.e., B-Black, HA-Hispanic, and 
NA-Native), classification (i.e., F-freshman, S-sophomore, SO-stop out, and GD-grad-
uated), and an assigned number. For example, a Hispanic freshman who was first 
to be interviewed would be coded HAF1. The qualitative software NVIVO 12 was 
used to systematically isolate, track, and sort patterns. Both the audio recordings and 
transcripts were uploaded to create files, cases, case classifications, and codes. Cases 
are units of analysis (e.g., person, place, etc.) created to categorize data, whereas codes 
are identified themes and patterns (Jackson & Bazeley, 2019). A predetermined coding 
system of words, phrases, sentiments, similar statements, ideas, and topics served as the
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the benchmark. Six broad codes and 30 themes and patterns were identified and la-
beled as major or minor. Major “themes and patterns” were ideas or topics expressed by 
60% or more of the participants. The significance of a theme or pattern went beyond 
merely the counting of words, which can limit comprehension if not placed in context. 
The social and academic realities of the participants were placement in a scientific, yet 
personal and authentic context (Denzin, & Lincoln, 2011). 

Results
Several major themes surfaced that influenced the first year college experience for 
MOC attending a predominantly White two-year college: cultural competency and 
humility, belonging, masculinity and identity, and outreach and support. These themes 
functioned both independently and interdependently to shape the academic and social 
integration of MOC into the college environment. 

Cultural Competency and Humility 
Cultural competency and humility, defined as having the ability to recognize and 
comprehend cultural differences and similarities, was a critical factor. This includes 
the ability to integrate the knowledge into a practical, sensitive, and respectful manner 
(Greene-Moton & Minkler, 2020). The lack of cultural competency and humility was 
cited by 100% (n = 6) of the participants as a challenge during the first year attending 
the institution. Participants expressed concerns that faculty and administrators lacked 
the education, training, and sensitivity to address cultural issues or the understanding 
of the impact that culture has on the classroom experience. The frustration heard in 
the voice of participant NAGD5 expressed how good intentions are harmful if not 
supported by education, research, and sensitivity: 

The college decided to celebrate Native American week by plastering black and 
white pictures all over the school walls of Native students standing in front 
of boarding schools. As if we want to celebrate that time of oppression and 
assimilation. We were considered animals and savages to them that needed 
to be tamed, which only the White man could do. The saying was “kill the 
Indian, save the man”. I found out the diversity committee group was five 
White people and one Asian woman. I was f**king angry that a college could 
be so ignorant.

The belief was that a greater understanding of the realities of racialized, marginalized, 
underserved, and underrepresented groups, particularly students of color, was vital. 
Students who are often first-generation and from low-income neighborhoods or reser-
vations sometimes are academically unprepared or underprepared and lack the social 
capital to adequately navigate the college environment. The entry point for many of the 
males was through non-traditional academic pathways. Three of the participants were 
military veterans (e.g., honorable and dishonorable discharged). One of the veterans, 
later diagnosed with Posttraumatic Syndrome (PTSD), involuntarily separated from
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the military for disciplinary issues. Another participant admitted to having a criminal 
record for drug possession and domestic violence, which led to multiple police arrests. 
According HAF3, his initial college orientation was challenging:

Coming to college. I am Hispanic, convicted felon, tatted up with a criminal 
record, so it was, at first, I felt like it was kind of an automatic judgment. I 
don't think they should look at you for things you've done in the past or race, 
but what you're doing now and what you're trying to achieve now. People do 
change, and so do circumstances. 

The respondents understood the responsibility of the institution was to ensure the 
safety of students, but hoped some level of compassion, empathy, and awareness would 
extend to MOC, especially if the student possessed a criminal record, suffered from 
PTSD, or wore sleeves of visible tattoos. Institutional policies and practices should 
reflect an awareness of culture and gender, which participants felt was absent. Par-
ticipant HAF6, an undocumented immigrant, felt hesitant about filling out official 
admission paperwork, answering personal questions, or reaching out for assistance in 
fear of deportation or endangering his family. 

You have this political system now that when you have an accent and some-
body asks you directly where you're from there is no way, no way you're going 
to tell them where you're from, where you're originally from because of it. 
And if you made a mistake at telling everybody where you're from and all that 
kind of stuff, yeah, what if that person calls somebody else and, Hey, we have 
somebody with an accent here in college then you are gone. I don't know that, 
so I don't want to talk to nobody.

According to Greene-Moton and Minkler (2020), a misconception among academic 
professionals is that cultural competence and cultural humility are interchangeable 
concepts without a distinct difference. This mindset has been associated with the White 
culture, which presents the false appearance of diversity and inclusion. Lacking is the 
presence of empathy for the social realities of people of color, which leads to misunder-
standings, stereotypes, marginalization, distrust, and sometimes death (Greene-Moton 
& Minkler, 2020). 

Beyond “Welcome” to a Sense of Belonging
The inability of the institution to foster a sense of belonging was viewed by approxi-
mately 85% of participants (n = 5) as a major issue. According to Strayhorn (2012), a 
sense of belonging refers to whether or not an individual feels valued, respected, and 
empowered, and matters to the organization. This entails having one's voice included 
in the forward direction and daily operation of the organization. In the college en-
vironment, the integration and celebration of cultures, expressions, and experiences 
of students cultivates belonging. Integration must occur at the systemic level of the 
institution, which is inclusive of policies, procedures, curriculum, and pedagogy, to 
permeate the broader institutional structure. 
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When asked if they felt “welcome” at the college, participants felt the campus was warm 
safe, and accessible. An accessible campus means students are permitted or admitted 
willingly into a situation or environment, which is a general extension of social cour-
tesy. However, on a few occasions, some of the participants overheard micro-aggressive 
and racially incentive comments made by faculty, students, and administrators that 
caused some uneasiness or anger. To avoid unwanted attention or trouble, ignoring or 
suppressing the frustration was the best option. Participant NAF1, who identified as 
biracial (i.e., White and Native American), detailed his experience: 

I was told I got the best of both worlds because I'm a tribal member but I look 
like a Wasi'chu (i.e., people of European descent). I hear some of the stereo-
typical stuff you hear about Indians. You hear comments about, "Indians get 
everything for free." They got free hospital, they get free money... you know? 
Why did the Indians get free college? I just ignore and keep going. Ignore the 
ignorance. 

According to Strayhorn (2012), the search for a connectedness with other people 
and communities is a basic and intrinsic human desire. The absence of that oneness 
can have a negative impact on the behavior and performance of a student. This in-
cludes the mental health and psychological well-being of the person, which directly 
affect academic performance. At least 67% (n = 4) of the participants experienced 
overwhelming feelings of isolation, disconnectedness, and (in)visibility. Participants 
expressed moments when classroom peers purposely avoided interacting with them 
during class activities. Faculty members, in fear of creating an uncomfortable atmo-
sphere, avoided conversation about race and race relations. Participants struggled to 
find a balance embracing their own racial identities within a majority White student 
population. W. E. B. Du Bois referred to this internal conflict as “twoness”. Twoness 
is the internal psychological struggle between two warring identities, within a single 
person, particularly people of color (Itzigsohn & Brown, 2015). An example would be 
recognizing ones Native American heritage, while also being considered an American. 
The two identities sometimes have conflicting ideologies and belief systems which the 
individual has to navigate. 

The institution established a welcoming environment, but not an atmosphere that pro-
moted belonging. Unfortunately, a gesture of welcome only requires an extension of a 
social courtesy and involves minimal effort. The MOC believed belonging called for 
inclusive, intentional, and long-term sustainable actions. This type of engagement and 
validation is not instantaneous, but necessitates extensive and systemic planning. Tar-
geted and intentional actions are vital to the ongoing lived experience, which consists 
of both the social and academic realities (Platt et al., 2015).

Masculinity and Identity
The idea of masculinity and identity surfaced several times during the interviews as 
participants described their lived experience. Sixty-seven percent (n = 4) mentioned the
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influence that masculinity or being considered a man had on their college experience 
and decision-making. Each male had a personal definition or male code that deter-
mined behaviors such as help seeking, instructor-student relationship, career choice, 
and communication. According to Harper and Harris (2010), males are often acutely 
aware of the socialized differences between the expected behaviors of males and fe-
males. Males are expected to maintain a level of emotional control, serve as the family 
financial provider, and avoid signs of vulnerability or weakness such as whining or 
crying or any behavior regarded as feminine. Participant HAF3 stated:

Having a family, I guess I felt more pressured on making sure the family is 
taken care of first over school than anything. That is because that's my primary 
job, in my opinion. It’s being a man. 

Harper and Harris (2010) referenced MGRC to explain the challenges males encoun-
ter in the attempt to reconcile gender and identity related behaviors. MGRC occurs 
when rigid, sexist, and restrictive socially constructed norms are assigned to gender 
(O’Neil, 2015). According to Harper and Harris (2010), “[MGRC] is characterized as 
a negative consequence of the discrepancies between males’ authentic selves and the 
idealized, socially constructed images that are culturally associated with masculine” 
(p. 70). When unable to demonstrate or uphold those masculine behaviors, males fear 
that others will view them as feminine or less than a man (O’Neil, 2015). Participant 
AASO4 found it easier to face the consequences of possible failure than to ask for 
assistance from a female instructor. 

For me to talk to a guy, I don't know, I feel more comfortable saying, "Hey, I 
have an issue here." Learning something, but going to a female ... I really don't 
know how to put it into words and say, "Hey, I don't understand this." So I'd 
try to gather it on my own. I had a female instructor and I don't know. I think 
I felt a little, I don't want to say embarrassed to go up and talk to her. I don't 
know. I am not likely to say, "Hey, I've got an issue." I would rather just take 
the hit. 

Pressured to conform to the role of provider or head of the household, socialization 
of males often begins at a young age (Harper & Harris, 2010). Conforming to the 
socialized, yet conflicting, roles can lead to restrictive behavior, devaluation of others, 
and lost human capabilities (O’Neil, 2015). There exists an overwhelming pressure for 
males to obtain an appropriate manly degree and secure a well-paying job in particular 
fields to promote a socially constructed image and ideology. Whether right or wrong, 
several of the participants admitted that being regarded as a man factored into their 
degree and career choice.

Proactive Outreach and Support 
The transition into the college environment is a major adjustment for most freshmen. 
Research has shown that a large percentage of first-generation and students of color 
enroll in college lacking the necessary social and academic capital, which act as an add-



43Journal of Postsecondary Student Success

itional barrier to their overall success (Postsecondary National Policy Institute, 2021). 
Students are leaving familiar support systems to pursue educational opportunities to 
increase their social mobility, or the upward progression of individuals or families 
through a social stratum (Arday, 2021). Arday (2021) stated that social inequities re-
main woven into the fiber of the U.S educational system. Consequently, educational 
leaders must question the mission and purpose of their institution, in addition to con-
ducting a close examination on serving a changing and diverse population of students. 
Therefore, intentional and targeted support is required to mitigate barriers to success. 
Proactive outreach and support was cited by 67% (n = 4) of the participants as critical 
to a seamless integration during the uncomfortable and difficult transitional period. In 
the words of NAGD5:

Growing up on a reservation, you're the minority, looked down upon and it's 
really hard to actually leave that area, that culture. Then to take that race stuff 
and go to college to try to bury yourself and all your buddies and everything 
telling you, "You can't do it," and when you get here there's nobody to say, 
"Yeah, you can do it." So there's no support group whatsoever.

Proactive outreach and support was defined as accessible, intentional, and ongoing 
contact by administrators, such as academic advisors, career counselors, student groups, 
and other units charged with connecting students to both on-campus and community 
resources. Participants believed that support units mainly relied on students to reach 
out for support prior to offering proactive assistance and direction. Instead of antici-
pating the possible needs of students of color attending a predominantly White college, 
the units were either ignorant or ignored the transitional challenges encountered by 
minority groups. Additionally, males often possess a negative view of help seeking 
which only increases the fear of failure and pressure to succeed on their own (Perrakis, 
2008). Seeking support requires a level of emotional expressiveness that is inconsistent 
with how males are socialized (Harper & Harris, 2010). The combination of males not 
seeking help and the institution not conducting proactive outreach creates an oppor-
tunity gap.  

Study Limitation
Conducted at one two-year public college, findings from this study may not allow for 
the generalization of outcomes. However, the results can inform practices, program 
design, and targeted support to address the specific and complex needs of MOC. In 
addition, the recommendations made are population specific and may not be applica-
ble to White or Asian males. The findings can only serve as a resource tool and not 
as an intervention for all issues associated with the college experience. Though not 
generalizable, educational leaders and policymakers should evaluate the descriptive and 
detailed information to assess its transferability to particular institutions or organiza-
tions (Turner, 2016).
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Researcher Positionality
Positionality refers to the characteristics and traits of the researcher which influence 
their worldview on particular issues and topics. Traits such as by race, gender, religious 
views, values, ideology, orientation, political affiliation, intersecting identity, and other 
social realities can shape their perspective (Holmes, 2020). In qualitative research, dis-
closure is essential as it ensures transparency, vulnerability, and honesty of the process 
(Holmes, 2020). I am an African-American, who identifies as male, and I have worked 
in higher education for over 25 years at both two-year and four-year institutions. The 
responsibilities of my role as the Associate Provost of Student Success is to manage, 
track, and analyze student access, retention, persistence, and degree attainment. My 
research focuses on the first year experience, particularly for students of color, with 
special attention paid to MOC. Additionally, I am the coordinator of a project that de-
velops efforts to support degree attainment for MOC. It has always been my personal 
belief that education is the great equalizer and should be accessible to all students, no 
matter their race, color, social economic status, or geographic location.

Throughout my career in the U.S higher education system, it has been my personal, 
professional, and academic experience that the system was not designed to effectively 
serve and accommodate the needs of students of color. Many marginalized and racial-
ized students, particularly MOC, do not have equal access and support to accomplish 
their dreams. Consequently, MOC prematurely leave postsecondary institutions with-
out the system having a clear understanding of their departure. As a Black male, it 
is my opinion that institutions must develop a better understanding of this student 
population, both as a gender and total human being. These perspective and experiences 
shape and inform the depth and breadth of my research. My positionality is constantly 
developing, shaping, evolving, and adapting to reflect changes in higher education and 
the student population served. Internal and external factors influence the educational 
realities and social mobility of students and so must the situatedness of the researcher. 
My theoretical and practical knowledge is a culmination of years working directly with 
students, parents, and educational leaders as a frontline researcher and student-cen-
tered educator.

Discussion and Recommendations
This study provided insight into the social and academic realities of MOC attending 
a two-year predominantly White institution. Thoughtful and targeted interventions 
can result in increased retention, persistence, and graduation rates. Well-orchestrated 
student success efforts begin with a clear understanding of the factors that engage or 
disengage MOC during this pivotal academic juncture. It is imperative that colleges 
recognize that MOC are typically nontraditional adult learners, work 30-40 hour a 
week, and are often married with children. Due to limited education and resources, 
these students are working labor-intensive second and third shift jobs with little flexibil-
ity. Consequently, the students are mentally and physically exhausted which may result 
in limited focus on schoolwork and challenges in meeting deadlines for assignments. 
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Additionally, many of the males are veterans or previously incarcerated individuals, 
who may suffer from PTSD or other undiagnosed mental illnesses resulting in in-
creased anxiety. Students may find it difficult adjusting to or connecting with the tra-
ditional-aged student population. Connecting these males to the Counseling Center 
and/or Veteran Services is vital to developing a support network and receiving tailored 
care. These systems can support the academic and social transition of the males into 
the college community (Tinto, 2012). Ultimately, remaining at the institution or leav-
ing without a degree or certificate is determined by the level of fit between the student 
and the institution and early interventions provided to these males (Tinto, 2012).

Institutions must provide ongoing training for faculty, students, and administrators 
on the concepts of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). Training should include the 
impact that DEI has on areas such as the college environment, curricula, teaching and 
learning practices, institutional policies, student engagement, belonging, and student 
agency. DEI training should be mandatory and cover both a historical context and 
examples for practical application. 

Men of color are not a monolithic group, so a one-size fits all approach will not address 
the specific needs connected to cultural differences and intersecting identities. Gender, 
toxic masculinity, queerness, racism, White privilege, cultural sensitivity, disabilities, 
and intersecting identities are all relevant topics to unpacking and understanding issues 
of the MGRC (O'Neil, 2015). One recommendation is to solicit the help of the Teaching 
Academy to discuss inclusive pedagogy, equity-minded curricula, and strength-based 
instructional practices. According to Lee-Bitsoi and colleagues (2014), colleges and 
universities are less likely to take a strength-based approach to constructing programs 
and interventions for MOC, which exacerbates the problem. Present approaches do 
not take into consideration the assets and valuable experiences brought to the campus 
by that MOC. Men of Color consistently compete with persisting stereotypes and 
mischaracterization such as being hypersexual, angry, aggressive, anti-education, and 
lazy (O'Neil, 2015). These labels negatively affect their experience inside and outside 
the classroom environment. 

Predominantly White two-year colleges should take proactive approaches to offering 
services, academic outreach, financial literacy, and other mechanisms to ensure that 
MOC connect to campus resources, as well as integrate intrusive advising to create an 
early plan for success. The intent of preemptive action is to mitigate potential issues 
that may arise, not to serve as punitive or weeding out processes. Early alert and inter-
vention measures increase the opportunities for success and minimize the chances of 
failure. Additionally, proactive measures eliminate solely depending on male students 
to seek out support services. Research has shown that college males often view help 
seeking as a sign of weakness, failure, and femininity (Harris & Wood, 2013; Harper 
& Harris, 2010; O’Neil, 2015; Wester, 2008). Finally, identify a point of contact, pref-
erably a male person of color, to serve as an advocate to help MOC unpack and address 
issues of identity and gender.
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Conclusion and Future Direction
Current research on MOC attending community colleges provides a promising outlook, 
which in some cases paints an accurate picture. Unfortunately, this is not the reality 
for all MOC who often succeed despite their circumstances. Colleges and universities 
cannot take credit for the grit, perseverance, and determination of these men. When 
constructing programs, interventions, and services, there should exist a synergy and 
uniformity between academic and student affairs. All efforts should build, connect, 
and reinforce other institutional values and support resources. A single activity cannot 
serve as the silver bullet that solves every problem, but it can possibly remedy a cer-
tain aspect of a broader issue. Culturally and gender responsive pedagogy are essential 
to addressing the complex needs of MOC and creating an inclusive environment for 
males to thrive (Stout, 2021). 

Two-year predominantly White institutions enroll a large population of nontraditional 
students who are at least 25 years of age, work part-time or full-time jobs, caretakers, 
veterans, or have delayed college enrollment a year after graduating high school. Adult 
students typically have external support, possess life experiences, and have clear goals, 
although their professional pathway may not be clear. Therefore, the approach for in-
tegrating, teaching, and engaging nontraditional adult learners differ from that of tra-
ditional aged students. Nontraditional learners require more autonomy, self-direction, 
experiential opportunities, and real-life application, which are critical components to 
constructing curriculum and instruction.

The broader implication is that the United States currently struggles with its social con-
science following the death of George Floyd, Ahmad Aubrey, and Antonio Valenzuela. 
This moment in time necessitates the need for the voices of MOC to be heard and 
for their stories to be told. The senseless and inhumane death of these men, either at 
the hands of police brutality or White vigilantes, have opened long existing wounds 
rooted in systemic oppression and discrimination. Institutions of higher education 
have always served as a space to challenge social, economic, educational, and political 
issues, both on the national and international stage. Men of color are intellectual capi-
tal and resources that contribute to the innovation of college campuses and the broader 
community (Williams & Flores-Ragade, 2010). Intentional systemic approaches are 
needed to better understand and support the college experiences of MOC. Charged 
with a responsibility to eliminate the opportunity gap, postsecondary institutions must 
create equitable outcomes for marginalized, racialized, and underserved students. Stu-
dents the U.S. educational system neglected to serve in an equitable manner and in 
some cases barred from access. Institutions must first recognize MOC as full, capable, 
and complex human beings and then provide targeted support to enable them to not 
only survive but to thrive in college. 
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