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ABSTRACT 

 The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences that Black women encountered 

while enrolled in doctoral programs at predominantly White institutions (PWIs), specifically in 

terms of race, invisibility, and self-censorship. Three research questions guided this study, 

providing a closer look at the unique lived experiences encountered in pursuit of doctoral degrees 

at PWIs. For years, Black women described feeling like outsiders in their academic programs 

(Collins, 2004; Hunn, 2014; Patterson-Stephens, Lane, & Vital, 2017; Wilder, Jones, & Osborne-

Lampkin, 2013). In feeling like an outsider at PWIs, Black female students may find that 

assimilation and adherence to White institutional norms and aborting their viewpoints (Collins, 

2015; Crocco & Waite, 2007) is a way of life. Therefore, it is imperative that the academy 

acknowledges that Black women attending PWIs experience additional unique challenges other 

populations simply do not. 

 This qualitative study also sought to fill various gaps in the literature concerning Black 

females in doctoral programs at PWIs. My research process was phenomenologically based. 

Martin Heidegger (1970) argued that the objective of phenomenology should be hermeneutical 

(i.e., researchers should focus more on the interpretation of the experience, creating meaning, 

and shedding light on various parts of the experience that may have been ignored). Knowing that 

phenomenological research aims to contextualize lived experiences, I sought to gather a 

hermeneutical understanding (one's understanding of each individual part) of the experience as 

well. The study was conducted through a semi-structured interview with 11 Black female 

doctoral students enrolled at a PWI. Black feminist thought was used as a framework because it 
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allowed the experiences and understanding of Black women to be told by them and from their 

standpoint, instead of a story told about them through the eyes of others. The results of the study 

yielded three themes: emotional rollercoaster, it is what it is, and using silence to refute 

stereotypes. Through the voices of the study participants, their experiences provide a collective 

perspective for the need to examine current institutional structure, programs, and resources for 

Black female doctoral students, even though these women embodied substantial resilience and 

tenacity. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

Pursuing a doctoral degree can be an exciting, but intimidating experience. The personal 

sacrifices, time, and money required are considered normal. However, for Black women, seeking 

a doctoral degree could not only change their life, but also the lives of their family for 

generations to come. Although still underrepresented on the campuses of predominantly White 

institutions (PWIs), Black female students must prepare themselves for not only the rigor of 

doctoral studies, but the chilly racial climate that awaits them (Griffin, Pifer, Humphrey, & 

Hazelwood, 2011; Hall & Sandler, 1984; Walkington, 2017; Winkle-Wagner, 2009). Historically 

speaking, Black women were viewed as inferior and often neglected, even in higher education. 

For example, in 1976, Black women were awarded 488 doctorates (Garibaldi, 1997). Almost 10 

years later in 1985, Black women were awarded 533 doctorates, and in 1994 and 1995, Black 

women received 936 doctoral degrees (Garibaldi,1997), showing that Black women not only had 

the desire for higher education, but they possessed the knowledge, skills, and abilities needed to 

complete the task. 

Similarly, in 2005, Black women represented for 1.4 million of the 17.4 million college 

students enrolled (NCES, 2006a, Table 210) and were awarded 2,007 doctoral degrees (NCES, 

2006b, Table 274). In the 2015-2016 academic year, the number of Black women that received 

doctoral degrees had increased to 8,807 (NCES, 2017a, Table 324.20). Although this number 

may sound minimal, considering the stony road that Black women faced going into higher 

education, one could look at this percentage as a moral victory and a small step toward progress. 
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Despite the progress that had been made in the academy, Bentley-Edwards and Chapman-

Hilliard (2015) reported that Black students (overall) face tedious environmental stress in the 

United States (US), including academic spaces. At PWIs, doctoral programs have large 

deficiencies in offering a sense of belonging and support for Black female students (Hannon, 

Woodside, Pollard, & Roman, 2016). Therefore, the amount of support needed at PWIs to assist 

Black women should not only be a concern, but also a top priority for the institutions. It appears 

that even though Black women have made enormous strides toward equality and equitable 

representation in doctoral programs at PWIs, there is still much work to be done to address a 

litany of issues that exist.  

In American society, Black women have a complex stance since they belong to not one, 

but two historically marginalized groups: people of color and women (Shahid, Nelson, & 

Cardemil, 2018). Black women face dilemmas that few other demographic groups in the US face 

on a PWI campus in being a double-minority. Black women tackle not only racism, but sexism 

as well (Sesko & Biernat, 2010). The unique experiences that Black women face at PWIs are at 

the intersections of race, class, and gender (Collins, 2015), and Black female doctoral students 

embody those intersections. These interlinking systems of oppression function within Black 

women’s experiences and are more related to than isolated from each other (Walkington, 2017). 

Thus, Black female doctoral students face a confrontation with gender and discrimination at 

various levels of academia, including assumptions that they incapable of doctoral work 

(Walkington, 2017). According to Howard-Hamilton (2003), a “subordinate status was enforced 

on Black women by White and Black men as well as White women” (p. 19). Therefore, the 

racial, cultural, and gender ramifications that Black women encounter at PWIs can be a heavy 
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burden that has deleterious mental, physical, emotional, and social side effects (Smith, Yosso, & 

Solórzano, 2011).  

Furthermore, for years, Black women have also been ridiculed and stereotyped in media 

and in academic scholarship (Collins, 2000; Donovan, 2011; Shahid et al., 2018). When Black 

women refuse to accept their status in society as "other," they challenge societal stigma as well 

as their oppressed status (Collins, 2015; hooks, 2000). Pushed by the marginalization they 

encounter, Black women in postsecondary education continue to face problems that have existed 

for years. Some of the archaic issues in higher education that Black female doctoral students 

faced years ago, such as having to censor themselves and being treated as if they do not exist, 

have yet to be brought completely to the forefront (Henry, Butler, & Rest, 2011; Robinson, 2013; 

Smith, Mustaffa, Jones, Curry, & Allen, 2016), therefore making the Black female collegian's 

story a unique one that is still rarely told (Henry et al., 2011).  

The enrollment of Black females in doctoral programs at PWIs has increased in the early 

2000s (Grant & Simmons, 2008), but are still disproportionate in comparison to White women. 

Despite the increased enrollment, one factor remains the same—Black women describe feeling 

like outsiders in their academic programs (Collins, 2004; Hunn, 2014; Patterson-Stephens, Lane, 

& Vital, 2017; Wilder, Jones, & Osborne-Lampkin, 2013). In feeling like an outsider at PWIs, 

Black female students may find that assimilation and adherence to White institutional norms are 

more of a requirement than a choice. However, in their acquiescence to dominant campus 

culture, Black women may be forced to abort their viewpoints (Collins, 2015; Crocco & Waite, 

2007), thus implying a form of self-censorship. For example, a qualitative study by Wilkington 

(2017) found that once Black female doctoral students felt chastised or embarrassed in class, 
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they were reluctant to engage or comment any further, therefore censoring themselves, which 

may lead to further feelings of detachment.  

Shavers and Moore (2014b) even stated that Black women in doctoral programs at PWIs 

are the most isolated and dissatisfied students on campus. Facing what appears to be the 

inevitable, Black women have learned that resilience and perseverance are two required 

ingredients in the recipe for their success (Riggs & Rolle, 2012) in life and in their doctoral 

pursuit. Additionally, despite the experiences that they face on PWI campuses, research shows 

that Black women continue to enroll at high rates into doctoral programs, but their rate of 

enrollment exceeds their graduation rate (Grant & Simmons, 2008). The imbalance between the 

enrollment rate of Black women in doctoral programs at PWIs and their graduation rate (as is the 

case for other groups) raises questions about retention issues. The experiences that many Black 

female doctoral students face during their attendance at a PWI can encompass several unique 

facets. They often face multiple issues with racism, microaggressions, lack of care/concern, 

invisibility, and a lack of institutional resources to aid them through their doctoral studies 

(Shavers & Moore, 2014a).  

Background Information 

Despite being silenced and ignored, 80% of college-educated Black women entered the 

field of education in the early 1900s (Fairclough, 2000). During this period, even though Black 

women were receiving bachelor and master’s degrees at a higher rate than Black men, Black 

women were still lagging in pursuing doctoral degrees (Gasman, 2007). In the 1940s, Black 

women accounted for 61.8% of the master’s degrees awarded at historically Black colleges and 

universities (HBCUs), while Black men accounted for 60% of the doctoral degrees (Gasman, 

2007). The lag was due mostly because of the moral and community responsibility of educated 
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Black women. As Black women in higher education, there was a sense that they were not only 

capable in the classroom but also had a responsibility to be leaders of racial progress; hence there 

was an assumption in the Black community that these women did not need doctoral degrees, but 

rather preparation for teaching in the schools. The progression and uplift of the Black race 

seemed to be an enormous undertaking for Black educated women, but this duty came at a major 

price. The number of Black women in postsecondary education appears minuscule, but their 

mere presence was a small step toward progress.  

From 1850-1950, Black women found themselves thirsting and striving for higher 

education. They were often thought to lack autonomy, self-reliance, and were therefore bound by 

rules not enforced upon other demographic groups (Eisenmann, 2001). For example, Black 

female students were not allowed to even leave campus without being escorted by someone in 

administration (Gasman, 2007). Although White women faced similar restrictions due to their 

sex, Black women faced additional restraints based on their intersectionality with race and sex 

(Bartman, 2015). In harmony with the racially charged rules on college campuses, Black female 

students also struggled to rid themselves of traditional oppressive religious beliefs in society that 

allowed men (and Whites) to treat them as inferior (Collins, 2000; Gasman, 2007).  

With an inferiority complex lurking over their head, Black female students now faced 

questions regarding their higher education. Questions included whether Black women should be 

taught separately or coeducationally, should the curriculum be different, and do Black female 

students have needs that should be considered by educators? These questions formed because of 

the type of education that Black women received during this time. The education of Black 

women was centered more so around home economics than any other topic. The “American” 

agenda was evident when looking at the formal homemaker curriculum established at two 
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institutions developed specifically for Black women—Spelman College in the 1880s and 1890s 

and Bennet College in the 1920s (Collins, 2000; Graham & Poulson, 2006;). The colleges that 

were training Black women during this period imposed heavy course loads and long work hours 

as a part of their domestic training (Dagbovie, 2003). The heavy emphasis on domestic training 

could have indicated that Black women were being prepared to simultaneously be ambassadors 

for education within the Black community and mammies for White society. 

 As the backbone of the Black drive for racial uplift, Black women faced marginalization 

dating back to the colonial period and through to the Civil Rights Movement. The higher 

education of Black women seemed to be an undervalued foundational element of academia. 

Black women not only faced racism in higher education from Whites, but also sexism from 

Black male scholars who often showed resistance toward the educational development of Black 

women (Evans, 2008). The struggles of Black women toward higher education during this period 

could very well have conditioned them to become silent and seemingly invisible. However, 

because women such as Anna Julia Cooper and Mary McLeod Bethune placed an emphasis on 

the call to capability, responsibility, and the inevitability of Black women (Evans, 2008), the 

generalized view of Black women was challenged. 

The capability of Black women in higher education continued to manifest itself when 

three Black female doctoral students, Marion Cuthbert, Ina Bolton, and Jeanne Noble, earned 

their degrees between 1940 and 1955. In their dissertations, all three women discussed how 

Black women were reduced to obscurity in higher education (Crocco & Waite, 2007). Cuthbert 

was the dean of women at Talladega College, Bolton served as the dean of women at the 

Agricultural and Mechanical College for Negros (now renamed Alabama A&M University), and 

Noble served as the dean of women at Langston University. Their dissertations highlighted how 
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Black women perceived their roles and places in academia, and how Black people viewed 

knowledge as a semblance of power that puts a person in a position of wealth and respect 

(Crocco & Waite, 2007). Nevertheless, the trials and tribulations faced by these three Black 

female doctoral students, as well as other Blacks desiring terminal degrees, could only happen on 

HBCU campuses with little to no hope of attending a PWI to obtain a doctoral degree. Moreover, 

Black women who aspired to one day pursue a doctoral degree might have found that navigating 

the academic terrain at a PWI to be dehumanizing, as happens in more recent years. 

(Gildersleeve, Croom, & Vasquez, 2011).  

Statement of the Problem 

Although Black women have been a part of postsecondary education for almost two 

centuries, they seem to be invisible in the research literature (Moses, 1989). In a review of the 

more contemporary research, the literature focused on Black women in postsecondary education 

in comparison to the experiences of Black men in higher education (Henry et al., 2011). 

However, "the research literature that focuses specifically on Black women enrolled in PWIs is 

scarce" (Shavers & Moore, 2014b, p. 15). The Black female journey through higher education at 

PWIs contains twists and turns that other demographic groups may not face (Gildersleeve et al., 

2011). It appears to be a necessity that Black females in route to the academy seemingly must 

steer their way through marginalization awaiting them throughout the doctoral process at PWIs 

(Blockett, Felder, Parrish, & Collier, 2016). In sum, experiences with race on PWI campuses 

within doctoral programs can create stressful institutional and social environments that Black 

doctoral students must navigate (Blockett et al., 2016).  

This study sought to address the gap in the literature identified by Blockett et al. (2016) 

in their recommendations for further research. The authors stated that future research should 
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examine the role the race plays in the Black doctoral student experience and how Black students 

navigate the overall institutional environment of PWIs. Therefore, to gain deeper insight into the 

unique lived experiences of Black female doctoral students at PWIs, more contributions to the 

literature are needed. The literature has yet to fully understand, explore, and in some cases even 

acknowledge the unique experiences of Black female doctoral students at PWIs (Henry et al., 

2011). 

With the gap in academic literature, the specific lived experiences of Black female 

doctoral students at PWIs appear to be a non-issue or even considered actual research (Feagin, 

Vera, & Imani, 2014). The purpose of this study was to examine the experiences that Black 

women encounter while enrolled in doctoral programs at PWIs specifically in terms of race, 

invisibility, and self-censorship. The study not only sought to document collective and individual 

rich descriptions of Black female doctoral students, but also to take a closer look at the unique 

lived experiences they encountered in pursuit of doctoral degrees at PWIs. Using qualitative data 

collection and analysis, the experiences of Black female doctoral students at PWIs were 

captured. The results of the study can be used to help others not only understand the unique 

experiences of Black female doctoral students, but also increase the awareness of the experiences 

they face on PWI campuses which could indicate a need for policy implementation and change. 

Research Questions 

In this phenomenologically based study, I will use Black feminist thought, discussed in 

greater detail later in this dissertation, as the theoretical framework to answer the following 

research questions: 

1. How do Black female doctoral students perceive their experiences with race at PWIs? 

2. How do Black female doctoral students describe their presence on PWI campuses? 
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3. What are some of the reasons for possible self-censorship of Black female doctoral 

students at PWIs?  

Significance of the Study 

 This study is significant because it captures the essence of the Black female doctoral 

experience at PWIs. The research on Black women enrolled in doctoral programs at PWIs is 

limited at best (Shavers & Moore, 2014a). In the 2015-2016 academic year, Black women earned 

nearly 69% of doctoral degrees awarded to Black students (NCES, 2017a, Table 324.20). 

However, in terms of all doctorates awarded in 2015-2016, Black women only earned 4.6% 

(NCES, 2017a, Table 324.20). Despite this encouraging statistic, Black women who attend PWIs 

are frequently considered the most segregated students on PWI campuses (Shavers & Moore, 

2014b). Even though the presence of Black women pursuing doctoral degrees in the US is 

evident, there are still missing pieces in the literature regarding their experiences with race, 

invisibility, and self-censorship, collectively. The lack of literature demonstrates the immediate 

need for more research on these alienated students in higher education. Additionally, the results 

of the study may advance the research on this demographic group by understanding how Black 

females perceive their experiences and describe their presences at PWIs.  

This study is also important because Black female doctoral students at PWIs report 

experiencing feelings of isolation, marginalization, and being misunderstood (Henry et al., 

2011). It is my hope that through this study, the lived experiences of a seemingly devalued 

population at PWIs are captured. This study seeks to also fill in various gaps in the literature 

concerning Black females in doctoral programs at PWIs. The results of the study may not only 

provide insight, but also recommendations to other Black women pursing doctoral degrees at 

PWIs, postsecondary institutions, faculty, and even higher education administrators. Knowing 
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that the pressures associated with pursuing a doctoral degree can be insurmountable for all 

students, it is imperative that academy acknowledges that Black women attending PWIs 

experience additional unique challenges that other populations simply do not. 

Theoretical Framework 

Black feminist thought is defined as a theoretical approach that explains the relationship 

between Black women's standpoint, their experiences, and how they interpret these experiences 

(Collins, 2000). Black feminist thought encompasses an array of Black feminist beliefs such as 

womanism and Black feminist identity. Black feminist thought covers many different forms of 

inequities that Black women have faced historically and contemporarily. Black feminist thought 

stands on the shoulders of many Black women past and present that shed light on the lived 

experiences of Black women. In Ula Taylor's "The Historical Evolution of Black Feminist 

Theory and Praxis," she discussed and recognized the distinct standpoint of Black women, and 

how Black feminism occurred historically in three distinct patterns—through the abolitionist 

movement, the Civil Rights movement, and Affirmative Action (1998). According to Taylor, the 

evolution of Black feminist theory in the United States was “not only developed out of Black 

women's antagonistic and dialectical engagement with White women but also out of their need to 

ameliorate conditions for empowerment on their own terms” (p. 235). 

Rationalization for Choosing Black Feminist Thought  

Coined by Patricia Hill Collins (2000), Black feminist thought examines the elements of 

oppression, power, and privilege, and how these concepts foster resistance and (in some cases) 

resilience. Black women have a shared knowledge and enduring perception of oppression and 

how it can influence self-knowledge, self-esteem, and self-concept. Due to the centuries of 

overwork, underpay, and obscure treatment, Black women have unique social, political, and 
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educational experiences that are unmatched in the US. In spite of the dominance of Eurocentric 

views, Black women have never been active or passive participants in their own oppression 

(Collins, 2004). 

Although Collins is considered the mother of Black feminist thought, she was not the sole 

pioneer of this theory. Black feminist theory permeates the lives of many Black women past and 

present that shed light on the lived experiences of Black women. Women such as Anna Julia 

Cooper, Ida Wells Barnett, Lucy Diggs-Slowe, Angela Davis, and bell hooks paved the way for 

Black women to become relevant and recognized. The concepts that encompass Black feminist 

thought are centered around sociopolitical tenets as well as Black feminist consciousness. The 

two areas that are repeatedly discussed in Black feminist thought are (a) Black women’s political 

and economic status and how this offers unique experiences that differ from other demographic 

groups (Collins, 2000; 2004) and (b) an examination of how Black women’s experiences foster a 

Black feminist consciousness that shapes their reality (Harris, 2007). 

 Black feminist thought allows Black women to have a specialized knowledge of their life, 

experiences, and viewpoints of the world in which they live. Black feminist thought provides 

Black women the opportunity to collectively have an identity that fosters resilience and 

resistance to any subordination. In higher education, the academy is still dominated by White 

males. Therefore, Black feminist thought finds itself suppressed and nullified by a knowledge 

validation process that is owned and operated by White men (Collins,2000). Also, White men 

may find it difficult to understand and legitimize Black feminist thought because of their 

decreased knowledge of a Black woman’s reality (Collins, 2015). Using Black feminist thought 

as a theoretical framework for this research not only speaks to the Black female experience, but 

it also puts their experience at PWIs at the center of analysis. Black feminist thought also 
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examines the missing parts, and it sheds light on the Black female interpretation of their 

experiences (Collins, 2004). 

Black feminist thought is important because it is not an interpretation, but it represents 

the actual realities and lived experiences of Black women as told by them (Hein, 2017). If we 

were to write the history of Black women in higher education, we would face enormous 

challenges to uncover the historical roots of their journey. One way to avoid the same journey is 

to learn from the mistakes made in years past, such as silencing the Black female voice. 

However, we cannot make significant progress toward equity in higher education if silencing an 

entire demographic group is still the method of operation. I hope that using Black feminist 

thought as a foundational framework exposes the continuous treatment of Black women as 

merely "objects" of knowledge and not "agents" of knowledge (Collins, 2015, p. 2352). 

Black feminist thought represents a deeper level of knowledge that articulates an 

independent knowledge and seeks to show the value of their experiences. It will also give 

researchers the ability to illuminate the fact that Black women have a commitment to liberate 

themselves through their lived experiences (Guy-Sheftall, 2013). The liberation that Black 

women find in sharing their experiences comes from years of oppression and suffering in the US, 

which included limited access to resources including higher education (Guy-Sheftall, 2013). 

Because Black women are a double minority in this country and on PWI campuses, this can 

cause them to feel particularly unwelcomed and forgotten (Cropps, 2018). The views and 

experiences of Black women have been sidelined for many years (Sesko & Biernat, 2010). 

However, through theoretical frameworks such as Black feminist thought and methodologies 

chosen to develop exploration and understanding, the experiences of Black women can be told in 

first-person and reported in an honest, genuine, and authentic manner. Additionally, in this study, 
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using Black feminist thought as a critical lens allows for a deeper, nuanced understanding of 

Black female doctoral student experiences at PWIs. 

Definition of Key Terms 

The terms used in this study are defined as follows: 

• Black refers to any person who has origins in any ethnic or racial groups of African 

descent that is a U.S. citizen 

• Female refers to a person whose biological status (assigned sex) at birth was 

categorized as female.  

• Predominantly White Institution (PWI) is defined as a college/university whose 

student population is majority (more than 50%) White/Caucasian, non-Hispanic. 

Summary 

 This study is arranged in five chapters. Chapter One provides an introduction, the 

statement of the problem, purpose statement, and the significance of the study. In addition, the 

conceptual framework of the study is identified, and the research questions are established. 

Chapter Two contains a literature review on the Black female journey through completing a 

doctoral degree at a PWI and important areas related to this topic. In Chapter Three, the 

methodology for this study is presented, as well as a re-statement of the research questions, 

population sample, interview questions, data collection tasks, data analysis procedures, and the 

positionality statement. Chapter Four details the results obtained in the study. Finally, in Chapter 

Five, a discussion of the findings, conclusions, limitations, recommendations, and implications 

for future research are stated. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This chapter reviews the literature as it relates to the experiences of Black female 

doctoral students at PWIs. First, a historical review of the access and entry of Black students into 

higher education in the US is discussed. Second, an examination of the Black female journey 

toward postsecondary education is presented to provide an underpinning of their historical and 

contemporary experiences in higher education. Next, there is a review of the literature examining 

Black women and the campus racial climate at PWIs, the isolation of Black female doctoral 

students, and finally, the silencing of Black women enrolled in doctoral programs at PWIs. Last, 

while unpacking the experiences of Black female doctoral students, several elements of the 

review spoke to not only racial issues at the PWIs, but also the silencing nature of the PWI, and 

the alienation faced by these students (Blockett et al., 2016; Gildersleeve et al., 2011; Shavers & 

Moore, 2014a). This literature review provides the reader with current research to understand the 

essence of the unique lived experience of Black female doctoral students at PWIs. 

Historical Overview of Black Students in Higher Education 

For Black people in the US, gaining access to and equality in higher education was a 

grueling and laborious process. In the earlier part of the 19th century, there were few to no 

colleges that Black people could attend (Waite, 2001). In the South, there were laws that placed 

Black people as a permanent underclass by making it illegal for them to read or write (Mabokela 

& Green, 2001). While the North was somewhat better in the treatment of Black people, it too 

was discriminatory but found ways to allow Black people limited access to schooling. White 
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people were hesitant to educate Black people because of their fear that educated Black people 

would threaten their traditional way of life, invade their homes, and marry their daughters (Rosa, 

2013). From the time Black people were slaves, they were denied the opportunity to be educated. 

The refusal to educate Black people only helped them realize that anything denied is worth 

desiring (Brazell,1992).  

Consequently, the founding of Oberlin College marked a pivotal moment in education for 

Black people. At Oberlin starting in 1835, students were admitted regardless of color (Anderson, 

2002) making Oberlin the first predominantly White institution to accept Black students. The 

admittance of Black people to Oberlin challenged the narrative that Black people were 

intellectually inferior, immature, and incapable of learning (Waite, 2001). Therefore, Oberlin’s 

decision to enroll Black people could prove or disprove the ability and capability of Black 

students in White spaces. Oberlin’s rationale in admitting Black people was that Black people 

deserved an education that would elevate, emancipate, and save them. Around 1835-1863, 

Oberlin enrolled between 245 and 310 Black students (Evans, 2008). In 1844, a Black male was 

awarded the first A.B. degree, while it was not until 1862 that the first Black woman, Mary Jane 

Patterson, earned the A.B. degree (Cooper, 2016). Mary Jane Patterson’s degree appears to be 

the starting point of a new revolution to educate one of the United States’ most isolated groups, 

Black women. 

The Civil War and Emancipation played critical roles in the higher education of Black 

people because Black people would begin to now be educated by White Northern missionaries. 

The way in which most Black people were trained during this period was through colleges, 

academies, universities, and normal schools (Allen & Jewell,2002). The missionaries responsible 

for educating Black people have historically been identified as having two possible motives: (a) 
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to indoctrinate them by showing Black people how to stay in their place in society, and (b) to 

give Black people assistance in helping them learn and embrace White culture. Most of the 

missionaries responsible for educating Black people were single White women from the North 

(Butchart, 2007). It was evident that the motivation of the missionaries can be questioned, but the 

importance of their role in educating Black people in the United States cannot be overlooked. 

With Black people now receiving some level of education, the end of Reconstruction 

posed a new problem for Northern and Southern states. Now that freed Black people were 

supposedly guaranteed "liberty and justice for all," what was to be done with them since many of 

them were barely educated and the massive federal effort to assist them was terminated? The 

Plessy v. Ferguson ruling by the United States Supreme Court required that all institutions, 

including colleges, could be separate if they were equal (Harper, Patton, & Wooden, 2009). The 

ruling proved to be an ill attempt at creating a form of equality among races that also allowed 

institutions of higher learning to offer a different type of education for Black people. The training 

that Black people were now afforded was driven by White Northern industrialists. Business 

moguls such as John D. Rockefeller saw that providing Black people with vocational education 

could be profitable instead of offering them a liberal education that equipped White people with 

knowledge to be used for their own personal empowerment and success (Spring, 2016). White 

people were being educated to become knowledgeable, well-rounded, and positioned to be 

successful in life. In contrast, Black people were being taught to earn a menial living while 

simultaneously making White people rich through cheap Black labor (Spring, 2016). 

Additionally, the Jim Crow South coupled with the racist actions of the North gave Black 

people very little hope at becoming liberated through education. At this point, Black people 

further realized that the only way they could catch up (let alone get ahead) was to educate 
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themselves (Biehlmann, 2016). Black people then began to flock toward historically Black 

colleges and universities (HBCUs) or to any college or university that would allow them to 

attend (Joseph, 2013). Black students were mostly enrolled at HBCUs and received an education 

that prepared them socially and vocationally for unskilled and some semi-skilled jobs (Bettez & 

Suggs, 2012). Even though the institutional setup of Black colleges was subpar to that of White 

people, it is apparent that the education that Black people received began to set the stage for the 

new Negro. The new Negro represented Black scholars that could now return to the South to 

educate the masses (Harper et al., 2009). These early scholars, and the success they had, 

eventually resulted in legislation creating increased educational opportunities for all minorities, 

including women. 

The concept of higher education for women and minorities was forever changed with the 

passage of the  GI Bill of 1944. The bill not only centered around opportunity and social uplift, 

but it shifted the American perception of education as now being available to a much broader 

range of citizens (Greenberg, 2004). Title II of the GI Bill included educational provisions for 

veterans that allotted for tuition, fees, books, supplies, and a subsidy to veterans and their 

dependents. Although the GI Bill was available to all veterans regardless of race or sex because 

there were no gender restrictions, women could use the GI Bill, but Black women found 

themselves shut out. Black students who attended HBCUs used the GI Bill, but because of 

overcrowding and segregation some Black students, particularly women, could not use the 

benefit (Turner & Bound, 2003). However, as more colleges began to open, higher education 

was slowly becoming more accessible to all Black students. 
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Historical Experiences of Black Women in Higher Education 

Aside from Oberlin, there were a few notable colleges that were open to Black women in 

the late 1800s through early 1900s including Antioch, Wilberforce, Cheney, and Lincoln 

(Jaschik, 2007). Many Black women’s educational opportunities came from colleges in the North 

or Midwest. In the South, because of the Morrill Land Grant Act of 1890, only three schools 

allowed Black students to attend White institutions (Jaschik, 2007). Historically, Black women 

had neither the desire nor the economic ability to stay home, and they, therefore, made tracks 

into postsecondary institutions (Noble, 1957). As Black women entered colleges and universities, 

they did so knowing that their intellect and abilities would be questioned by White people. Even 

when Black women were afforded the opportunity to be educated, it focused mostly on 

moralistic and character training (Noble, 1957). That training mainly was to ensure that Black 

women understood their societal positions, subservient and inferior to all men, Black or White. 

As shown in a historical study by Thomas and Jackson (2007), more Black men were being 

educated than women initially, but since the 1940s more Black women than men have received 

college degrees. 

One of the significant educational landmarks for Black women was the founding of 

Atlanta Baptist Female Seminary, later to be named Spelman College. Founded by two White 

Massachusetts teachers (Harriet E. Giles and Sophia B. Packard) in 1881, Spelman served as an 

institution that taught Black women how to work in and outside of the home. The curriculum at 

Spelman had three primary foci: to enable women to become knowledgeable enough to earn their 

income, to emphasize the importance of service, and to put women in the right relationship with 

God, nature, and society (Brazell,1992). The Black females of Spelman were taught geography, 

arithmetic, history, composition, and recitations. There were also some English and Latin courses 
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available in the preparatory department. Initially, all the faculty members of Spelman were single 

White Baptist missionary women (Watson & Gregory, 2005). In the early 1900s, there were 

approximately 49 teachers at Spelman, of which only 7 were Black females. Although the 

students of Spelman had few instructors that looked like them, the mere fact that college 

attendance was a viable option proved to be groundbreaking. In keeping with the traditional 

tactics of White Northern missionaries, the faculty and administration of Spelman wanted Black 

women to be educated to uplift the masses, considering that Black women had been only laborers 

and wage earners much like Black men. However, now that Black women were becoming 

learned, they were earning and making bread (Brazzell,1992).  

Contemporary Experiences of Black Women in Higher Education 

Almost 150 years after Mary Jane Patterson cemented her place in history as the first 

Black female college graduate, the Black woman’s journey into higher education had been 

tumultuous. In the years since Oberlin’s inception, Black women entered the postsecondary 

arena, but not at the same rate as other student populations. In the 1940s, of the 186,500 

bachelor’s degrees conferred, Black women accounted for 2,238 of those awarded (NCES, 

2014a, Table 104.20). Almost 40 years later, in 1976-1977 the number of Black women with at 

least a bachelor’s degree had increased to over 33,000 (Henry et al., 2011). In 2006, Black 

women accounted for 1.4 million of the 17.7 million students enrolled in college (Chronicle of 

Higher Education, 2008), and received more than 90,000 bachelor’s degrees, around 42,000 

master’s degrees, and a little over 2,000 doctoral degrees (NCES, 2017b). More recently, in 

academic year 2014-2015, Black women totaled 1.6 million of the 19.9 million students enrolled 

in college, were awarded over 123,000 bachelor’s degrees, nearly 61,000 master’s degrees, and 

almost 9,000 doctoral degrees (NCES, 2016c, Table 324.35).  
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Despite their enrollment and degree completion numbers, Black female students on PWI 

campuses reported experiencing a different reality and even interpreted their reality much 

differently than did the dominant culture (Collins, 2000). The interpretations and realities of 

Black women often represented a separate, unique, standpoint which was often hard to 

understand or even deemed invalid in a Eurocentric world (Collins, 2000). The Black female 

consciousness was rarely heard, and it was unwanted because of the problems this would impose 

on White people who desired to suppress any liberating thought (Collins, 2015). Furthermore, 

because non-White people lacked power and control over many aspects of American life, 

articulating one's Black feminist standpoint was challenging (Collins, 2000) even on college 

campuses. So, as Black women navigated their way through the doctoral pipeline, they did so 

with the realization that at PWIs they may experience a significantly lower sense of well-being 

(Bailey-Fakhoury & Frierson, 2014) and a compromised sense of reality (Collins, 2000).  

Because most of the colleges and universities in the US continue to be run by White 

males (American Council on Education, 2012), Black women may find that higher education 

continues to consist of some forms of hostility, and racial and gender inequities on PWI 

campuses (Henry et al., 2011). Similarly, on PWI campuses, Black female students often lacked 

Black female faculty members to relate to or be mentored by (Grant & Ghee, 2015; Grant & 

Simmons, 2008; Tillman, 2001), faced higher personal and community obligations than their 

White counterparts (Wilder et al., 2013), and combated daily issues with racial stereotypes, 

social integration, and isolation (Commodore, Baker, & Arroyo, 2018; Donovan, 2011; Felder, 

Stevenson, & Gasman, 2014; Hannon et al., 2016). Likewise, studies have also shown that Black 

women often sacrificed their welfare in doctoral programs at PWIs (Robinson, 2013), while 

simultaneously feeling intellectually inadequate and unwanted on PWI campuses (Cokely, 
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McClain, Enciso, & Martinez, 2013). In contrast, Black female doctoral students at HBCUs 

reported feeling satisfied on campus, and academically confident (Constantine & Watt, 2002).   

For many years, PWIs have been known for being difficult spaces for Black female 

doctoral students to navigate, with one reason being race (Henderson, Hunter, & Hildreth, 2010; 

Turner, 2002). Thus, it was essential that the campus climate at PWIs be shaped in such a way 

that it supported the individual needs of Black doctoral students (Blockett et al., 2016). Given 

their limited representation on campus, Black students in predominantly White spaces run an 

increased risk for racists acts to occur (Davis & Harris, 2015) even in doctoral programs. Hence, 

several studies found that Black students view the racial climate on PWI campuses more 

negatively than White students (Lo, McCallum, Hughes, Smith, & McKnight, 2017). The 

literature also shows that with the racial climate of PWIs, Black female graduate students 

oftentimes dealt with social and academic exclusion (Commodore et al., 2018), tokenism (Peña 

& Wilder, 2011), poor mentoring (Grant & Simmons, 2008), and a lack of support for scholarly 

research dedicated to women and communities of color (Holmes, Land, & Hinton-Hudson, 

2007).  

In efforts to obtain academic success at PWIs, Black female doctoral students faced 

additional challenges with some White faculty members who often did not get or did not 

understand their research topics, therefore deeming their research unimportant (Gildersleeve et 

al., 2011). When Black doctoral students had an interest in race-related topics/issues at PWIs, 

they were subtly told that there was little room for that type of research (Feagin et al., 2014). 

Black female doctoral students then found themselves isolated from their White counterparts 

because of their contentious research topics (Tillman, 2001). With the professoriate having a 

history of being inattentive to race as a part of academia, not embracing racially diverse topics 
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was discriminatory by omission rather than commission (Turner & Thompson, 1993). 

Furthermore, as Black women battled inequitable treatment coupled with the regular demands of 

life, the demands of doctoral studies at PWIs were overwhelming (Thomas, 2009).  

Winkle-Wagner (2009) examined with quantitative research how attempting to balance 

home and attending a PWI could create tension for Black women. Black women reported living 

in two worlds, meaning the environment of home versus school left them struggling to switch 

between the two. At PWIs, Black women faced the decision to either keep or to sever ties with 

their home life/family due to distractions and the need to fully integrate on college campuses. 

Thus, Black female students found themselves misunderstood at home and school, rendering 

them homeless. Having these feelings of homelessness, Black women may find the culture of 

PWI campuses to be one of isolation for Black women, and therefore leave them to be more 

affected by race than any other group attending PWIs (Ellis, 2001). Black female doctoral 

students at PWIs often had high expectations of themselves that constantly battled the perceived 

lower expectations (i.e., Black students were intellectually inept and inferior) of some White 

students and faculty (Hannon et al., 2016; Harper, 2015). The racial climate experiences of Black 

female doctoral students at PWIs could foster resilience, but hypervigilance, constantly being on 

guard and being highly responsive to acts or stimuli deemed as threatening (Smith et al., 2016). 

Realistically, in higher education, Black female doctoral students continued to face racism and 

sexism, and not much had changed since they were first allowed to legally pursue education 

(Walkington, 2017). In turn, the pressure to remain calm (despite the racial climate and culture of 

PWIs) could be taxing for Black female doctoral students because their behavior or reaction 

would most likely be viewed through a stereotypical lens (Fries-Britt & Turner, 2001).  
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Stereotypes 

The stereotypes of Black woman often depicted images that were stoic and self-relying, 

but these perceptions could overshadow the true hardships and challenges that Black women 

faced (Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007; Donovan, 2011). Also, a quantitative study by Donovan 

(2011) found that White students found Black women strong, but also loud, angry, and not as 

educated. In tackling these misconceptions, Collins (2000) utilized Black feminist thought to 

examine the prominence of negative stereotypes. Here, Black female students were wedged 

between racial and gendered stereotypes that deemed them aggressive (instead of assertive) and 

less competent by their male professors (often White) as well as other White students (Bonner & 

Thomas, 2001). Seen as aggressive, Black women were considered threatening because they 

generally defied White patriarchal views of womanhood (Collins, 2000). So, Black female 

scholars contended with racial stereotypes that contained sociopolitically constructed images of 

Black womanhood that portrayed all Black women as domineering, subservient, hypersexual, 

angry, inferior, or overly masculine, regardless of their status or education. (Allison, 2008; 

Carter-Black, 2008; Collins, 2000; Evans, 2007; Johnson-Bailey & Cervero, 2008). Likewise, 

when college professors and peers accepted these perceptions, they seemed surprised by a Black 

woman’s intelligence, and therefore left the student feeling overlooked and dismissed (Shahid et 

al., 2018).  

The stereotypes of Black students were not only perpetuated by students but faculty as 

well. At PWIs, some White faculty members rarely saw Black students as individuals, but as a 

collective group (Feagin et al., 2014). The belief that all Black students thought, acted, and 

performed the same continued to be a major complaint of Black students at PWIs (Steele, 2003). 

Racialized thinking within the confines of PWI campuses could leave Black female students 
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feeling oppressed and questioning their ability. Faculty members’ involvement in the 

perpetuation of negative stereotypes about Black female graduate students could further issues 

with isolation, marginalization, and even socialization (Charleston, George, Jackson, Berhanu, & 

Amechi, 2014; Morales, 2014). Even the Black students who do well academically and seemed 

to adjust to the PWI environment also reported difficulties fighting stereotypes and othering 

(Harper, 2009). Collins (2000), however, argued that if Black female students were to feel 

liberated in the face of stereotypes, they should continue to use the feelings of oppression to 

empower themselves through education.  

Social Adjustment 

During their time at PWIs, Black students encountered stressors that often centered 

around race, which had repeatedly been linked not only to a decreased academic performance, 

but social adjustment as well (Shahid et al., 2018). Being able to adjust socially to the campus 

culture of PWIs could be problematic for Black females in doctoral programs considering their 

marginalized status (Gildersleeve et al., 2011). Nonetheless, race was an important part of the 

socialization of Black doctoral students at PWIs because students tended to form groups in 

various capacities on PWI campuses based on race (Felder et al., 2014; Gildersleeve et al., 2011). 

In other instances, overt and covert racism may have hindered, if not stifled, the integration of 

Black students on PWI campuses (Shahid et al., 2018). Social inclusion could be hard for Black 

female doctoral students on PWI campus with the lack of institutional programs available to 

them (Shavers & Moore, 2014b). Black women were then left to their own devices to create their 

form of peer support (Grant & Simmons, 2008). When students do not feel supported, and there 

was a decreased level of socialization practices, isolated students, such as Black female doctoral 

students, questioned whether they fit in with their academic programs (Gildersleeve et al., 2011). 
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Within these academic programs, students were expected to adopt to White dominant rules and 

norms, knowing that doing so could weaken their self-efficacy (Henry et al., 2011). Moreover, 

students that embraced a more Afrocentric attitude (embracing Black or African culture or 

heritage) on a PWI campus struggled to find a sense of belonging and acceptance in academic 

and social arenas (Anglin & Wade, 2007).  

Also, Black women were often left feeling disconnected and misunderstood on PWI 

college campuses (Henry et al., 2011). For years, Black women not only felt like outsiders on 

PWI campuses (Collins, 2004), but the reception they received in higher education reified those 

beliefs and emotions. Black female doctoral students stood out in class and on campus, and the 

literature implied that they would be seen, but not heard (Sesko & Biernat, 2010). 

Contemporarily speaking, the encouragement, networking, and respect that Black women needed 

was often a reflection of societal and cultural issues (Johnson-Bailey, 2004) that seemingly bled 

into higher education. Thus, the challenges that Black female students experienced in doctoral 

programs at PWIs occurred not only in the institutional environment but on an intrapersonal level 

as well (Bentley-Edwards & Chapman-Hilliard, 2015). 

Internal Struggles 

Having unique intersectionality, Black females in doctoral programs faced higher stress 

levels and interpersonal challenges both due to gender and race (Commodore et al., 2018). In 

comparison to Black men, Black women faced greater interpersonal stress at PWIs (Shahid et al., 

2018) that subjected them to an increased fear that their academic performance must be twice as 

good as their peers to be viewed as an equal (Steele, 2003). Facing these pressures daily on a 

PWI campus could lead to new fears resulting in decreased classroom participation (Rosa 2013), 

and in some cases, dropping out to avoid confronting their perceived inadequacies (Borum & 
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Walker, 2012). Unfortunately, the perceived weaknesses of Black women could leave these 

women feeling like imposters in their doctoral program and on campus (Domingue, 2015).  

Internally, during their doctoral journey, some Black women became reserved, guarded, 

and unbothered as a method of coping with the racial landscape of a PWI (Donovan & West, 

2015; Watson & Hunter, 2015). When Black females chose to put up this façade in the wake of 

the challenges they faced at PWIs, it became seemingly impossible for them to demonstrate any 

vulnerability (Donovan, 2011). So, as Black women were being conditioned to self-rely in 

doctoral programs at PWIs (Woods-Giscombé & Lobel, 2008), they often felt rejected, received 

indications that they were unwelcome, and were more like uninvited guests (Feagin et al., 2014; 

Hunn, 2014). As Black women continued to navigate the cultural milieu of doctoral programs at 

PWIs, they may have found that trying to maintain a sense of self, manage internal struggles, and 

face instituional and personal racism, to be arduous tasks (Griffin, 2012).  

Isolation and Being Ignored 

Black women had often reported feelings of isolation and loneliness while attending 

PWIs (Domingue, 2015; Robinson, Esquibel, & Rich, 2013). The research on gender and race 

portrayed isolation and being ignored as covert gender or racial oppression (Constantine, Smith, 

Redington, & Owens, 2008; Sesko & Biernat, 2010). The concept of isolation also appeared in 

theoretical works by women’s studies and critical race scholars (Collins, 2000; Crenshaw, 2018; 

hooks, 2000). In two separate quantitative studies, Sesko and Biernat (2010) found that Black 

women experienced isolation and being ignored because they went “unnoticed and unheard” (p. 

357). Black women found themselves not only subjected to perceived institutional and individual 

racism, but also feelings of cultural isolation, and being the only one (Robinson et al., 2013). 

Often referred to as tokenism, being one (or one of a few) Black students could leave Black 
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female doctoral students being expected to represent their entire race in and out of the classroom 

(Gildersleeve et al., 2011).  

The experienced of being the token Black person in the classroom could be 

overwhelming and demeaning for Black women (Robinson et al., 2013). In situations where 

Black female doctoral students found themselves facing tokenism in the class, faculty and 

students often looked to them as the sole voice of and for all Black people (Davis et al., 2004). 

As tokens, Black women faced difficulty gaining credibility, faced more personal stress, and 

withstood misconstrued views of their identity and role in their departments (Turner, 2002). A 

part of the personal stress that Black female doctoral students experienced was because of their 

subjection to microaggressions by faculty and White peers (Smith et al., 2011). Defined as 

comments, behavior, or environmental actions that subtly and often unconsciously or 

unintentionally express racial slights and insults directed toward a person of color (Sue et al. 

2007), microaggressions could have several lasting psychophysiological effects (Smith et al., 

2011) that could lead to further detachment by marginalized students.  

Despite numerous efforts to fit in and feel included on campus, minority students 

continued to feel alone (Johnson-Bailey, Valentine, Cervero, & Bowles, 2008). Interestingly, 

isolation could also appear in a self-imposed manner. Hence, underrepresented students often 

employed self-segregation on campus to cope with rejection at PWIs (McClain & Perry, 2017). 

Socially, Black doctoral students tended to be acutely aware of their surroundings (Shavers & 

Moore, 2014a). Some authors stated that Black students at PWIs described being watched and 

judged continuously and how this hypervigilance could be burdensome (Hannon et al., 2016) 

because they felt devalued and delegitimized because of their race (Torres-Harding, Andrade, 

Diaz, & Crist, 2012, pp. 155–156). The literature indicated that Black women in doctoral 
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programs seemed to continually question themselves, served as the sole voice of all Black 

people, and monitored what they said, did, and wore (Collins, 2015). With these challenges in 

mind, in their qualitative study, Borum and Walker (2012) found that there were particular 

institutional factors which impeded the progress (as well as the success) of Black women in 

graduate programs, and they stated also that the institutional culture of PWIs must be tackled to 

guarantee the welfare and inclusion of Black female graduate/doctoral students. 

Being treated as if they were invisible, Black female doctoral on PWI campuses also 

reported that they felt that no one cared that they were on campus or in the program (Lewis, 

Ginsberg, Davies, & Smith, 2004). Some Black doctoral students also reported feeling that the 

faculty in the doctoral program did not care about them and they were left to their own devices to 

navigate through the doctoral system (Lewis et al., 2004). Having little guidance due to their 

invisibility, some Black female doctoral students began to question why they chose to attend a 

PWI, their intellectual ability, and whether they should persist (Johnson-Bailey, 2001). As an 

invisible doctoral student, Black women often encountered cognitive dissonance between 

pondering their incompetence and thinking they were more than equipped to finish a doctoral 

degree at a PWI (Walkington, 2017). 

Faculty, Peers, and Administration 

Being invisible to faculty members posed additional obstacles for Black female doctoral 

students. For example, if Black women felt that there was a disconnect with faculty members, 

and a lack of rapport built, then a significant portion of their doctoral process was lost (Blockett 

et al., 2016). Furthermore, Black female doctoral students regularly experienced invisibility with 

their White peers as well (Davis et al., 2004). Black women have also reported not receiving 

invitations to join White study groups or group projects while enrolled in doctoral programs at 
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PWIs (Davis et al., 2004), thus leaving them isolated. Although Black women could attend class, 

meetings, and groups with their White peers, they operated from an outsider within perspective 

because their voice was silenced, and they became invisible once dialogue began (Collins, 2004). 

For this reason, the invisibility they experienced during their doctoral process could force Black 

women to sacrifice their identity, silence themselves, and assimilate into the campus climate of 

the PWI (Thomas, 2009). Analogous to W.E.B. Du Bois’ (1903; Fontenot & Morgan, 2007) 

seminal concept that Black people had a veil of invisibility that left them ignored in a 

Eurocentric world, Black female students found themselves so limited in numbers at PWIs that 

ignorance and assumptions about their lives and abilities made their doctoral pursuits wearisome 

(Wilkington,2017).  

While attending PWIs, Black women may feel unnoticed by everyone (Winkle-Wagner, 

2009), including the administration (Lewiset al., 2004). In a quantitative, cross-sectional study 

by Chavous, Harris, Rivas, Helaire, and Green (2004), they found that Black women were often 

ignored at PWI settings, particularly in campus resources available for support and 

encouragement. When encouragement was provided to Black female doctoral students, it often 

appeared to be infrequent and superficial (Baylor, 2016). Although university officials at PWIs 

were aware of the disparities that Black female students experienced, there were often very few 

departmental or campus resources to address their needs (Grant & Simmons, 2008). In contrast, 

Black women reported feeling more comfortable in doctoral programs that had higher levels of 

support for them at the PWI (Grant & Simmons, 2008). Black females in higher education 

seemed hyper-visible when they were needed to address multicultural issues, but invisible when 

they needed professional support (Sanchez-Hucles & Davis, 2010). When examined through a 
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Black feminist lens, the PWI climate was a reminder of how oppressive forces have become 

institutionalized and thus invisible to the uncritical eye (Rosser-Mims, 2010).  

Being Silent—The “Catch 22” 

Based on data from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), over 79% of 

faculty members at PWIs recently were White (2014b, Table 315.20). Moreover, the racial 

climate on campuses, the culture, and even the curriculum, had roots in Eurocentric values 

(Patton, 2016). On PWI campuses, the Black student voice was often silenced due to the negative 

racial atmosphere (Patton, 2016). Having little to no visibility on campus could cause Black 

female doctoral students to be hesitant to engage in classroom dialogue or activities. The 

situation was somewhat of a “Catch 22” for Black women at PWIs. On the one hand, if they 

were silent in the classroom they could be viewed as being indifferent or sullen (Laufer, 2012). 

On the other hand, if they confidently voiced their opinion, they were considered as loud and 

disrespectful (Donovan, 2011). 

Having to monitor what they said and did while in doctoral programs was not uncommon 

for Black female students at PWIs (Shavers & Moore, 2014a). In doctoral programs, Black 

females monitored their language, tone, grammar, outward appearance, and interactions in 

efforts to look and seemed “professional” (Shavers & Moore, 2014a). The common societal 

stereotypes of Black women hovered over the heads of Black female doctoral students, and they 

were therefore hypervigilant about controlling how they were perceived. At PWIs, Black females 

often worried about appearing to be worthy of being in a doctoral program and not appearing 

incompetent (Gildersleeve et al., 2011). With a lingering concern about perception, Black female 

doctoral students at times may have felt forced to suppress their true selves to avoid castigation 

(Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2007). Additionally, Black female doctoral students censored themselves 
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concerning discussing any concerns or issues with race in their programs (Barker, 2012). During 

the doctoral process, a large amount of time was spent in the classroom, therefore making the 

classroom climate a vital part of the doctoral experience. Some Black female doctoral students at 

PWIs reported feeling uncomfortable in the classroom when they initiated discussions of issues 

deemed unimportant by the professor (Ellis, 2001). Once these feelings of belittlement and 

rebuke were experienced in the classroom, Black female doctoral students often ceased 

engagement (Wilkington, 2017), and self-censor. 

Being silent in the academy could be a debilitating experienced and should not be 

embraced in the academy. In a theoretical paper, Ng (2000) stated that higher education should 

seek to “break the conspiracy of silence that had ensured the perpetuation of sexism, racism, and 

other forms of marginalization and exclusion in the university” (p. 367). Furthermore, the silence 

of Black women at PWIs in academic settings like doctoral programs reflected the traditional 

White male perspective encompassed in higher education in the US that the White viewpoint was 

the one that mattered most (Clark, 2006; Collins, 2015; Gusa, 2010). If a Black female doctoral 

student deviated from the traditionalistic perspective (or introduced controversial topics), she 

was met with opposition (hooks, 2000). For years, the status quo for Black female students in 

higher education had been to be educated toward a curriculum that rarely included their 

experiences (Clark, 2006). Often at PWIs, Black women began to question if they were going 

crazy because the doctoral process could feel dehumanizing and at times made them wonder if 

they (Black women) were the problem (Gildersleeve et al., 2011). By blaming themselves, Black 

female students silenced their voices and became blind to the institutional and departmental 

behaviors that stifled their success (Blockett et al., 2016). Some Black female doctoral students 

stated that at times they chose to silence themselves in their program(s) whenever they were 
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confronted with comments that were racially insensitive or outright racist (Borum & Walker, 

2012). They also reported feeling silenced on PWI campuses because they often had to pick and 

choose their battles (Lewis, Mendenhall, Harwood, & Huntt, 2013). Other Black women doctoral 

students reported a more historical form of silencing that was defined by societal barriers of 

power and oppression that suppressed Black women’s voice based on their unique 

intersectionality with gender and race (Brooks, 2003). Thus, if Black female doctoral students at 

PWIs challenged the norm of postsecondary education by using their voice, they may have 

ultimately paid a price, which could include further seclusion, and possibly unintentionally 

reinforcing stereotypical beliefs about them and their capabilities (Webb, 2006). 

Summary  

The chapter began with a historical review of how Black students gained access and entry 

to post-secondary education. Next, the chapter provided an overview of the Black female journey 

into higher education with an emphasis on the experiences they had at predominantly White 

institutions. The literature reviewed in this chapter indicated that Black female graduate students 

still faced isolation, marginalization, racism, microaggressions, censoring themselves, 

socialization, interpersonal challenges, and were often treated as if they were invisible. The 

literature on racial campus climate of PWIs revealed that many university and college 

environments continued to present unique challenges for Black academics, particularly in 

doctoral programs (Griffin et al., 2011; Moore & Toliver, 2010). While researchers have 

examined the experiences of Black female doctoral students at PWIs, this research study places 

Black females at the center of the exploration by focusing on their experiences in doctoral 

programs at PWIs, specifically regarding race, invisibility, and self-censorship.  
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CHAPTER THREE  

METHODOLOGY AND METHODS 

In qualitative research, deductive and inductive reasoning are used to develop and 

understand new insights (Gilgun, 2014). The method of inquiry involved in qualitative research 

also allows the researchers to have intimate access to the lives and experiences of the participants 

(Creswell, 2012). Qualitative research requires researchers to not only be observers in the study, 

but also active participants as well. Through various data collection methods including 

observations, interviews, and focus groups, qualitative researchers can later deduce emergent 

themes or findings (Gilgun, 2014). Some of the tools for recording data in qualitative research 

can range from audio recording, videotaping, writing field notes, using photographs, drawings, 

and using life stories to document the past or present experiences of the participants. Once the 

data have been properly collected and recorded, data analysis normally centers around 

transcription and interpretation.  

While quantitative studies can also measure experiences, qualitative studies can yield 

detailed data not obtainable through statistical measures (Polkinghorne, 2005). This study would 

best be researched through qualitative measures based on the emphasis placed on the experiences 

of the Black female doctoral students at PWIs and the descriptive data that are provided which 

often leads to a deeper understanding of phenomena (Yilmaz, 2013). Thus, conveying the 

experiences of Black female doctoral students in a qualitative way heightens  

the awareness for experience that has been forgotten or overlooked. By heightening 

awareness and creating dialogue, it is hoped research can lead to better understanding of 
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the way things appear to someone else and through that insight lead to improvement in 

practice. (Creswell, 1998, p. 94) 

 

According to Collins (2000), researchers who seek to understand and examine the experiences of 

Black women may choose to do so using qualitative measures because doing so will allow Black 

women to provide detailed personal accounts of their lived experiences as explained by them.  

Research Questions 

In this phenomenologically based study, Black feminist thought was used as a critical 

lens because it allowed the story and experiences of Black women to be told by them and from 

their standpoint, instead of a story told about them through the eyes of others. I used Black 

feminist thought to answer the following research questions:  

1. How do Black female doctoral students perceive their experiences with race at PWIs? 

2. How do Black female doctoral students describe their presence on PWI campuses? 

3. What are some of the reasons for possible self-censorship of Black female doctoral 

students at PWIs?  

Methodology and Method 

The design undergirding my research process was phenomenologically based. Coined by 

Husserl, phenomenology asks what an experience is like and it also attempts to uncover 

meanings as they are lived (1936). He also noted the importance of digging deeper into a 

person’s reality to find true meaning (Laverty, 2003). During phenomenological research, 

participants described their experiences in a very open exchange with few direct questions 

(Laverty, 2003). Phenomenology also suggests that the interviewer should not only focus on 

what the participant says, but what is not said as well (Kvale, 2008). Manen (2016) supported 

this notion of valuing silence, and the absence of speaking during interviews because both can be 

equally as important (if not more) as what is verbally expressed by the participant. Overall, the 
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essence of phenomenology centers on revealing how complex meanings can be established based 

on simple elements of a direct experience (Merriam, 2002). Having this type of inquiry allows 

interviewers to probe and examine experiences that have yet to be investigated or understood 

(Merriam, 2002). In phenomenological research, a critical element in the process of 

understanding experiences is interpretation (Laverty, 2003).  

Martin Heidegger (1970), who was a follower of Husserl, believed that the objective of 

phenomenology should be hermeneutical, meaning that researchers should focus more on the 

interpretation of the experience, creating meaning, and shedding light on various parts of the 

experience that may have been ignored. Heidegger’s concept of hermeneutic phenomenology 

also states that people encounter experiences with an already preconceived background 

understanding (1970). So, as people encounter unique lived experiences, they do so under the 

influence of their life history or background creating a transactional relationship between the two 

(Munhall, 2007). Just like Husserl, Heidegger desired to uncover human experiences while they 

were being lived, and give meaning to these experiences (Laverty, 2003). However, one of the 

major challenges of phenomenological research is describing the lived experiences of 

participants absent of preconceptions (Manen, 2016).  Heidegger’s hermeneutical 

phenomenology focuses on the how of an experience, meaning it focuses not only on how the 

participants experience phenomena, but how they make meaning of these experiences 

(Heidegger, 1970).  In contrast, descriptive qualitative research does not focus on the how the 

experience, but focuses on discovering the who, what, and where of the experience (Kim, Sefcik, 

& Bradway, 2017). 
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 As a methodology, phenomenology is a subjective, yet personal account of experiences 

that uses purposeful samples of participants to describe phenomena from each person’s 

perspective (Manen, 2016). Phenomenology assumes that things we know in life are results of 

our lived experiences and things that we have directly observed, both of which shape our 

realities. Because phenomenology has a deeper focus on the meaning that people place on their 

experiences (Creswell, 2012), a phenomenologically based study allowed me to study the lived 

experiences of Black women in doctoral programs at PWIs and the meaning that is applied to 

these experiences (Hannon et al., 2016). Knowing that phenomenological research aims to 

contextualize lived experiences, I sought to gather a hermeneutical understanding (one's 

understanding of each individual part) of the experience as well (Manen, 2016). Using a 

phenomenologically based approach to understand the experience of being a Black female at a 

White college according to Manen is “a creative attempt to somehow capture a certain 

phenomenon of life in a linguistic description that is both holistic and analytical, evocative and 

precise, unique and universal, powerful and sensitive” (p. 39). 

Since its inception, phenomenology has been applied to a variety of disciplines including 

science, technology, engineering, mathematics, and education (Kafle, 2011). Used as a 

methodology, phenomenology places emphasis on the phenomena and how the participants 

experience the phenomena in everyday life (Eddles-Hirsch, 2015). The overall focus of 

phenomenology is on the meaning and understanding of the relationship between the participants 

and the lived experiences they encounter (Merriam & Tisdell, 2015). The key components to 

phenomenology include how participants understand their lived experience, how well the 

interviewer listens, and keeping an open mind during the interview process (King, 2004). In 

addition, because of the sensitive (and flexible) nature of phenomenology, there are no 
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regimented steps that must be followed because of the multiple techniques that can used in 

qualitative research. In general, using phenomenology as a methodology requires researchers to 

be sensitive to the language of the participant, utilize reflective listening, and be receptive to 

experiences (Manen, 2016).  

Additionally, Manen (2016) also stated that in conducting phenomenological research 

one should be “constantly mindful of one’s original question and thus to be steadfastly oriented 

to the lived experiences that make it possible to ask the ‘what is it like’ question in the first 

place” (p. 42). In conducting phenomenologically based research, it is of the utmost importance 

that researchers submerge themselves into the research questions, continually seek the essence of 

the experience, but also be cautious to not have too much information because gathering too 

much data can restrict the researcher from having an in-depth analysis, which is paramount to the 

primary purpose of qualitative research (Marshall, Cardon, Poddar, & Fontenot, 2013). 

Phenomenological studies also aim to examine the everyday world experiences of the 

participant, also known as their lifeworld (Creswell, 2012). To ensure a deep, rich discussion, 

phenomenologically based interviews should include open-ended questions because these 

questions can foster open dialogue between the interviewer and interviewee.  

 However, while conducting interviews, researchers should remember that there is no 

perfect way to carry out phenomenological interviews; they must have flexibility. Flexibility 

during phenomenological interviews allows the interviewer to probe within the inquiry area 

(Polkinghorne, 2005), while the interviewee has the freedom to share their experiences with little 

to no limitations (Chenail, 2011). It is also important to not allow assumptions to skew the 

researcher’s ability to understand the significance of the research question(s) even though the 

researcher brings prior understanding of the phenomenon to the table. Wall, Glenn, Mitchinson, 
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and Poole (2004) stated that bracketing occurs when researchers attempt to achieve subjectivity 

by putting any preconceptions of the phenomenon to the side. However, since this study used 

hermeneutical phenomenology, it leans towards Heidegger’s approach toward bracketing. 

Heidegger believed that bracketing was not warranted because hermeneutics includes a 

presumed prior understanding (1970). In addition, to avoiding assumptions, the context in which 

I conducted my research was a significant aspect of the study. In keeping with the essence of 

phenomenology, I studied the experiences of Black female doctoral students who attend PWIs 

and how they understand (or make meaning) of these experiences. It was paramount for me to 

examine the entire experience, which included not only the participants but the PWI environment 

as well.  

Research Design 

A qualitative approach was used in this study because the participants experienced a 

common phenomenon (Creswell, 2012): unique lived experiences as doctoral students at a PWI. 

In this study, Black feminist thought was used as the theoretical framework. Black feminist 

thought uses the shared knowledge of Black women and their experiences with oppression to 

clarify (and establish) self-valuation and self-definition as told only by Black women (Collins, 

2015). Since Black feminist thought discusses the multiple ways in which Black women are 

marginalized, using a phenomenologically based research design helps the researcher and readers 

to understand the societal and cultural experiences of being a Black female enrolled in a doctoral 

program at a PWI.  

Given the conversational nature of phenomenological method, each research question 

served as an interview question with the goal of establishing a conversation. During the 

interview, the participants were asked the following: 
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1. As a Black woman who attends a PWI, how would you describe your doctoral 

experience?  

2. Do you think race has played a role in your doctoral experience to date? If so, how? If 

not, please elaborate. 

3. What are some of the challenges you have faced as an African-American female 

doctoral student at a PWI? 

4. How would you describe the Black doctoral female presence in your program and at 

the institution overall? 

5. In what ways is the Black female doctoral student experience different from other 

doctoral students at PWIs? 

6. Describe the classroom experience as a Black female doctoral student at a PWI? 

7. Tell me about your interactions with your peers and professors as a Black female 

doctoral student? 

8. When faced with racially insensitive acts and comments at your institution, how do 

you respond? 

9. During your doctoral studies at a PWI, explain how you make decisions on how to 

dress, style your hair, and engage in classroom dialogue. 

10. What are some of the available resources for African-American female doctoral 

students here? 

11. What changes (if any) do you think should be made at PWIs to improve the doctoral 

experience of African-American females? 
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For a visual overview of the connection between the research questions, interview questions, and 

the theoretical framework, see Table 1. 

Human Subjects Approval 

Before conducting this study, a research protocol (for expedited review) was submitted to 

the Institutional Review Board (IRB) for approval. An official copy of the approval letter is in 

Appendix A. 

Research Site 

 The research site for this study was a public, comprehensive, high research activity 

university (Carnegie, 2010). The institution (to be referred to as Stereotype U) is predominantly 

White and located in the South. In the 2014-2015 academic year, Stereotype U had an enrollment 

of over 30,000 students total (NCES, 2017c), with only approximately 5,000 as graduate 

students. As of academic year 2016-2017, less than 100 Black female students were enrolled in 

doctoral programs at the institution (NCES, 2017c).  

Participants 

Many qualitative research methodologists have varying opinions on the number of 

participants required in a study to constitute an adequate sample size. Even leading research 

methodologists fail to provide concrete guidelines on approximating sample sizing (Marshall et 

al., 2013). For phenomenological research studies, Denzin and Lincoln (2008) recommended 

approximately 6 participants as an adequate sample size, Kuzel (1999) recommended 6-8, and 

Morse (2000) recommended 6-10. For this study, 11 Black female students who were currently 

enrolled in a doctoral program (EdD or PhD) at Stereotype U (pseudonym for the institution 

selected as the research site) were selected as participants. The participants in the study 

represented various (nearly 10) different doctoral programs. The participants were recruited and 
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Table 1 

Connection Between Research Questions, Interview Questions, and Theoretical Framework 

 

 

Research Question Interview Question Black Feminist 

Thought Concept 

1) How do Black female 

doctoral students 

perceive their 

experiences with race at 

PWIs? 

• As a Black woman who attends a 

PWI, how would you describe 

your doctoral experience? 

• Do you think race has played a 

role in your doctoral experience to 

date? If so, how? If not, please 

elaborate. 

• What are some of the challenges 

you have faced as an African-

American female doctoral student 

at a PWI? 

• In what ways is the Black female 

doctoral student experience 

different from other doctoral 

students at PWIs? 

• Experiences 

foster a 

consciousness 

that shapes the 

Black female 

reality 

• Socially 

constructed 

thought of Black 

women is 

opposite of their 

reality 

2) How do Black female 

doctoral students 

describe their presence 

on PWI campuses? 

• How would you describe the Black 

doctoral female presence in your 

program and at the institution 

overall? 

• What are some of the available 

resources for African-American 

female doctoral students here? 

• What changes (if any) do you 

think should be made at PWIs to 

improve the doctoral experience of 

African-American females? 

• Experiences used 

to clarify (and 

establish) self-

valuation by 

Black women 

• Experiences used 

to clarify (and 

establish) self-

definition as told 

only by Black 

women 

3) What are some of the 

reasons for possible self-

censorship of Black 

female doctoral students 

at PWIs? 

• Describe the classroom experience 

as a Black female doctoral student 

at a PWI? 

• Tell me about your interactions 

with your peers and professors as a 

Black female doctoral student? 

• When faced with racially 

insensitive acts and comments at 

your institution, how do you 

respond? 

• During your doctoral studies at a 

PWI, explain how you make 

decisions on how to dress, style 

your hair, and engage in classroom 

dialogue. 

• Experiences 

strengthen 

resilience and 

resistance 

• Liberation 

through lived 

experiences 
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selected purposefully to include only those participants who most likely had direct experience 

with the research topic (Killough, Killough, Walker, & Williams, 2017). I selected these 

participants because they served as the crux of study. Subject participation in the study was 

completely voluntary and subjects could decline to participate without penalty. Participants could 

withdraw consent and discontinue participation at any time during the study. The research 

interviews were conducted in a quiet semi-private setting that was designated by (and convenient 

for) the participant (i.e., library study room).  

The selection criteria were as follows:  

Subject inclusion criteria: 

1. Black Female  

2. Age ≥ 19 years of age or older 

3. Enrolled in a doctoral program at the PWI identified as a research site 

Subject exclusion criteria: 

• Non- Black female doctoral students that do not attend the predominantly white 

institution (PWI) 

Subject exit criteria: 

1. Completion of the study protocol 

2. Subject’s withdrawal of consent 

Recruitment 

Recruitment of the participants occurred by word of mouth, and through an email(s) sent 

to the leader(s) of multiple graduate student councils and associations on the PWI campus (see 

Appendix B). In the email, the principal investigator asked the leader(s) of the multiple graduate 

student associations to send the study solicitation email to all its members via their listserv. The 
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body of the recruitment email included the purpose of the research, eligibility criteria for the 

study, amount provided for participant compensation, the time required of participants, the 

location of the research, and the contact information of the principal investigator. Recruitment 

was ongoing until the recruitment goal was met.  

The sampling size for this study seemed appropriate since interpretive phenomenological 

analysis (IPA) was used to evaluate the research data. In using IPA in research, the goal is to 

understand, in detail, how participants make meaning of their experience. Therefore, with the 

amount of attention to detail required for each participant, most IPA studies focus more on 

breadth over depth (Smith & Osborn, 2007) and they usually benefit from a concentrated focus 

on fewer participants (Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009, p. 51). Having fewer participants allows 

for adequate in-depth individual engagement but it also lends to a detailed analysis of difference 

and similarities (Smith & Osborn, 2007). The goal of enrolling at least 10 participants was 

adopted to have enough data, but not too much information that would overwhelm the researcher 

and prevent the production of a comprehensive analysis. 

Risks and Benefits 

 Sometimes participants may feel upset or embarrassed when they talk about their lived 

experiences as Black female doctoral students at PWIs. These feelings are usually temporary and 

may include nervousness and anxiety during the interview when answering questions about lived 

experiences, embarrassment when experiences are being evaluated, and feelings of an invasion 

of privacy. If this was the case, the researcher worked with participants to make this experience 

less distressing. To lessen the risk of distress, I maintained a pleasant and professional demeanor, 

conducted the interviews in a quiet setting, and allowed participants to discuss these reactions 

and feelings if they occurred. Participants could also take breaks during the interview if needed, 
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and they could choose to skip any interview questions that caused discomfort. Participants could 

also elect to end the interview if they became uncomfortable at any point. It was also pivotal to 

note that participation in a study of Black women could involve the risk of feeling labeled or 

stigmatized. As a result, confidentiality safeguards were strictly maintained to prevent such risks.  

 I cannot promise that participants received any benefit from taking part in this research 

study. A possible benefit may have been that discussion of lived experiences can seem (or feel) 

therapeutic in alleviating some stressors that participants may have faced as Black female 

doctoral students. Also, by participating in this study, the data collected could help to further 

understand the experiences of Black female doctoral students at PWIs. Participants may not 

personally have been helped by taking part in this study, but their participation may lead to 

knowledge that will assist others. 

Data Collection Procedures  

The primary method used to generate the data was an open-ended, 60-90-minute, face-to-

face semi-structured interview in which the participant’s direct responses were used for 

interpretation. A research interview protocol and questions were developed (see Appendix C). 

During the interview, participants were asked a series of very detailed questions (and follow-up 

questions) which required reflection, concentration on concrete details of the lived experience, 

and reflection on how the participants made meaning of the experience (Seidman, 2006). 

Therefore, with this study, a follow-up interview was not necessary. In capturing the interview, 

Smith et al. (2009) stated that IPA requires that all data are recorded verbatim. To this end, the 

interviews were digitally recorded then transcribed for the participant to check for errors. After 

transcription, the interviews were coded based on themes gleaned from the participant 

interviews.  
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To collect data in phenomenological-based studies, researchers must have elevated levels 

of empathy and rapport with participants. For me, considering the personal nature of my research 

questions, rapport and understanding played a pivotal role in establishing the 

researcher/participant relationship. As a result, the participants could expect the researcher to be 

open and honest about the procedures and purpose of the study, provide breaks if needed, and 

answer any questions concerning the study. This study enrolled 11 participants over a 1- to 3-

month period. The total participant involvement in this study was the time it took to complete the 

interview and the participant review of the verbatim transcript of the interview.  

If participants decided to participate in this study and signed the informed consent 

document (see Appendix D). 

• Asked the participants to take part in a semi-structured interview that asked various 

questions concerning their experience as Black female doctoral students at a PWI. 

• Proceeded to conduct the interview based on the IRB approved interview guide.  

• Thanked the subject(s) for participating and provide each participant with a $20 Walmart 

gift card. 

• Provided each participant a business card, that included my name, email address, and 

telephone number to contact me with any comments or questions. 

Data Analysis Procedures 

I think it would have been impossible to begin my research as "hypothesis-free" because 

in using a phenomenological method, the goal of the researcher is to become an active 

participant, and not merely an observer (Creswell, 2012). Hence, in terms of methodology, 

phenomenological approaches can be applied to individual and collective cases (Larkin, Watts, 

& Clifton, 2006). In specific cases, such as this study, phenomenological based research can 
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identify system failures or systemic discrepancies, that can result in inferences that may be 

repeated by multiple participants (Larkin et al., 2006). Similarly, data analysis in this study 

required somewhat of a dual hermeneutic in which I attempted to understand the participants’ 

description of the lived experience while the participants tried to make sense of the lived 

experience itself (Smith et al., 2009). 

Considering that my research interest was to find meaning in the experiences of Black 

female doctoral students at PWIs, using a phenomenologically based method seemed practical. 

Thus, I decided that using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) would be an efficient 

method because it allowed me to rely solely on the comments of the participants as my guide 

toward coding. The purpose of IPA is to focus on the perceptions, comments, and understandings 

of experiences, and the meanings the experiences hold (Smith & Osborn, 2004). Interpretative 

phenomenological analysis (IPA) examines the experiences of participants from their personal 

perspective and it also sheds light on phenomena as perceived by the participants (Larkin et al., 

2006). Using IPA will also require me to collect precious information and perceptions through a 

myriad of qualitative methods (i.e., face-to-face interviews). While also gaining insight into the 

participant thoughts, behaviors, and motivations, phenomenological methods can cut through 

conventional wisdom and assumptions that may exist (Smith & Osborn, 2004). From an 

epistemological standpoint, phenomenological methods such as IPA are based on elements of 

subjectivity coupled with interpretation and personal experience (Larkin et al., 2006). Based on 

my desire to examine the Black female doctoral experience, IPA will be instrumental in allowing 

the participants to describe their experiences through an interpretive critical lens.  

In this study, IPA was the method used to explain/describe the Black female doctoral 

experience on a PWI campus. When used as a methodological technique of Black feminist 
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thought, IPA can be a tool that can create programs and interventions for Black female doctoral 

students at PWIs. Additionally, while conducting research on Black feminist thought, it appears 

that many authors chose some form of phenomenology as their methodology. It is important to 

note that conducting IPA through a Black feminist thought lens should include a definitive 

exploration of how the experiences of Black females are translated into reality (Alexander & 

Bodenhorn, 2015). As a theoretical framework, Black feminist thought implies that the 

translation from experience to reality in phenomenological based studies requires researchers to 

place the experiences of the Black females at the center of their exploration. So, when utilizing 

phenomenological research, the research questions posed in the study allowed participants to 

answer openly, and the responses should be free of research interpretation bias (Patton & 

McClure, 2009).  

Because phenomenological research has roots (typically) in social construction (Few, 

Stephens, & Rouse‐Arnett, 2003), IPA works well with Black feminist thought because it not 

only focuses on the underlying meanings of Black women in an unbiased way, but it also allows 

the participants to give first-hand accounts of the Black female experience (Hannon et al., 2016). 

Thus, when analyzing Black feminist thought as it relates to the study of Black women and their 

experiences, researchers should analyze not only the phenomena being studied but also the 

socially constructed concept of the Black female experience. One of Black feminist thought’s 

springboards is the fact that the socially constructed thought of Black women is usually the direct 

opposite of the reality of the Black female experience as told by them (Black women). Black 

feminist thought in phenomenologically based research says that researchers should not tell 

Black women who they are and what they experience but allow Black women themselves to 

explain their experiences. Therefore, in using an interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) 
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for this study, taking in-depth looks at the particulars of the lived experiences and examining the 

experiences as far as possible (Eatough & Smith, 2008) was key. 

In analyzing phenomenologically based data, the most significant issue is the large 

quantity of data that are normally generated. An IPA study often includes an enormous number 

of jottings, interview recordings, and transcriptions. Furthermore, there is no prescribed data 

analysis method for IPA because it provides “a set of flexible guidelines which can be adapted 

by individual researchers, according to their research objectives” (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012, p. 

366). The analysis normally requires a lot of time and can be quite messy. Therefore, for this 

study a multi-phased approach was used for data analysis (Creswell, 2012; Merriam & Tisdell, 

2015). I used actual participant statements (see Appendix E) as the crux of my coding and data 

analysis.  

Data Coding and Interpretation 

For data analysis, first, I read (and re-read) the transcripts of the interview responses. 

After careful review, I then organized the data based on Post-it® notes, mind maps, and scatter 

techniques. I used line-by-line open coding to search for words, phrases, and categories within 

the participant responses (Alase, 2017). Next, axial coding was used to categorize categories 

across all the data. According to Corbin and Strauss (2014), in using axial coding, once I 

identified the core categories and subcategories, I then used deductive and inductive reasoning to 

then determine how the categories fit together and identify repetitious codes that could be 

connected (Corbin & Strauss, 2014). The final key codes identified after axial coding was 

complete were analyzed through IPA (Polkinghorne, 2005). Finally, I searched for connections 

across all the key codes to identify emergent themes (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). The themes 

were used to write a comprehensive narrative account of the study (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). 
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Positionality 

 As I reflected on the people, circumstances, and decisions that have affected my life thus 

far, it was important that I conduct a self-examination of my background beliefs. Growing up in 

a suburb of Tuscaloosa that was predominately Black, my world views were often shaped by my 

nature as well as my nurture. I often witnessed various crimes, fights, domestic disturbances, and 

the like in my neighborhood, but I also witnessed acts of solidarity, unwavering love, and 

community ties that seemed infinite. However, despite all the negative behaviors I saw on the 

outside, my parents worked diligently within our home (and in our neighborhood) to make sure I 

understood that where I was would only be the beginning, not my end. My parents also 

constantly informed me that success for a young Black woman was not only possible, but also 

obtainable by me. Although my parents had their flaws, as we all do, they instilled basic moral 

and ethical principles that would carry me through K-12, and postsecondary education as well. 

After various treks toward discovery, I realized that my experiences had not only shaped me, but 

these experiences mattered as well. 

With this study, I, too, was a Black female who had experienced the pressures and the 

roller coaster ride that are doctoral studies. I have also endured some challenges in 

synchronization with the unique lived experience of attending a PWI for a doctoral degree. I 

realize that pursuing a doctoral degree can be stressful to any student regardless of race or sex. 

However, as a Black female at a PWI, the pressures can appear to be insurmountable at times 

during doctoral pursuits. I chose to study Black women because I think that Black women have 

been somewhat overlooked and silenced in the literature as a topic of inquiry. Consequently, I 

desired to be an active participant in creating a dialogue concerning the pressures and 

experiences that Black female students (especially doctoral students) often battle silently. I 
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understood that my relationship to this topic was one of a personal nature which was both 

beneficial and potentially limiting. Having a vested interest in this topic could be useful because 

of the passion I have for this subject, but these very characteristics could limit some of my 

insight as well.  It is important to note that I have a lived experience that would inform rather 

than mask the true doctoral experience of Black women on PWI campuses. 

 In conjunction with my personal ties to the study, I also brought my life experiences, 

disciplinary training, theoretical perspectives, and view of the world through a critical ethnic 

lens. As a Black female, life has taught me (both nature and nurture) that I will face life with two 

obvious tags—I am Black, and I am a woman. Moreover, in my decision to use critical Black 

feminist thought as my theoretical perspective, my views and underpinnings of what it means to 

be a Black female doctoral student and the experiences tied to this journey became even clearer. 

As the women in this study share their lived experiences, some of which may have mirrored 

mine, it was crucial that my relationship with the participants was transparent, respectful, and 

included introspection.  

 I acknowledge that I knew some of the participants prior to the study, and I also have 

experiences as a Black female doctoral student attending a PWI.  I understand that these factors 

can contribute to somewhat of an insider blind spot, meaning I could have missed some 

important pieces of the research because of my status as an insider. As a Black woman, while 

conducting the interviews, I realized that the participants were possibly sharing details, views, 

and authentic emotional responses to the questions because they felt I possibly understood and 

related to their experiences.  My role as a researcher is to add to the sparse literature that exists 

on this topic while also serving as an encourager to other Black women that may have been 

dissuaded from pursuing this type of research. In the end, it was pivotal that I identified personal 
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features, was authentic, and offered a discussion of relationships that developed. As a qualitative 

researcher, it was of equal importance that I conducted my research carefully, but also 

acknowledged my own biases while remaining true to myself.  

Limitations 

 This phenomenological study sought to uncover the lived experiences of Black women 

enrolled in doctoral programs at a PWI, Stereotype U. In this study, two limitations should be 

considered. One limitation is the sample size of the study. There were 11 participants and, 

therefore, the findings of the study cannot be generalized. Finally, the second limitation may be 

my own bias. Specifically, I acknowledge that my own values, experiences, and beliefs may 

influence the interpretation of the interview data. 

Delimitations 

 This study has delimitations that are important.  The focus of this study is narrowed as it 

relates to the sample of participants. The selection criteria limited participants to current Black 

female doctoral students, currently attending Stereotype University. The study was also 

narrowed because it only covered one geographic region of the US.  The study also only 

included participants enrolled in traditional on-site doctoral programs and did not include Black 

female doctoral students who were enrolled in blended or online programs. 

Summary 

 In summary, this chapter discussed the research methodology selected for use in this 

study. A qualitative approach was used in this study, which included research design that was 

phenomenologically based. A detailed summary and background on the philosophy and method 

of phenomenology was discussed as well as the key concepts of phenomenological research. 

Also noted in this chapter, the study participants were from a PWI located in the South, referred 
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to as Stereotype U. The participants were purposefully selected based on meeting all inclusion 

criteria. Also included in this chapter was information on participant recruitment, risks and 

benefits, data collection, and data analysis. Finally, the limitations, assumptions, and researcher 

positionality were outlined. 

 The next chapter will describe the analysis of the participant interviews and the results 

obtained in the study. Finally, Chapter Five will include conclusions, an in-depth disucssion of 

the findings (as they relate to the research questions in conjunction with other literature), 

limitations, recommendations, and implications for future research. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESULTS 

 As indicated in Chapter Three, this research study was designed to explain/describe the 

Black female doctoral experience on PWI campuses. The framework for this study was grounded 

in Black feminist thought. Black feminist thought not only speaks to the Black female 

experience, but it also uses their experiences at PWIs as the crux of analysis. In terms of analysis, 

interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) was used to rely solely on the comments of the 

participants as my guide toward coding. The purpose of IPA is to focus on the perceptions, 

comments, and understandings of experiences, and the meanings the experiences hold (Smith & 

Osborn, 2004). Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) examines the experiences of 

participants from their personal perspectives and it also sheds light on phenomena as perceived 

by the participants (Larkin et al., 2006).  

 The study included 11 Black female doctoral students enrolled at a PWI referred to as 

Stereotype U. The study only enrolled 11 participants even though 15 were interested. The last 

four subjects who expressed their interest in the study stated that they would not be able to 

commit to a 90-120-minute interview. There was a definite connection with the participants in 

the study. The interviews lasted upward of 2 hours because each participant wanted to speak in-

depth about her experiences for an extensive amount of time. All the participants cried (from 

frustration or sadness), and I do not know that a Black woman would feel comfortable enough to 

be as vulnerable with a White male or female interviewer (Patton, 2002). 
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 The study participants’ ages varied, and they were at different stages of their 

doctoral programs ranging from 1st year to 5th year. Some participant demographic information 

and identified pseudonyms are provided in Table 2. However, I chose not to include any further 

participant information to protect their identities because of the sensitive nature of the questions 

asked in the study. The participants shared not only their experiences, but also how they made 

meaning of those experiences. As their stories began to unfold, the women consistently reflected 

on their intersectionality between race and gender and how these elements played a role in their 

overall doctoral experience at a PWI. In terms of race, the participants also revealed challenges 

they faced at PWIs, and how challenges often left them feeling like outsiders. In addition, the 

participants all reported being few on campus and repeatedly discussed their decisions to self-

segregate and support each other (a sisterhood) as a means of coping.  

Because the center of my study was on the unique lived experiences—race, invisibility, 

and self-censorship—a phenomenological study was conducted. This phenomenological research 

study was guided by the following research questions: 

1. How do Black female doctoral students perceive their experiences with race at PWIs? 

2. How do Black female doctoral students describe their presence on PWI campuses? 

3. What are some of the reasons for possible self-censorship of Black female doctoral 

students at PWIs? 

 In conducting analysis to answer the research questions, I first used open coding and 

went line-by-line to search for words and phrases within the participant responses. In doing so, I 

reviewed each transcript line-by-line and highlighted recurring words and phrases for each 

question asked during the interview. Then, I took the highlighted portions of each transcript and 

transferred them onto an Excel spreadsheet. Next, I used the spreadsheet to conduct a  
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Table 2 

Participant Demographics 

Pseudonym Year in 

the 

Program 

Enrollment 

Status 

Discipline  Graduate of a 

HBCU 

(undergraduate 

or graduate) 

Plans After 

Doctoral 

Completion 

Why They 

Chose 

Stereotype 

U 

Brooklyn 2nd full-time Professional 

school 

No Professoriate Prestige 

Darcy 5th full-time Professional 

school 

Yes Professoriate Prestige 

Grace 3rd full-time Professional 

school 

No Professoriate Prestige 

Olivia 1st full-time Professional 

school 

Yes Professoriate Convenience 

Toni 4th full-time STEM No Private 

Sector 

Specifics of 

Discipline 

Hope 3rd full-time Professional 

school 

No Professoriate Convenience 

Zoe 4th full-time Professional 

school 

No Professoriate Prestige 

Robin 3rd full-time Professional 

school 

No Private 

Sector 

Convenience 

Isabelle 4th full-time STEM Yes Private 

Sector 

Prestige 

Terry 1st full-time STEM No Private 

Sector 

Specifics of 

Discipline 

Noel 4th full-time STEM No Private 

Sector 

Specifics of 

Discipline 

 

question-by-question analysis of the responses provided by each participant. I then used axial 

coding to identify core categories and subcategories among the individual responses listed on the 

Excel spreadsheet. The subcategories were identified and then highlighted in various shaded 

colors on the Excel spreadsheet. The subcategories were then arranged into categories. Next, the 

categories and subcategories were organized to identify recurring key codes across the 

interviews, collectively. I then took the identified categories and subcategories (see Appendix F) 

and listed them on a separate worksheet. Finally, I used the worksheet containing the key codes 

to organize them into three broader themes. Each of the themes played a significant role in how 
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the participants understood and interpreted their experiences on a PWI campus. These themes not 

only described their interpretation of the experience, but further captured the essence of it. Based 

on the insight of the 11 participants, the three broad themes produced were emotional 

rollercoaster, it is what it is, and using silence to refute stereotypes. These key codes and themes 

are also represented in Table 3. 

Table 3 

Summary of Themes and Key Codes 

Theme   Key Codes 

Emotional Rollercoaster I keep to myself 

A spokeswoman 

It's just different 

It is What it Is Not very many of us 

We’re on our own 

Self-Censoring to Refute Stereotypes 

 

I don’t want to be stereotypical 

Questioning myself 

Keeping quiet 

 

 Before I begin a detailed account of the findings of this study, a brief overview of 

interpreting the lived experience through hermeneutical phenomenology is presented. For this 

study, Heideggerian phenomenology was selected as the method to best answer the core research 

question of “How do Black female doctoral students experience race, invisibility, and self-

censorship at a PWI?” The objective of hermeneutical phenomenology lies in the interpretation 

of the experience, creating meaning, and shedding light on various parts of the experience that 

may have been ignored. In this study, the responses provided by the participants were interpreted 

hermeneutically and analyzed through interpretive phenomenological analysis to arrive at three 

themes to gain understanding of the lived experience. 
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Emotional Rollercoaster 

 The first theme that emerged from the study was emotional rollercoaster. Study 

participants were very candid about the wide range of emotions they experienced in doctoral 

programs at PWIs. Shavers and Moore (2014a, 2014b) found that to maintain a sense of well-

being and persist to graduation, Black women that attend PWIs must overcome multiple 

obstacles. The rigor of doctoral studies, as well as the institutional environments of PWIs, led to 

nearly all of the participants reporting feelings of inadequacy, loneliness, and frustration. Certain 

topics (such as race) that arose while enrolled in their doctoral programs on PWI campuses 

caused the participants to feel as if they were under a microscope and pressured to speak (even 

though they had no desire to participate). The participants often described the struggles they 

faced in managing the pendulum of emotions that seemingly swung from one extreme to the 

next. For these participants, knowing that doctoral studies at a PWI is an emotional rollercoaster 

was one thing. but learning to channel those emotions to propel resiliency was indeed an artform. 

The emotions the participants reported in this study varied from feeling lonely during their 1st 

year of doctoral studies, to feeling the need to speak for all Black people, and finally facing the 

realization that their experience was just different.  

I Keep to Myself 

 Throughout the interviews, when asked about their perception of race as a Black female 

doctoral student at a PWI, the participants often stated that they would keep to themselves/ 

segregate themselves from others. The reasoning for doing so was linked to self-preservation as 

well as a defense mechanism. Toni, a 4th-year doctoral student commented, “Trying to 

incorporate myself into someplace that I don't feel like tries to accommodate everybody in the 

program is very hard. So, I just stay in my own little zone.” In comparison, Olivia, Darcy, and 
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Isabelle also described their choices to self-segregate. Olivia said, “For the most part at this PWI, 

I kind of just keep to myself.” Darcy explained, “I found myself just being very quiet . . . I would 

close off to myself.”  Isabelle’s responded,  

I started in my mind, separating myself from the white students, because I realized they’ll 

never understand, they'll never understand. I started separating myself because I realized 

these people don't have the same experience that I have, and it's best for me. 

 

Self-imposed isolation seemingly robs Black female doctoral students of the networking, peer 

support, and faculty collaboration that is often linked to successful doctoral experiences that later 

propel their careers post-graduation. By closing themselves off, the participants in the study did 

so knowing that this decision could be counterproductive. However, they still chose to self-

segregate at times because they found doing so easier than facing ridicule, stereotyping, and 

becoming frustrated. Although isolation was used as a form of coping and self-preservation, all 

the participants admitted (or eluded to the fact) that lack of integration and loneliness they 

experience was laborious.   

 In sum, all 11 participants reported that they segregated themselves during their doctoral 

studies. The participants also noted that the self-segregation was not necessarily a desire, but 

more of a response to the lack of connection they experienced. Olivia, Darcy, Terry, and Isabelle 

all commented on their decision to self-segregate.  Olivia stated, “I just keep to myself.” Darcy 

said, “I would close off to myself.” Terry explained, “I’m in my own world,” and “It was 

difficult to connect with people.” Isabelle responded saying, “I feel isolated a lot,” and “I was 

alone and miserable.”  

In describing her experience with race in a doctoral program at a PWI, Hope, a 3rd-year 

student stated, 

It makes me want to keep to myself. I really want to quit, like, I just want to go back to 

work and do something normal and not deal with these people every day. Like, seriously. 
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I came to school to become a researcher, to become an academic, to become a scholar. I 

didn't come here to deal with that right to deal with race and race relations in this. 

 

 Noel shared the same response as Hope but was clearly more disturbed by her 

experiences. During her interview, Noel stated that during her doctoral studies at her PWI, she 

has visited a mental health professional to help her cope with stressors tied to her loneliness. 

Noel said, “It's lonely, it's rough, and I feel like I shouldn't be here—I'm by myself.” Noel 

consistently reflected on how having a sense of community was pivotal, and before she found 

other Black women to connect with, she did not feel integrated at all. 

Spokeswoman for all Black People 

 Several of the participants stated that they often found themselves having to answer 

questions (or be expected to answer questions) about anything pertaining to Black people. The 

women said when racial topics arose in class, their White peers would often physically turn and 

look to them for a response. In other cases, the participants reported feeling the need to speak (or 

take up) for Black people during racial discussions in class. One participant, Robin, felt very 

strongly that being viewed as the spokeswoman for Black people was taxing. Robin stated, 

Every time race comes up, which is all the time, you're expected to speak up, but I feel 

that I can speak up because I'm not the Black person that White people think Black 

people are. Everybody expects you to have this story of struggle and you came up from 

the bottom, and all of that. But I do feel that there's a sense of I have to say something, 

because for one, you're all looking at me, number one, and number two, because I am 

Black. I'm going to take up for my folks. 

 

 Additionally, Toni discussed her experience with race by stating,  

 When Black topics arise, I exit, but most of the times I will see because I don't want to be 

 the person that you feel like you can base all your Black experiences on. Like, I don't 

 want you saying like, oh, the this African American topic came us, this Black topic 

 came up, and they look to me for my opinion on it because I'm the token Black person 

 in that department.  
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 Robin elaborated to describe an instance when race was discussed, she reported storming 

out of class and feeling that the Black female journey is just harder. She explained, “I remember 

I had stormed out of class one day crying, because I had put so much pressure on myself . . . 

Doctoral programs, they could be hard. Ours is harder, I feel.” While participant Toni did not 

leave the classroom, she did admit that at times she would even put on headphones in class “to 

prevent me from hearing something that I might react to that I might become more frustrated.” 

 By far the most emotional account came from Isabelle. She was a 3rd-year doctoral 

student, and she was the only Black female in her program. Isabelle became very emotional 

when describing her experience as being the spokeswoman for Black people. She said, 

I don’t want to speak for everybody in the race. I always have to check my emotions 

about stuff, but I’ve had those experiences a few times where I just felt like, you don’t get 

to speak for Black people and especially not with me sitting right here. It’s hard being a 

Black woman and sitting in a classroom where your race is being discussed. 

 Although the Black women felt as though they were looked upon to be the spokeswoman 

for all Black people, they also admitted that they felt a responsibility to speak (or take up) for 

Black people when racial topics arose in class. Although they may have felt a responsibility to 

speak up, almost all the participants stated that they did not always do so. For these participants, 

having to speak on behalf of an entire race of people was not only burdensome, but infuriating as 

well. Several of the participants expressed their concerns with wanting to be seen as an 

individual and wanting to be judged by their own merit, not based on race. Therefore, when 

looked upon to respond to racial topics or issues, the participants found themselves having to 

decide whether to engage or not. Four participants described how they resorted to completely 

shutting down in the classroom when asked to be the spokeswoman for all Black society. 
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It's Just Different 

 In describing how they made meaning of their experience with race, seven participants 

reported that their experience was just different in contrast to their White peers. Toni and Hope 

discussed how their experiences with race made them realize that they are not only different 

from other students but have a very different perspective from their non-Black peers. Hope 

emphasized that as Black women, “we have our own like community, our culture our own 

everything that's a little bit different.” Hope then elaborated on how this concept was the same 

with Black women at a PWI:  

From the student-to-student relationships, it is very strange how White students don't 

know how to handle Black students. You and I can be jovial, we can be chilled. We can 

play. We can da da dah. They don't--It's like they tread lightly like, "I don't know if I can 

play with her. I don't know if I can joke with her.” It's like you talk to people and they're 

like, "I really didn't say anything that day because of X, Y and Z." It is different because 

obviously we joke differently than we would joke with other people.  

 

Toni explained the Black female doctoral experience is different this way: 

 White peers don't have to worry about missing class and being so visible. Like you, you 

 miss one lecture, and everybody knows that you missed that lecture. You change your 

 hairstyle, and people want to know how your hair grew overnight, or if you cut your hair. 

 You get misidentified for the other Black person that is in the program that looks 

 completely different. You have to be hyper aware of everything that you say or do to not 

 be stereotypical. Um, I feel like a lot of non-people of color don't have to worry about 

 those everyday things. You know, like you just come into your program, do what you're 

 expected to do and be done. 

 

 Brooklyn, a 2nd-year student, felt that because of race, other cultures simply do not 

understand the experiences of Black people. When asked about her perception of race during her 

doctoral experience, she replied, “It’s as if people who don't live the experience or who aren't 

Black and don't know what experience of being Black is like, they may not understand.” The 

lack of understanding by non-Black peers and faculty appeared to contribute to the experiences 

of just being different for other participants as well. Grace, a 3rd-year student, reflected on how 
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as a Black woman, their intersectionality puts them the position of being in a double-minority 

and being misunderstood by White faculty and peers. In terms of faculty interactions, the 

overwhelming majority of participants reported that the faculty were great teachers but have little 

social experience with any students (regardless of race). A few participants stated that they 

thought the lack of socialization between students and faculty were the result of institutional 

structure and research demands. Additionally, three participants discussed how the faculty-

student interaction at HBCUs was completely different from PWIs in that faculty were more 

focused on the holistic approach of educating students academically and socially; a glaring 

difference from the PWI environment. For example, Grace stated, 

I think our experience is different because, obviously, we're working with intersectional 

identity, we're working with an intersectional minoritized identity. I just think that that's 

what makes our experience unique, because it's almost like you're dealing with two 

minoritized experiences at the same time so you're getting microaggressions based upon 

your race, you're getting microaggressions based upon you being a woman, and many 

times some of them are coming all at the same time. To be that person that has two 

different things, you have to be constantly aware just multiple issues, multiple 

stereotypes, multiple microaggressions, constantly happening to you on a daily and 

constant basis. 

 

Although Grace’s perception of how unique the Black female doctoral experience was at a PWI, 

she found that the experiences can also foster resilience. She described the experiences as 

disheartening but “this is, unfortunately, the reality that we live in. Understanding that while 

these things may hurt and while it's foolishness, I choose to use foolishness as a space of 

empowerment.” Zoe echoed the same sentiments by stating that her experiences with race caused 

her to “look at and see what it is I'm made of and to see if I can stick with it, to see if I can 

persevere and to see if I can continue on.” Terry and Noel also described using their experiences 

with race as motivating factor because they each felt as if they had come “too far not to finish.”  
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It is What it Is 

The second theme that was revealed was the notion of It Is What It Is. In context, when 

participants used (which they did often) the phrase it is what it is, they were alluding to the fact 

that understanding the space that they were in (in terms of their presence on campus), the 

situations they faced, they realized that there was not much they could do to change any of it, and 

they have learned to adjust to all elements of their doctoral process. Woldoff, Wiggins, and 

Washington (2011) stated that Black students understood their spaces at PWIs but must feel 

integrated to be successful. With this theme, participants reported the following: there are not 

very many of us, I need to see someone like me, we are on our own, and we gotta support each 

other.  

Several of the participants in the study reported facing the realization that being in a 

doctoral program at a PWI has several challenges and obstacles that they faced daily. However, 

they described entering these programs with a working knowledge of how their intersectionality 

with race and gender would come into play. Therefore, the participants felt that the ever-present 

feelings of being undervalued, unappreciated, and feeling like intruders was a way of life and 

their response to these realties was, it is what it is. 

There’s Not Very Many of Us 

 The Black female doctoral presence on the campus of Stereotype U is extremely low, 

according to the participants. All 11 participants reported that they are not aware of many other 

Black female doctoral students on campus. The participants provided descriptions of the lack of 

representation in their departments and at the institution overall. Terry even stated, “Honestly, I 

haven't really seen any Black females.” In addition, Brooklyn and Grace stated that they 

struggled to find people who understand them. Darcy, Olivia, and Terry set the context by stating 
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that “there not very many of us, there should be more, and they do not know/see many” Black 

female doctoral students on campus. Toni, Isabelle, and Noel were all very descriptive in their 

responses to the lack of Black female doctoral students at Stereotype U.  

 Toni stated, 

One of the cons is that you are very visible, everybody knows that the Black girl in the 

program everybody knows who you are—everybody. You're very visible. If you do 

anything, everybody knows. It's very important to feel like you have people that you can 

identify within your program. You know, like, if you feel like you're the solitary person 

in your program, then it's very hard to get by, because you feel like, there's nobody that 

you can talk to about a problem that you have, or just everyday experience. So, I think it's 

important to have other people of color, especially women in the doc programs. 

 Isabelle’s thoughts were like Toni’s, but she focused more on the uniqueness of knowing 

that she is one of a few Black female doctoral students on campus. Isabelle reflected on these 

experiences by saying, 

I personally know a lot of Black female doctoral students on campus that are Black 

women but I'm pretty sure if you take that into the larger student body, we probably are 

still a very, very low presence. You kind of understand why you go through the things 

you go through because you're in a position, you're in an institution that really probably 

doesn't know how to deal with you. . . . There's not that many of us. In my program, I'm 

the only one and I think that’s very unique. 

 Comparatively, when asked to describe the Black female doctoral presence on campus 

Noel said, 

It's basically just a culmination of being very visible and invisible at the same time. Being 

at events, sometimes they kind of . . . I'm a multiple box-checker because I'm a woman, 

I'm Black and so it's kind of like, "Hey, look, diversity." But then . . . Well, for recruiting 

and stuff like that, but then outside of that it's kind of nobody . . . People care less. 

There's not many. Well, now there's a presence. But before it was absent. I definitely 

think there should be more. I don't know. I'm not sure why there aren't more. 

 

Zoe made meaning of the lack of representation on campus for Black female doctoral 

students in a historical context. She considered the racial history of Stereotype U and stated, “I'm 

not going to say I'm impressed with the numbers, [chuckles] but I would say that you can, at 
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least, applaud an institution, with their known history and legacy, for admitting students of color 

into their programs.” 

Some of the participants also discussed needing to connect with each other because there 

are not many of them on campus, Darcy, Grace, and Hope all agreed that a bond is formed when 

Black female doctoral students meet each other. They emphasized that it makes the doctoral 

process seem more comfortable and a little easier once they have other Black women that they 

can identify with. Darcy described how as a Black female student at a PWI, when she goes 

through experiences together, she forms a bond and they can lean on each other. Hope explained 

it this way, 

On the bright side, what I've realized is that you'll always have community. You’ll have 

community somewhere in some capacity in some way and that's what you can look 

forward to. We may be a minority, but we’ll be there, we will be and so it gives you 

something to look forward to, it gives you something to smile about. It gives you 

something to know that in your darkest moments, somebody is going to be there. 

Somebody, you'll have community with someone because we’ll have a way of finding 

each other. 
 
Only one participant, Zoe, stated that she did not feel the connection with some of the Black 

female doctoral students on campus that she knew. She agreed that there was a need to develop a 

sense of sisterhood but described her lack of connection as challenging. Zoe believed that age 

and degree progression played a role in having problems connecting with other Black women in 

doctoral programs on campus. Zoe stated that most of the women she knew were younger and 

had not had much life experience and she therefore found it difficult to relate to them at times. 

She explained, 

One of the main challenges that first comes to mind is realizing that there is not 
necessarily going to be a sisterhood. Even though there are a number of Black women 
who are, also at the same time in a doctoral program, realizing that there's not a 
connectivity, and a unity, and a close friendship. I think we all know one another, we may 
all have each other's phone numbers and what have you, but there is not a cohesive unity. 
There's not a sisterhood. 
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Zoe went on to tell the story of how the experience has been jarring because she expected a 

closeness or bond that did not materialize. She closed by saying that it “is unfortunate the way 

other Black women don't really celebrate one another the way that they need to.” 

 Regarding this theme, each of the participants discussed that as Black female doctoral 

students, their presence on campus was very low, they needed more representation, they were not 

sure how to remedy the problem, but things needed to change. Noel even stated, “I don't know 

how to change it, but I hope it somehow later down the line, things change and get better for 

Black women.” However, Toni and Noel did offer suggestions such as intentional recruiting. In 

addition, another remedy described was that a few participants (four) even suggested that they 

felt a responsibility to serve as a role model for other Black women who are considering 

pursuing a doctorate. Isabelle concluded, “I think it brings about a responsibility that I have to 

my field and to those after me to ensure that I'm opening up the door and making a way for other 

Black women to come behind me.” 

We’re on our Own 

 Two participants, Hope and Olivia, admitted that they did not know of any resources 

available on campus for Black women, while one participant, Noel stated that she did not have a 

sense of community thus far. Noel stated that she felt “just by myself—no sense of community.” 

Similarly, seven of the participants discussed how as a Black female doctoral student, they often 

found that the only sense of community they had was with other Black female doctoral students, 

and that they would often have to find resources/information on their own. As the participants 

reflected on how difficult it was to find resources to support them socially, personally, or 

academically while at a PWI, six of the participants stressed the importance of connecting with 

and relying on each other, forming a sisterly bond.  
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 Brooklyn described her struggle to locate resources by stating, 

I would say, for Black female doctoral students that are at a PWI, if there's no campus 

support, you have to make your own, you have to find your own. Trying to find that 

support is definitely a challenge. I've noticed that there may be things that are going on 

but they seem to be real hush-hush, like they just want to keep it within their inner circle. 

That's been a real struggle with that. If there are resources for Black female doctoral 

students, they're pretty much just the resources for all doctoral students. They're not really 

focused on Black females but even with those all-encompassing resources, for me, 

personally, it's been a struggle to find what they are. It just happens to be maybe word of 

mouth from somebody. 

 

 Brooklyn spoke at length about feeling as though Black female students were left to their 

own devices to navigate the terrain of doctoral studies at Stereotype U. Brooklyn also discussed 

how she believed that her non-Black peers were more aware of resources and information on 

campus. She also felt as if the institution should do a better job of making the resources and 

information known.  

 Grace shared in Brooklyn’s thought on the lack of resources, but she also discussed not 

being connected on campus, and having to seek out information. She said, 

I just think that like I said, it's just a lack of some people know each other but as so many 

people who are not plugged in. So many people who are not connected to each other, not 

because they don't want to be, but because at a predominantly White institution, the 

resources are not as vast for us to understand that we are here and that there is support 

networks for each other.I feel like, at a predominantly White institution, as a Black 

woman, as Black women that are just around the entire campus, you have to almost seek 

it out yourself if you want that support. 

 Hope then shared a story of meeting other Black female doctoral students on campus that 

have been there for years, but they had not met each other. She also stated that they shared 

information with each other that the other may not have known prior to their meeting. Hope said, 

“We don't have people to advocate for us. We have to advocate for ourselves on campus, right? 

Which means you have to find out everything about everything for ourselves.”  She then 

elaborated further on how they (Black women) have found that they had to be their own agents 

of information and rely on each other. Grace echoed Hope’s response by saying, 
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We make our own counter space but in terms of any direct resources, no, not necessarily. 

There needs to be places where we know that we can find resources for being a Black 

woman. It's almost like next to none. No one really knows specific entities that we can go 

to, even if it's online. It's almost like you're digging to find these things on your own . . .  

The only things that I will say we have is informal connections and relationships where 

people will attempt by themselves nothing formal but, hey girl, let's go get coffee and 

catch up. Girl let me call you and see how you are doing, let's get a group together and go 

hang out and check on each other. 

  

 In all, the participants that felt as if they were on their own, shared the sentiment that the 

institution had a responsibility to ensure that resources were not only available, but they were 

communicated to Black students. Darcy, Grace, and Brooklyn discussed how finding resources 

on your own was a characteristic of being a Black female doctoral student at a PWI. Darcy stated 

that Black women were “on their own track,” Grace described it as “making our own in terms of 

counter space for resources,” and Brooklyn provided detail stating, 

For resources for Black female doctoral students or just doctoral students, period.  Just 

like, look, here is this whatever, here's a scholarship for graduate students. Hey, here's an 

event if you want to work on your writing skills and just being more active in publicizing 

these things, because I've learned in my time here as a student, I've noticed that there may 

be things that are going on, but they seem to be real hush-hush, like they just want to 

keep it within their inner circle.  

 

Darcy, Grace, and Brooklyn viewed the concept of finding resources and information on their 

own was an example of the social capital often necessary for success in higher education. Social 

capital resources included sharing contacts, job vacancy information, and sharing opportunities 

for funding resources (Smith, 2005). Social capital also may increase the chances of not only 

setting career goals, but achieving them as well (Guiffrida, 2006). 

Self-censoring to Refute Stereotypes 

 The final theme that emerged from the study was using silence to refute stereotypes. 

Based on the literature, doctoral studies can be challenging to anyone. However, Black women 

feel an overwhelming need to combat negative stereotypes and prove themselves (Baumgartner 
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& Johnson-Bailey, 2010; Dortch, 2016; Robinson, 2013). Black women are often stereotyped as 

hardworking, strong, loud, angry, dominant, and sexually promiscuous (Jordan-Zachary, 2009). 

unfortunately, socially constructed ideologies and stereotypes of Black womanhood have 

seemingly bled from society to higher education (Jordan-Zachary, 2009). Consistent with the 

literature, the participants in this study often described their thoughts and feelings of being 

stereotyped as playing a significant role in their decision making in doctoral programs at a PWI. 

They reported constantly watching or monitoring what they said, what they did, the way they 

styled their hair, as well as their overall appearance. In regard to this theme, the participants 

expressed how they made meaning of their lived experiences with the fear of being viewed 

through a stereotypical lens. The participants also elaborated on how and why they felt the need 

to censor themselves to defy stereotypes. Under this theme, self-censorship manifested in the 

areas of I don’t want to be stereotypical, questioning myself, and keeping quiet.  

I Don’t Want to be Stereotypical 

 All 11 participants described their experiences of not wanting to be seen as a 

stereotypical Black woman. The participants detailed how they felt as if societal stereotypical 

views of Black women were also hovering overhead in their doctoral programs. Several of the 

participants shared stories of how they went to great lengths to not feed into stereotypical views 

of them that may have existed. The participants spoke of their frustrations and fears with 

possibly being viewed as loud, aggressive, and unintelligent by peers and faculty. For example, 

Brooklyn shared,  

You start getting judged and you get frowned upon. You get stereotyped as the loud, 

angry Black woman and oh, what she has to say is irrelevant to the conversation and 

things like that. I think that as I've been in classes and gone through classes, that 

stereotype is always there of, "Are you just going to be the angry Black woman? Are you 

going to be this loud?" 
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 Grace became very emotional when describing her lived experiences with not wanting to 

be stereotyped. She affirmed, 

Being a Black woman like I said, just the fear of stereotypes, it's been the biggest thing 

for me in the classroom. I don’t want to affirm the stereotype of being a Black woman in 

terms of being the angry Black woman or being someone that just affirms that Black 

individuals are not smart or Black individuals don't get it. I should be able to be 

unapologetically me but on the flip side even though you want to be yourself, the 

stereotypes, the microaggressions, the thoughts are still occurring.  

 

 During Zoe’s reflection, she shared a story of her never-ending fear of affirming 

stereotypes, and her relentless attempts to defy stereotypes through the way she presents herself. 

Zoe alluded that as a Black woman at a PWI it was important to be careful of the way she carried 

herself—if she wanted to break stereotypes. She said, 

I feel as if most people outside of our community may have a tendency to stereotype us 

and feel as if we're supposed to be a certain way, or come across, or speak a certain way, 

or act a certain way. I feel as if I'm compelled to present to them what a Black woman of 

class and grace is . . . I feel as if people look at me with a lens that I pretty much already 

got them figured out, or I already know what they're about, their community is about. 

You cannot typecast and stereotype all of us. I've always felt as if it was important for me 

to self-censor or code switch, or not come across being stereotypical or hood. I'm now 

extroverted, but I'm also very guarded and private. I feel you have to just be so careful 

and guarded about how you present yourself. I feel as if you lose a lot of respect coming 

across being too street or too hood in an environment like this. I feel you will wind up 

just reaffirming the stereotypes and the labels that they've already placed upon us, 

whether they say it or not. 

 

 Comparatively, one participant, Toni, expressed the challenges she had trying to find a 

balance between not confirming stereotypes and having a voice. She shared a story of the 

thoughts she goes through trying to find a medium between the two. She described, 

One of the hardest challenges is to not be stereotypical, to not come off because I tend to 

have a very strong personality sometimes and come off as either aggressive, or too 

dominant, or something like that. It is very hard. It’s hard to feel like you're not respected 

or like people think automatically, because one you’re female and two you are Black, 

they feel that you're not as intelligent. So, trying not to come off as super aggressive, but 

then also be assertive is a huge challenge. 
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 In addition to the stereotypes of being viewed as loud and aggressive, more than a few 

participants (six) also provided candid examples of how even the way they dressed and styled 

their hair were even stereotypes that they mulled over. While some participants admitted that 

they purposely censored the way they wore they hair to eliminate the need to answer annoying 

questions by some of their White peers, other stated that they no longer cared about the way they 

styled their hair. One participant, Brooklyn, even said that she feels that her non-Black peers 

believe hair is political. Brooklyn wears her hair in a very Afrocentric way that represents and 

emphasizes Black culture. She stated, 

I know as I walk around campus and I've noticed White colleagues they look a little bit, 

don't say anything, but they'll look. I don't think of it as political but apparently, it comes 

off that way. In class I'm like, "If you see me with an afro, really doesn't mean anything. 

This is how I choose to wear my hair." 

 

Darcy spoke of how she finds the discussions about her hair irritating. She said “I don't like is the 

compliments you get. Like, okay, you wear your hair straightened on day, and then the next, it's 

curly. They'd be like, ‘Oh, my God. Your hair is so—It's just hair.’” Two participants, Isabelle, 

and Noel both described their experience with not wearing their hair in natural styles.  

 Isabelle replied, 

I did not feel comfortable wearing my natural hair in a classroom in this past semester. I 

guess just didn't feel like it was professional enough and then I didn't want the White 

students to put me in a position of she's not credible enough. . . . Honestly, I don't know 

what made me feel comfortable, maybe it's just this natural progression of me being 

comfortable with who I am in the classroom and that was why I wore my own natural 

hair out for the first time last semester. 

 Noel shared that when she was the only Black female doctoral student, she wore her hair 

differently, but now that there was another Black woman in the program she was more 

comfortable. She stated, 

I never got my hair braided before she came. I hate the questions of, "Oh, you changed 

your hair." Or, "Oh, that's so different." And so, I didn't wanna be that girl or whatever. 
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But then when she came, I guess I felt a little more comfortable. I know that's weird, but 

yeah. 

 

 Having a desire to not reify negative stereotypes through what they said, did, and through 

their appearance was discussed at length by almost all of the participants. The women attributed 

their willingness to sublimate their appearance to their desire to be viewed as credible and 

respected within their doctoral programs. 

Questioning Myself 

 Johnson-Bailey et al. found that negative stereotypes that target Black students lead to 

feelings of mistrust and self-doubt (2008). Self-doubt and repeatedly questioning their legitimacy 

to be in a doctoral program at a PWI were discussed in depth by the participants. Seven of the 

participants expressed their experience with pondering whether they should be at Stereotype U. 

One participant, Robin, not only questioned herself but also her academic abilities as well. She 

questioned whether the professors were more lenient with her. Robin explained, 

I talked to my advisor about this, who's African American. I was telling her that I  feel 

that because I'm the only Black person in my cohort, I feel like they cut me slack.  I know 

that sounds crazy, but not necessarily slack. My papers and things, they grade them at the 

same level they grade my classmates but as far as just—I feel like they try to be “Yes 

men,” because they feel like they have to. Maybe thinking they don't want to hurt my 

feelings or whatever. I feel like that, I don't have proof of that, but they know how I feel. 

My work could be good, and if everything's good, and they just tell the truth. Like I said, 

that's just a personal psychological thing I got going on, because of me being the only 

Black person in my cohort. 

Noel stated that her doctoral experience had been “full of self-doubt. I guess it's just basically 

impostor syndrome like, should I really be here? Did they just let me in here just because they 

were trying to tick a requirement?” Zoe also felt as though the questioning aspect of her doctoral 

studies was a negative component of experience thus far. When asked to elaborate on why she 

second-guessed herself, Zoe said, “Because when you look at where you need to be and where 
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you need to grow intellectually and academically, compared to where you are as you're growing, 

at times you will question, am I built for this?” 

 Three additional participants, Isabelle, Darcy, and Hope, also questioned whether or not 

they should be in a doctoral program. Isabelle said that that she felt as if she did not belong 

because of her feeling like an imposter and being isolated. She said, “Just feeling like you don't 

belong. Like you shouldn't be here, everybody is smarter than you.” Darcy had the same opinion 

regarding wondering if she should be in a doctoral program at Stereotype U. Darcy expressed her 

self-doubt as she described her view of the classroom setting as a concern of 

never looking less than, because you always had that thought like, okay, it's not very 

many of us in here, which means we're really not supposed to be here. You know what 

I'm saying? You never know who really thinks that you're not supposed to be here, and so 

I didn't want to put fuel on the fire of thought that, hey, you really not supposed to be 

here. 

 

Thus, even though the participants all expressed self-doubt, they alluded to the fact that the 

thoughts were fleeting. Hope even replied, “I feel like I'm not meant to be here, and I know that's 

not true.” Zoe shared the same sentiment as Hope and stated that the process has shown her 

“what she’s made of,” while Robin stated that she now knows that she “can do this.” 

Keeping Quiet 

 Another point that emerged in this study was the concept of silence/self-censorship. All 

11 participants admitted to self-censoring throughout their doctoral studies at Stereotype U. The 

participants all described various incidents in which they made a conscious decision to not 

remain quiet inside and outside of the classroom while at their PWI. The reasoning for doing so 

varied between being afraid of saying the wrong thing, not being confident in their response, and 

picking which battle to fight in efforts to not affirm stereotypes. The consequences of self-

censoring may include losing a crucial piece of doctoral studies, socialization with peers and 
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faculty, losing a sense of true self by assimilating to norms, and not contributing personal 

opinions/findings during classroom dialogue. 

 A few participants (four) noted that they chose to remain quiet (self-censor) in class 

because they were not confident, or they felt their response may be incorrect. For example, 

Brooklyn revealed that she self-censored in class because she feared that what she said, “may 

seem irrelevant.” Darcy disclosed her self-censorship this way:  

I don’t want to not say the right thing. I don’t want to say something wrong or I want to 

make sure that what I say is of quality. If I didn’t feel like it was good enough, I just 

wouldn’t say anything. 

Olivia and Toni also recounted their decisions to remain silent during class discussions. Olivia 

stated, 

I’m so used to when I do voice my opinion, I'll look at whatever I have to say is it 

important. . . . You don't know what they may be thinking or am I coming off the wrong 

way. If I say something in some way, am I going to come off looking stupid. 

 

Toni expressed having a fear of how her response would be perceived by her professor and 

peers. When Toni was asked about how she made decisions on engaging in classroom dialogue, 

she then said,  

If I'd know the answer for certain or if I know . . . not cause it's not necessarily questions 

that you're answering, but if I'm confident in whatever perspective I'm bringing. For the 

most part I didn't . . . If I did, they were people that I was, I guess, more informal with or 

had a better relationship with 'cause I have . . . our department's fairly good. I have good 

relations with everybody. But I guess if I knew those people better, maybe I would say 

something, but for the most part I just didn't  engage.  

In addition to not being confident in their responses, quite a few participants disclosed that their 

decision to self-censor was primarily based on the fear of being stereotyped. Therefore, they 

found it wise to discern which battles were worth fighting.  

 In doing so, seven participants reflected on their experience with self-censorship due to 

possible stereotypical assumptions about them that may be present. Grace revealed that she often 
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wrestled with the decision of when to speak in the classroom. She reflected on her thought 

processes on making decisions to engage in classroom dialogue: 

Sometimes I would use my voice because I'm very strategic on what I say and how I use 

my voice. Sometimes there's a time to speak and there a time to be quiet and I think that 

every battle isn't to be fought because if we fight every battle we'll be exhausted. 

Black folks, specifically even Black women, we’re in spaces where we've had to filter. 

We've been in spaces and that's another thing I fight against too, why I'm I filtering what 

I got to say? Unfortunately, these are things that we face being from the double 

minoritized background and it sucks, and I don't like it. 

Toni stated that she has decided to mostly listen in class instead of speaking. She noted, 

I don't want you saying like, oh, this African American topic came up, this Black topic 

came up and you look to me for my opinion on it, because I'm the token Black person in 

that department. And then now you say, this is what all Black people do, or something 

like that. Um, so most of the times, I usually just listen. And if there is something that I'm 

like this, you know, like, that's not I don’t think that's true, then I would maybe comment 

on something like that. But to be honest, most of the times, I just choose not to engage 

just because I feel like they’re looking for somebody that they can base all of their 

experiences and I’m not that person. 

Similarly, Hope stated that she felt stereotyped by the things she would say. Zoe, Robin, Terry, 

and Noel all stated that they chose to self-censor unless they felt that their response was 

necessary and if they felt that the battle was worth fighting. Zoe explained, 

Silence is a powerful communicator, and there's some battles that's not even worth 

fighting. . . . If within that space, if I can't, right in the moment, think of something to say, 

in a tactful way, or in a nice nasty way, then it's better for me to remain silent. I realized 

that in certain settings, it's not feasible for me as a visionary, to play into any type of 

labels and stereotypes and stigmas. . . . Only in intimate close settings, when I feel free 

enough to use certain slang, jargon, language or what have you, but in front of people 

who are of a different race, who I'm trying to carry myself in a certain way in front of, no, 

I'm not going to come across as being stereotypical. 

 

Robin reported feeling torn between wanting to speak and censoring herself. She continued on to 

say, 

I'm like should I say this, should I not say this. I just—one, I don't want for one, I  don't 

want to get to the Black stereotypical female that they're thinking. I don't want to get 

upset, so I have to really try to make sure I say what I say in an educated way. It is not 

blaming or anything like that. I guess nasty, nice. I try to make sure—they’re going to be 
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nasty, probably because what I'm saying, but they're going to be nice because I'm going 

to say them in a nice way. I do definitely think of how I say it, consider how I say things, 

what I say. 

 

In contrast to the rest of the participants, one participant, Terry, acknowledged that in her 

doctoral program, she felt open to say whatever she wanted. When describing her classroom 

dialogue participation, she said, “I'll tend to be on the lower side. I only say something when I 

think I have something to say. I'm not going to talk just to talk.” Even though Terry admitted that 

she felt free to speak when and how she wanted in her program, she did affirm that she still 

rarely spoke in classes. 

Summary 

 In this chapter the unique lived experiences of Black female doctoral students were 

explored. Through this exploration, a more nuanced and detailed understanding was shown of 

how these women not only experienced race, invisibility, and self-censorship, but how they 

individually and collectively made meaning of their experiences. The themes as discussed 

illustrated that for these women, pursuing a doctoral degree at a PWI consists of understanding 

that the experience was an emotional rollercoaster, that the doctoral experience for them, it was 

what it was, and how they often used silence to refute stereotypes. The women discussed a wide 

range of experiences that they have had while enrolled in doctoral studies at a PWI. Even though 

some experiences were positive, such learning how to use their negative experiences as 

motivation to persist, the participants, for the most part, reported that race, the lack of Black 

female doctoral presence on campus, and self-censoring to fight stereotypes were central pieces 

of their doctoral experiences at a PWI. The findings identified in this chapter serve as the core of 

the discussion, conclusions, limitations, recommendations, and implications for future research 

in Chapter Five. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

DISCUSSION, LIMITATIONS, RECOMMENDATIONS, AND CONCLUSIONS  

Discussion 

 The results of this research study confirmed the literature reviewed. The results indicated 

that the constructs of Black feminist thought (Collins, 2000) found in the responses of the 

participants in the current research study continued to be as pervasive as those mentioned in the 

previous literature. In Black Women in the Ivory Tower, Evans (2008) gave detailed accounts of 

the many challenges and accomplishments that Black women encountered in higher education in 

the US between 1940-1955. Evans’ work shed light on the challenges that Black women faced in 

pursuit of doctoral degrees and how the path toward educational attainment seems to be an 

unbroken pattern that still exists (and was echoed by the participants in this study). As this study 

revealed, the Black female doctoral student experience on a PWI campus is unique in a myriad 

of ways. While the participants shared their stories, it became evident that they often made 

meaning of their lived experiences in a similar (if not identical) way. The themes found in this 

study seem to be indicative of the daily internal struggles and external challenges that some 

Black female doctoral students face at a PWI. However, despite the trials they faced, there was 

also an inner strength and resilience that appeared to develop and later manifest itself. The 

participants often described the frustrations, disappointments, and sometimes even sadness that 

they experienced navigating the doctoral terrain of a PWI. However, some of their stories also 

included accounts of being enrolled in programs that welcomed diversity, and a few even 

complimented the PWI on its intentionality to be inclusive. Overall, even with some institutional 
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attempts to improve diversity at Stereotype U, the lived experience of the Black female doctoral 

student seems to still be in a category of its own.  

 In this study, the participants reported experiencing and interpreting a reality that was 

unique to them at Stereotype U. Collins (2000) often discussed the different realities that Black 

women face in dominant White cultures and how their perception of these realities can lead to a 

compromised sense of identity/well-being (Bailey-Fakhoury & Frierson, 2014) and battling daily 

issues with isolation, social integration, and battling stereotypes (Commodore et al., 2018; 

Donovan, 2011; Felder et al., 2014; Hannon et al., 2016). In this study, Isabelle stated,  

When they feel isolated and alone, they can go meet up with each other to grab a beer. 

When you're a Black woman, you don't have that. It's just different when you're a Black 

woman because you can feel the isolation. 

 

Another participant, Terry, described her experience as a Black female doctoral student at a PWI 

as being “in my own world,” thus shaping her identity in the program and on campus. In 

addition, the research identities of a few of these Black women were shaped because they were 

dissuaded from investigating certain research topics because they were a Black identity topic, 

thus furthering their feelings of disconnect on PWI campuses.One participant, Brooklyn, even 

stated “White peers and faculty just don't understand my perspective.” Thus, the uniqueness of 

the Black female doctoral experience at a PWI appears to be a reality that includes an isolation 

that is self-imposed, as many participants in the current study admitted to self-segregating as a 

method of self-care. 

Throughout their studies, Black women have found themselves self-segregating as not 

only a form of self-preservation and coping with rejection (McClain & Perry, 2017), but also as a 

defense mechanism to protect themselves from stereotypes. Because of the seemingly constant 

demand to be the spokesperson for the entire Black race, these Black women were left feeling 
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like a token, thus possibly leaving them invisible to their White peers, some professors, and even 

to the institution, all the while being hypervisible during discussions of race in the classroom. 

Facing issues with race and tokenism in doctoral programs on PWI campuses, Black women 

battle issues of gaining credibility and being misunderstood (Turner, 2002) because of the 

constant feeling of needing to prove themselves because of intersectionality with race and 

gender. In the current study, Hope even stated that she felt like she had to “go harder, so to 

speak, than everybody else in the room. I felt that I had something to prove.” This finding is 

consistent with the literature that states that Black female students often report feeling unnoticed 

and unheard on PWI campuses (Sesko & Biernat, 2010).  

 As the study also indicated, the lived experiences and realities of Black females in 

postsecondary education should not be ignored (Howard-Hamilton, 2003). Doctoral studies can 

be stressful and overwhelming for anyone, but for Black women at a PWI, it can be an emotional 

journey that is filled with many ups and downs.  The rollercoaster of emotions that Black women 

face in these programs are consistent with contemporary literature that states that Black women 

find the demands of doctoral studies overwhelming when combined with the inequitable 

treatment that receive on PWI campuses (Payne & Suddler, 2014; Thomas, 2009). As a result, 

Black female doctoral students also reported feeling unwanted and intellectually inadequate at 

PWIs (Cokely et al., 2013), causing them to also feel like imposters on campus and in their 

programs (Domingue, 2015). One participant, Hope, summarized her feelings this way, she said 

that she was 

ready to finish and be done a lot of days, I feel like this the real whole imposter syndrome 

. . . You feel like, you don’t belong. . . . I feel like I'm not meant to be here, and I know 

that's not true. 
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Comments like these may indicate that although Black female doctoral students may be 

motivated and have high expectations of themselves, these feelings are in a constant battle with 

perceived lower expectations from some White faculty and peers (Hannon et al., 2016; Harper, 

2015). One participant, Terry, stated that she did not like “being in the spotlight,” but also stated 

that she questioned if professors gave her better grades in classes because of their “lower 

expectations” of her. Additionally, although the participants enrolled in STEM fields often 

discussed feeling welcome in their programs, they were also cognizant that they were 

special/different. Participant Terry discussed how being one (or one of a few) Black women in 

her program has been inclusive in some areas, she still finds it “difficult to interact (and connect) 

with White peers- it's just business.” These experiences are just one of many ways that make the 

Black female doctoral experience unique. 

 Because their experience was so different, Black women become hyperaware of the PWI 

environment in which they are entrenched while in their doctoral programs. As stated by Puwar 

(2004), in elite White spaces, Black women’s bodies are “space invaders” which disrupt the 

norm, but also “bear the weight of the sedimented past” (p. 1). Black women, then, do not co-

exist in these spaces. Within these spaces they must negotiate, assimilate, and comply. The 

women realized quickly that their intersectionality with race and sex may foster a double 

minority status. Therefore, upon entering the classroom (or even on the PWI campus itself) 

Black female doctoral students may began looking for other Black women to identify and 

connect with at the onset. Realizing that their presence on campus was low, they began to seek 

out resources at the institutional and personal level. Unfortunately, Black women found that their 

primary (and often most salient) form of community in doctoral programs at a PWI was found 

amongst themselves. One participant, Grace, even stated that as Black women, “We naturally 
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look for each other or we naturally see each other and say, okay, praise God. There's somebody 

right there that looks like me who's going through this journey. Let me get to know them.” Her 

comment described the urgency to find a form of community on PWI campuses. This finding is 

in unison with a study by Woods-Giscombé and Lobel (2008) that stated that Black women have 

been conditioned to self-rely in doctoral programs at PWIs.  

 Even though blanket organizations may exist on PWI campuses, resources exclusively for 

Black female doctoral students are often nonexistent; thus forcing Black women to create their 

own source of peer support (Grant & Simmons, 2008). Institutional support for Black women on 

PWI campuses appear to be forgotten and unthought of (Chavous et al., 2004), which only 

reinforces the feelings of isolation. One participant, Brooklyn, even noted that “[f]or Black 

female doctoral students that are at a PWI, if there's no campus support, you have to make your 

own. You have to find your own.” Knowing that they have few places to turn for assistance and 

support, if Black women have yet to find other Black females to connect with, their doctoral 

journey could seem longer and, at times, very lonely. In this study, Hope reported that before 

finding other Black women to connect with, her experience at Stereotype U was “horrible, I was 

sad, I was lonely.” The lack of institutional programs and resources only makes social inclusion 

harder for Black female doctoral students on PWI campuses (Shavers & Moore, 2014b). Facing 

the possibility that the road toward degree completion could include feelings of knowing that you 

may very well be left to your own devices to create resources and support, can either make or 

break any doctoral student, but for Black women this may be a persistent reality on a PWI 

campus.  

Learning how to navigate the doctoral process on their own, Black women in doctoral 

programs at PWIs possibly do so with the fear of being stereotyped hovering overhead. Black 
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women may find that even if they are academically and socially adjusted to the climate of their 

PWI, they may still face problems fighting stereotypes (Harper, 2009). As they sit in the 

classroom, some Black women face a major conundrum between wanting to participate and not 

wanting to be viewed through a stereotypical lens. In this study, Brooklyn reported filtering and 

processing everything before she spoke in class. She described, “It's amazing what our brain will 

do three seconds to process all of that . . . Then I feel that sometimes I'm muting myself to a 

point, just to make sure I don't come off a certain way.” So, even when Black women decide to 

speak during classroom dialogue and share their opinions, they may be fearful that doing so 

could result in them being viewed as loud, angry, and aggressive. On the other hand, if they 

choose to remain quiet, they may be viewed as passive, docile, unintelligent, and ill-prepared for 

class. A participant in the study, Zoe, described it this way, “I've always felt that it was important 

for me to self-censor or code switch, or not come across being stereotypical or hood. You cannot 

afford to be stereotypical in a setting like this. I feel it'll be used against you.” Therefore, the 

women may have felt that to not affirm stereotypes, they had to self-censor.  

The self-censorship often employed by Black women in doctoral programs at PWIs is not 

regulated to just what they say, but also what they do, as well as their appearance. From being 

averse to speaking on racial topics to not wearing their hair in natural styles, Black women self-

censor on PWI campuses because of the fear of possibly being seen as stereotypically ghetto (or 

hood) by professors or their White peers. A participant in the current study, Toni, stated she felt 

like everyone was “Looking at what you wear, what hairstyle you have, how you carry yourself, 

and how loud you are in the department.” Thus, feeling as if they are constantly under a 

microscope, some Black female doctoral students then make the decision to simply keep quiet. 

Although keeping quiet may seem as if it is the path of least resistance, Black women may be 
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losing an integral part of the doctoral process in terms of socialization through the establishment 

of professional rapport with peers and professors. With the silence and invisibility that may link 

to self-censorship at PWIs, Black women are then left to possibly question their capabilities, 

competence, and worthiness in doctoral studies. In this study, Zoe exclaimed, “At times you will 

question, am I built for this.” In sum, although they may question themselves, have a low 

presence, and self-censor in doctoral programs at PWIs, Black women encompass the intrinsic 

qualities necessary to resiliently persist to reach their ultimate goal—degree completion.  

Recommendations 

 The following are recommendations for higher education administrators, faculty, and 

scholars to consider in attempts to better serve Black female doctoral students at a PWI. 

• Examine current institutional structure, programs, and resources to see if Black 

female doctoral students are included or excluded. If the programs are exclusive, then intentional 

recruitment should be implemented to ensure that the Black women are represented well.  

• Create a support program (sister-circle) specifically for Black female doctoral 

students on campus to provide a sense of community and support for the women. While 

programs may exist for Black students on PWI campuses, this study has revealed that the Black 

female doctoral student experience is unique and may need to be treated as such. However, 

considering the often small number of students represented in various disciplines/departments on 

PWI campuses, sister circles would need to be implemented on an institutional level. 

• Implement a welcome session for all incoming (and current) Black female doctoral 

students on the PWI campus. The session could be held once every spring and fall. 

• Increase the number of Black female faculty members campus-wide to close racial 

and gender gaps on PWI campuses. As revealed in this study, Black female doctoral students 
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seek out others who look like them; therefore, having Black female faculty with whom they can 

connect may reduce feelings of isolation among Black female doctoral students, and increase 

their presence on campus. 

• Once all campus faculty, staff, and administrators are hired, the institution should 

require everyone to have training on cultural competence (in person or online). The stereotypes 

and preconceived notions that Black women face in doctoral programs on PWI campuses may 

well stem from a collective lack of knowledge and understanding. It is also important that all 

students be required to attend the same training. Cultural competence not only brings awareness 

of the Black female perspective, but other cultures that are also represented on PWI campuses.  

Implications for Future Research 

 Based upon the current literature and the findings of this study, several issues need to be 

explored in future research. This study should be replicated and expanded to include Black male 

doctoral students at PWIs because gender may enter here in ways we may not have considered. 

Additionally, future research should be conducted to examine how Black female doctoral 

students who earned their degrees at PWIs understood and made meaning of their experiences. It 

may also be important to research Black female doctoral students at PWIs located in other 

geographic regions in the US to determine if location plays a role in their experiences. Finally, 

future research should also include additional study participants which may yield results that can 

be generalized to the broader population. 

Conclusions 

 This phenomenological research study was conducted to explore the lived experiences of 

Black female doctoral students navigating the overall institutional environment of a PWI. Eleven 

participants presented their perceptions and how they made meaning of lived experiences with 
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race, invisibility, and self-censorship while enrolled in doctoral programs at a PWI. Semi-

structured interviews were used to collect qualitative data to analyze the participants’ lived 

experiences and how they made meaning of those experiences. The following themes emerged 

regarding Black female doctoral students at a PWI and how they experienced race, invisibility, 

and self-censorship while enrolled in doctoral programs at a PWI: (a) emotional rollercoaster, 

(b) it is what it is, and (c) using silence to refute stereotypes. The results of this study provide 

more understanding and insight into the unique lived experiences of Black female doctoral 

students on a PWI campus. However, it is important to note that this study only included a small 

sample (less than 15%) of Black female doctoral students on one PWI campus and is not 

generalizable to the overall population of Black female doctoral students who attend PWIs. 

Nonetheless, this study can provide guidance and encouragement to Black women who aspire to 

pursue doctoral degrees at predominantly White institutions. Finally, from this study we can 

conclude that being a Black female doctoral student at a predominantly White institution means 

that there will be trials, tribulations, but more importantly, triumph. Should you choose to 

embark upon this path toward doctoral degree completion as a Black woman at a predominantly 

White institution, there will be a fight to remain silent, but in the end—you win. 
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Black Female Doctoral Students and Their Experience  

with Race, Invisibility, and Self-Censorship at a Predominately White Institution 
 

 

What’s the purpose of the study? 
o To examine the experiences that Black women encounter while enrolled in doctoral 

programs at PWIs specifically in terms of race, invisibility, and self-censorship.  
o To take a closer look at the unique lived experiences they encounter in pursuit of 

doctoral degrees at PWIs. 

 

Who can participate? 
o If you identify as a Black Female  

o Age ≥ 18 years of age or older 

o Currently enrolled in a EdD or PhD program 
 

What does this involve and how much time is required? 
o Sign a consent form 
o Participate in one-time 60-90-minute interview (face-to-face)  

o Answer questions about your doctoral experiences at a predominantly White 
institution (PWI)  

 

Where will the research be conducted? 
o In a quiet semi-private setting that will be designated by (and convenient for) you 

(i.e. library study room)   

 

What is the patient compensation? 
o $20 Wal-Mart gift card after the completion of the one-time face-to-face interview 

 

What are the possible benefits of participating in the study? 
o Discussion of lived experiences can seem (or feel) therapeutic in alleviating some 

stressors that you may face as a Black female doctoral student  
o The data collected could help to further understand the experiences of Black female 

doctoral students at PWIs  
o Your participation may lead to knowledge that will assist others 

 

 

If you are interested in participating, please contact: 

Principal Investigator:   Crystal Garner   cdgarner1@crimson.ua.edu 

 
  

mailto:cdgarner1@crimson.ua.edu
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II. Interview Topic 

The lived experiences of Black female doctoral students that attend predominately a White 

institution (PWI). 

III. Relevant Research Questions 

1. How do Black female doctoral students perceive their experiences with race at 

PWIs?   

2. How do Black female doctoral students describe their presence on PWI campuses?  

3. What are some of the reasons for the possible self-censorship of Black female 

doctoral students at PWIs?  

IV. Introductory Script 

1. Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in this study! I am Crystal Garner 

Logan a doctoral student at the University of Alabama. I am conducting research 

on Black female doctoral students that attend PWIs. The interview will last about 

60-90 minutes. During the interview, you will be asked various questions about 

your experiences at a predominately White institution as a Black female doctoral 

student. Most of the questions that will be asked will center around race, your 

presence on campus, and possible self-censorship. Please note that you do not 

have to answer any questions that you do not want to. As you can see, I will be 

recording our conversation on these portable recording devices. You will also 

notice that I may jot down some notes as we talk so I can remember what we 

discussed. I will not share these recordings with anyone else. On another note, if 

you need to take a break, or if you feel uncomfortable answering any of the 

questions, please let me know. Do you have any questions before we get started?  
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V. Answer any participant questions, if no questions, then begin the interview.  

VI. Interview Questions 

1. As a Black woman that attends a PWI, how would you describe your doctoral 

experience?  

2. Do you think race has played a role in your doctoral experience to date? If so, 

how? If not, please elaborate. 

3. What are some of the challenges you have faced as an African-American female 

doctoral student at a PWI? 

4. How would you describe the Black doctoral female presence in your program and 

at the institution overall? 

5. In what ways is the Black female doctoral student experience different from other 

doctoral students at PWIs? 

6. Describe the classroom experience as a Black female doctoral student at a PWI? 

7. Tell me about your interactions with your peers and professors as a Black female 

doctoral student? 

8. When faced with racially insensitive acts and comments at your institution, how 

do you respond? 

9. During your doctoral studies at a PWI, explain how you make decisions on how 

to dress, style your hair, and engage in classroom dialogue. 

10. What are some of the available resources for African-American female doctoral 

students here at PWIs? 

11. What changes (if any) do you think should be made at PWIs to improve the 

doctoral experience of African-American females? 
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VII. Conclusion  

This concludes the interviews. Do you have any questions? 

Now that we are finished, I want to let you know what happens next. I will review 

the audio recording and transcribe it verbatim. After I transcribe the interview I will 

then code the interview based on your responses. I will not use your real name in the 

narrative write-up of the study. I will use a pseudonym (fake name) that you may 

choose now. What pseudonym would you like to use? 

I will contact you once the transcription is complete so you can check for errors. 

VIII. Thank you 

Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in this study. Here is my card should 

you have any further questions about the study. To compensate for your time and 

inconvenience, here is a $20 Walmart gift card for you.  
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001_BROOKLYN 

STUDY PI: All right. Thank you so much for agreeing to participate in this study. Of 

course, you know who I am. I'm a doc student, and I'm conducting a research on Black 

female doctoral experiences that they have at a predominately White institution. The 

interview would last around 90 minutes. During the interview, you will be asked various 

questions about your experiences at PWI as a Black female doc student. 

Most of the questions that will be asked will center around your race, your presence on 

campus and possible self-censorship. Please note that you do not have to answer any 

questions that you don't want to. Also, as you can see, I will be recording our conversation 

on these portable recording devices. You'll also notice that I may jot down notes as we talk 

so I can remember what we discuss. 

I would not share these recordings with anyone else. Also, if you need to take a break or if 

you feel not comfortable answering any of these questions, please let me know. Do you 

have any questions before we get started? 

BROOKLYN: No. 

STUDY PI: All right, since you don't have any questions-- The interview questions that I 

have, they're more conversational than anything, feel free to be completely honest. Again, 

your name won't be attached to your responses. I'll create you a pseudonym as soon as we 

finish this interview, okay? 

BROOKLYN: Okay. 

STUDY PI: All right. As a Black woman that attends a PWI, how would you describe your 

overall doctoral experience thus far? 

BROOKLYN: I would say my overall experience thus far has been challenging. I say that 

because as most doctoral students experience, there's not as much guidance as you go along, 

but as a Black female, mostly just being Black, but also being female, there's no one in my 

department who looks like me. Trying to find that mentor or that sense of guidance to go 

along through this program, I don't have that there. 

I've had to look into alternative resources or other people who may have interest in my 

interest, but again, that cliché is it's a representation matters and I don't have that in my 

department or in my program as I know others do. It's been a little frustrating. 

STUDY PI: What other parts have been frustrating to you aside from the lack of 

representation? 
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BROOKLYN: Again, the idea or the way it comes off that you pretty much have to just 

figure it out or being able to approach faculty, and I know for me and a lot of other doctoral 

students who work full-time, even though I work full-time and I'm right here on campus, it's 

still a struggle to get over to my department to ask a question or to do something because I 

have a full-time job. 

That makes it frustrating then because sometimes, faculty may not be as understanding and 

just don't understand the plight of like just anybody who works full-time is already a 

struggle. I'm supposed to be at work all the time or just when I'm supposed to be here and 

when I need time to go and do my own stuff for school, people don't really take that well 

too good or not as understanding, I should say. 

STUDY PI: Do you think race has played a role in your doctoral experience? 

BROOKLYN: Absolutely. 

STUDY PI: How so? 

BROOKLYN: Because for me, personally, when I do finish-- Well, for a personal 

standpoint, when I do finish, I'll be the first person in my family to have a doctoral degree. 

That's one thing but then, how has it played in my program? Again, the lack of 

representation. When I come with the perspective there's no one in my department or in my 

program-- While there are other Black women in my program, we all are at different points, 

but in terms of faculty, nobody really can relate to how race plays a part with it or if I feel, I 

don't want to say left out, but I do feel like I'm an outsider because of that. 

STUDY PI: How so? 

BROOKLYN: Because from what I've seen, like our department will have a Fall get-

together every semester. I've gone two times now and each time is like, "Wow." I talked to 

the faculty, but when I look at other people in the program, they're all spread out, not really 

conversing with each other. It just seems lonely. [chuckles] 

STUDY PI: Are you the only Black person in there? 

BROOKLYN: I'm not, but the two I know, one is dissertating and one is about to. Then, a 

young lady also just, two young ladies actually just started my program. They're a little 

further back and I'm just in the middle between finishing up coursework but not yet taking 

comps or in dissertation or anything like that. 

STUDY PI: Even at that event, the other Black female doc students that are in there, you're 

saying you guys don't communicate either? 



 
 

 118 

BROOKLYN: Right. In that particular instance, we did. I don't know if it was just a thing 

like, okay, we probably don't need to cluster as a whole. I wish we had though to have that 

sense of camaraderie and like, "Hey, we got to support each other with this," because then 

at that point, there's only the six of us and like I said, two are in dissertation, and only four 

of us. 

STUDY PI: Tell me about some of the challenges, some individual or particular 

experiences that you can think of. What are some of the challenges that you've faced as a 

Black female doc student here at PWI? 

BROOKLYN: One challenge has just been resources because in talking with non-Black doc 

students, they may mention something like, "Where do I learn about that?" Then, a lot of 

times I've heard, "Didn't you know?" I'm like, "No, that's why I'm asking." It seems just 

being able to find resources, like for me, trying to find some extra funding for school 

because I'm not trying to be so far in debt even with having tuition assistance, there's still a 

bill after that. 

Having to try to find ways with that, it hasn't been easy to get information about this. I've 

had to really, really start digging around about what can I get and what can I apply for? 

That's not information that is just readily out there. That's been a challenge. A personal 

challenge has been balancing work and school because again, I work full-time. My students 

need me here and then having to turn around and go and take work hat off, put student hat 

on back it's tiring. It's just tough. 

STUDY PI: What are some of the things you have to do in trying to balance the two? 

BROOKLYN: When I walk out of the door here at my office, I have to leave work here. I 

can't take a situation even if it's 10 minutes right before I leave and go to class. If something 

comes up when I leave here, I have to leave it here because then I will take that into class 

and I won't focus and all of that. Learning to balance, learning to leave work at work and 

school in school. I'll take school home, but I've made it a point where I don't take my work 

home anymore. I just can't do that. 

STUDY PI: How does that bleed over into your personal life? 

BROOKLYN: I like to joke and say I don't have one right now, [laughs] but keeping work 

out keeps me out of trouble. Now that we're doctoral students, the stress comes with it, but 

when I can just focus on school and having a circle of people who understand that, that's 

good. My family may not necessarily understand, but when I explained it to them, 

sometimes I just go two or three days and I don't call. I'm trying to read something because I 

only have a limited time to get something done so then I can go back to work the next day. I 

can't take off days for doing homework. Well, maybe, but I probably be shouldn't. [laughs] 
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STUDY PI: How would you describe the Black female doctoral presence in your program, 

which we talked about a little bit, but go into detail about how would you describe your 

presence here in the program as well as this institution overall like female doc student at this 

institution? 

BROOKLYN: Okay. I would say over-- I'll do this in levels then. Overall, there is a 

growing circle of Black female doc students. I think joining a blanket organization for 

graduate students has really helped with that a lot because when I first started my program, 

I was not part of that. Then, I was like, "Well, you know what? These are people who can 

relate go in and understand," so I joined. Overall, I'm not sure how much of presence we've 

made or filled here on campus but it's only until people come in and they connect and then 

we'll start doing events and things like that. 

Within my program until last night, I probably would have still stuck with the don't feel or I 

feel lonely type of thing. One of the young ladies I was saying, who's new to my program is 

in one of my research classes. We started talking last night a little bit during our break. She 

was like, "What is this program? How did you take the classes? What classes did you take? 

When? What's this class about?" We got into a little conversation about that. I told her I was 

like, "I'm happy to pass on what I know about it because I didn't have anybody to pass it 

along to me." That made a big difference. 

It's like not having someone really to explain what my program was going to look like, 

made it different for how I viewed being in a doctoral program, but having someone who's 

new to the same program and asking those questions, I was like, let me pass this knowledge 

along because, I'm going to be selfish with it. I also feel like, when you learn something, you 

need to be able to share it with those who are coming up. Classes stand on- some of them 

stand on their shoulders. 

I was like, "I've been through here. You just do this and take this class and all I'll--". It was 

really simple, to be honest. All I did was just tell her about one of our classes and the book 

we had in there. She actually wrote down that book. She's like, "This will help me as long as 

the title didn't change or the text doesn't change for the class." 

STUDY PI: How many doc students do you have in the program overall in your program? 

BROOKLYN: I honestly don't know. 

STUDY PI: You don't know? I see. 

BROOKLYN: I was like, I'll start thinking the names, but then, I'll lose track of how many 

names, if I start counting them. 

STUDY PI: You said, there's only six of you guys? 
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BROOKLYN: That, I'm aware of. Those are six that I've seen. Me and five others. 

Probably more. I know someone who graduated from maybe one or two years ago from 

there. Black female but other than that, that's all I've seen. 

STUDY PI: In your opinion and in what ways and give me two or three examples if you 

could think of any-- In what ways is the Black female doctoral experience different from 

other doctoral experiences at PWIs? 

BROOKLYN: I would say, one, there's not as many Black female doctoral students here 

because it is a PWI. I say that because I have a friend who goes to an HBCU. She's working 

on her doctorate. All day she's surrounded by people who look like her. When we're talking, 

I tell her my experience and she's like, "How do you get through with having someone to 

connect with?" I go back and I think, I have a circle of friends that we all just randomly all 

met and then people I've met in classes and converse with. Then it's like, you've got these 

people that you can connect with, but it's such a small number of it from my own 

experience. 

Just having a circle of friends here that we really did not know each other, we just 

happenstance met. If you take classes with people and you connect, you form bonds, then 

you start hanging out with each other, then having to uplift each other and say prayers for 

each other, all that stuff. Just having that sisterly bond- it's almost like sisterhood. 

STUDY PI: What are the ways which you say is different? 

BROOKLYN: I would say it's different just because the environment of the institution is 

different. 

STUDY PI: What do you mean by that? 

BROOKLYN: Because it is a predominantly White institution and the focus on Black 

doctoral students, Black students not necessarily just female; male and female. It may not 

necessarily be as strong as it may be at a historical Black college. Having to try to find your 

place. When I first got here, I wasn't in my program yet. I was just working. Then, it was 

like, one thing you connect with people when you work. When I started my program, it was 

a whole different experience. It was like some people that I hang up with work-wise, I 

would never see them if I didn't-- That's the only time I'd see them. 

Then, I have a whole group of other people that I've connected with that the main thing we 

have in common is that we're doctoral students. I think that just trying to find your place 

here, because a lot of my undergraduate students say the same thing. That they're just trying 

to find their place here. Sometimes relationships try to form while I'm in class, sometimes I 

try to go to as much as I can because sometimes I just need to be like, "I need to see 

somebody who looks like me." 
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Maybe not as heavily promoted with the institution as a whole, but we have a presence 

especially now that they've created social media and really try to get people involved and do 

events. The last two weeks, some Black doctoral students have gone to the movies on 

Tuesdays. I didn't know they did $5 movies on Tuesdays. Just little events like that have 

made our ways that I've noticed, but that's how we find a sense of community. 

STUDY PI: I know you talked about one of your friends that's getting her doctorate at 

HBCU. Having said that, you get that insight from her and get details on how her program 

goes. Of course, you can take that and compare it to the program that you're in here. My 

next questions would be, why did you choose a PWI? 

BROOKLYN: I'll be frank. It's because I work here, so employees have educational benefits 

that comes here. I looked into two programs and I applied to both. I didn't get into one. I 

was like, "Probably I won't get to the other." Then, I did. I was like, "Let's make this work." 

My undergrad, I was at a PWI, so it's not my first time or experience with it, but being on 

this level, it was completely different from undergraduate level- 

STUDY PI: How so? 

BROOKLYN: -because I found there are not as many Black students pursuing doctoral 

degrees. At least from what I see. Again-, my undergrad was at a PWI, I saw everybody. It's 

like, if a Greek letter organization is doing this or the gospel choir is doing this or 

whomever. You saw people. On this level, you see people but not nearly as much. For the 

benefit, I won't lie, that really was why I decided to get my program and I was interested in 

it. Again, two programs didn't get in one, got accepted to the one I'm in. When I did talk 

with the program chair, he's like, "Okay. What do you want to do with this?" I explained to 

him what I wanted to do, which ended up being incorporating the program I didn't get into, 

into this one. 

STUDY PI: It worked out? 

BROOKLYN: Yes, it worked out. 

STUDY PI: Just, not really switching gears, but focusing a little bit more towards the 

classroom. Describe the classroom experiences you've had as a Black female doc student at 

a PWI. 

BROOKLYN: Learning-wise, great. I learned great information. I'm learning something 

new every time I go to class. Good conversations with my classmates in there. Classes are 

challenging. At this level, it really makes you think. From the standpoint of being a Black 

female, most of my classes-- Pretty much so far, there's usually one to three Black students 

in it, overall. Most of them are Black women. I think my Saturday class this semester will be 
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the class I've had the most Black students in and then Black females also. There are three, 

four, five, six Black students. Five of that six are females. This is amazing. 

STUDY PI: How has the experience been in the classroom? 

BROOKLYN: In which way, just overall? 

STUDY PI: Yes. Overall being-- Like you said, there's five Black females in one class. How 

is the experience compared to other experiences you've had? 

BROOKLYN: This has been interesting because since it's a Saturday class, we've only met 

one time but even with that first day and we did an activity where we had to go around the 

classroom and everything, it was amazing to see like wow, we talked about different time 

periods of higher education. It was interesting as each table talked. It somehow worked that 

at least one of us was at every table and then two of us ended up at the same table. 

It was interesting to bring in their perspective of where Black people were in terms of higher 

education, what brought on HBCUs and how Black students attended HBCUs and still 

attend to be educated. It was amazing because some of the students in the class were like, 

"Oh, I didn't know that." I'm like, "Oh well, we got to learn something new every day," but I 

think it was just being able to have a collective number of Black students in the class really 

made a difference on being able to educate other students who may not have realized that or 

understand how education has worked historically for Black students. 

STUDY PI: You say, "Educate other students," you're talking about White students? 

BROOKLYN: Yes. 

STUDY PI: All right. In conjunction with that, tell me about your interactions. We talked 

about this a little bit but in those classroom experiences, tell me about your interaction with 

your peers and the professors as well as a Black female doc student. 

BROOKLYN: Some of my classes where I have been with the instructor, I would just strike 

up a conversation about something. There's an instructor or a faculty member in particular 

who, fingers crossed, is going to be my chair. When I took her class, that was probably my 

favorite class that was a required class for my program. I absolutely loved that class. Now 

I'm doing an independent study with her this semester. There have been instructors where I 

felt I probably won't say a whole lot to them outside of class because I don't really feel a 

connection with them with that. 

STUDY PI: Tell me about both experiences. 

BROOKLYN: The instructors where I haven't really felt much of a connection, I have 

struggled a little bit more in their classes, ended up doing well but eventually I had to ask 
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them for a little guidance but it took me a long time to do so through the semester. I just 

didn't really feel that I could come to them with experience or perspective as a Black female 

student, it just didn't come off the right way. 

In reverse, the instructor I was just talking about, we would always- like the text she had for 

us in her class was amazing. I still have that book. I'm probably going to reference it a lot 

when I get to the dissertation phase. Just talking with her, she gets it. At the same time, it's 

amazing having conversations with her, that her eyes are still being open to things. She's 

like, "I can understand my biases as a White woman." She gets it so I think that I'm just 

drawn to her because she understands. 

"The experiences of all students matter," she specifically said that, she's like, "But the 

narrative isn't being told, not like it should be". She gets that so I'm like, "Finally, somebody 

in my program who may not look like me, hasn't necessarily experienced the same biases or 

been looked down upon for being Black, for being a woman-- Maybe for being a woman 

because she's a woman but maybe not for being a Black woman but she understands that 

there's an issue with that. Probably will never be able to understand the plight that Black 

women experience period in life, especially trying to pursue a doctoral degree, but she can 

relate, she can understand where I'm coming from. 

STUDY PI: The other professors that you didn't have that connection with, what do you 

think were some of the the holdups or some of the hindrances with that? 

BROOKLYN: A lot of it was that they were White males. That came for me. They 

probably wouldn't really understand the perspective I'm coming from with something 

anyway. I guess just with this one particular instructor, she's just so open, just open to 

people and easy to talk to. It's easy to just walk and converse with her. Other instructors in 

the classes I've had so far, not so much so I'd just take the class and learn what I needed to 

learn but probably wouldn't be someone that I'd run my thoughts about my dissertation 

topic to them about. 

STUDY PI: Still looking at the classroom experience, during classroom time- in or out of 

the classroom, just consider both, when faced with racially insensitive acts or comments at 

your institution, how have you responded or how did you respond if that's happened at all? 

BROOKLYN: In one class, we watched a video, I can't remember what it was called, but it 

was looking at the historical societal views of the black woman. It depicted characters like 

sapphire, mammie, minstrel shows and all this stuff. I can't remember exactly what. So, one 

of the White female students in that class was like, "Well, it can't really be that bad." I 

remember still, this is a year ago now but, "It couldn't really have been that bad." At that 

point, three or four Black females in the class and one Black male, he stayed quiet but all of 

us just turned and looked at her like, "Did you really just say that?" I was like, "Okay," so I 
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asked the instructor if I could ask a question to that. I asked her, I said, "Does it seem wrong 

to you when all these college students go around in blackface?" I was like, "Does that seem 

funny to you?" She's like, "I don't necessarily see why it's wrong." 

Then another Black student in the class asked what I was about to say. I don't know how we 

still to this day- don't know how we're on the same page just like, "Okay, so you ever seen 

the movie, White Chicks?" She's like, "Did that bother you?" She's like, "Yes, a little." She's 

like, "You're being contradictory. How can you be bothered by Black men wearing white 

faces but White people having black faces like that and being derogatory in these videos and 

making fun and all this stuff, how do you not realize that you're being hypocritical here and 

contradictory?" 

Only because we were running out of time in the class but she had to stop the conversation. 

We had to pick it back up the next week. By that time, people cooled off on that stuff but 

I'm like, "I want this conversation to keep going because it's important," but that particular 

class wasn't an interesting semester anyway because we did go up some highs and lows in 

there. That video really was the launch pad for that because people would comment, "Oh 

my gosh" and shocked. All the Black students in the classrooms like, "This is the norm. This 

is the life we live where people consider you less than and sometimes don't even consider 

you an entire person." 

The whole point was to get people, especially if they're teaching or who just working in an 

educational setting, you have to pay attention to how this affects all of your students, not 

just certain students. 

STUDY PI: How did the instructor respond? 

BROOKLYN: She actually was really lenient. She's like, "As long as you're all are not 

being ugly" because that's when she'll step in with that. "As long as you're not being rude or 

disrespectful to each other", so she let the conversation go on because no one really raised 

their voice, no one said names or anything. Everyone was just like, "How can you say that?" 

So she just let the debate go on, the conversation go on until it was time to go. If we hadn't 

ran out time, she would have been in there for a little bit longer. That was an interesting 

experience dealing with a racial moment in class. 

STUDY PI: Can you think of another one? 

BROOKLYN: Let's see here. I would say when I took my very first class in my program 

and we were talking about HBCUs. Someone asked, "Why do you think they're always 

having accreditation issues?" Someone in the class was like, "You're generalizing. You're 

saying every HBCU has an accreditation issue." The girl who asked the question brought up 

Stillman College because that's just the example she has. She was like, "They have 

accreditation issues" but that doesn't mean that every single one does because on the flip 
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side, you have the elites like Howard and everybody has some issue and I mean HBCU, 

PWI whatever. 

Nobody's perfect but it was just the generalization that all HBCUs have accreditation 

problems and I think our instructor was trying to also get this young lady to understand that 

you can't generalize because then if you're generalizing an institution are you generalizing 

the students who attend those institutions, are you saying that they're of a low SES that they 

can't afford to go to a PWI or something like that? Just trying to get her to think 

STUDY PI: The instructor do that? 

BROOKLYN: Yes. 

STUDY PI: When you're in these situations and you're in the classroom and these racial 

issues come up, what's your initial reaction to it? What's your thought process? 

BROOKLYN: First I want to be like, "Are you kidding me?" But I know I can't do that. 

STUDY PI: Why you say that? 

BROOKLYN: Because then you start getting judged and you get frowned upon, you get 

stereotyped as the loud, angry black woman and oh, what she has to say is irrelevant to the 

conversation and things like that. 

STUDY PI: You purposely- 

BROOKLYN: Have to reign it in. Absolutely. Then I have to stop and think about what 

am I trying to say without "popping off at the mouth". Then I have to check myself because 

I'll be, "Why did what they said make me mad. Am I really listening to what they said or 

am I listening to how they said it?" I've had to really catch that in a lot of classes. Now I 

can't just pop off at the mouth with something just because it sounded like it was derogatory 

or racist or something like that. I've gotten a lot better since I've been [laughs] in more 

classes [laughs] 

STUDY PI: During your doctoral studies also ties into what we're talking about, explain 

how you make decisions on a couple of things for me. For example, explain how you make 

decisions on the way you dress? How you style your hair and also just talk a little bit more 

about how you engage in classroom dialogue. I know we hit on that a little bit. If you could 

talk about your thought processes that you go through with that. 

BROOKLYN: I'll start with how I dress. A lot of the times, again, when I go to class I'm 

coming straight from work. I don't even change clothes, I don't have time to change clothes. 

What I have on is for the workday is what I come in to class with. As I've gotten older and 

as I've just progressed along in my program, I realize because it was an instructor.  
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My boss told me and it's something my mom had long told me but I didn't really make the 

connection. He was like, "You have got to dress for the job you want." Okay when you're 

undergrad, you're broke. They are poor clothes. As I started getting full-time jobs and then 

my mom gave me the best piece of advice she's like, "Look, once you've paid all your bills 

each month, each time you get paid set something aside and buy a new piece for your 

wardrobe whether it's accessories, whether it shoes, whether it's a jacket, start with 

whatever. Buy a new piece for yourself and just build your wardrobe off of it." Buy stuff that 

you can be versatile with. 

Now I'm a professional. I've been working at a college for years. Even that's been an 

evolution of myself because when I started working, I was 22 years old, 31 now. That whole 

decade, that's a whole evolution on me and now I try to dress better for classes or for work 

and If I don't have a blazer or something on, it must be a casual day. That's me. 

Also with my hair. I have been wearing my hair natural now for just over a year. I'm still 

fairly new to this. When I started my program, I was still getting relaxers, it was long, it was 

straight. Sometimes I miss the long and straight until I pulled it back it's still there. Like 

today is in an afro and I've been wearing it like that a lot more lately.  

One time in class, our instructor was talking about how natural hair with Black women- and 

this is a White instructor, but she was saying how hair is political and I keep having to ask 

myself like, okay what kind of answer am I going to have when people say why you wear 

your hair natural? I was like for me, it's a health reason because the chemicals in products 

for Black women to straighten their hair are harmful to our bodies. They cause fibroids. I 

know personally, I just had mine taken out. 

It's just I don't want to be dealing with this health issue just because of something I'm doing 

to straighten my hair because society says I have to. That's dumb and plus I got tired of my 

scalp burning. I do this just because for health reasons to keep my hair healthy not really to 

make a statement but when someone says, "Hey Angela Davis." Yes I would put up a fist 

and, "Hey Black power." 

I'm saying it jokingly but I do take it seriously but I know as I walk around campus and I've 

noticed White colleagues they look a little bit, "Don't say anything." But they'll look. I'm 

like, "It's an afro. They had them in the 70's. My mom wore one." I don't think of it as 

political but apparently, it comes off that way. In class I'm like, "If you see me with an afro, 

really doesn't mean anything. This is how I choose to wear my hair." 

STUDY PI: On your Saturday class, how do you choose to dress when you go to class? 

BROOKLYN: Jeans then but I still haven't-- What did I wear the first day? Jeans but I had 

a nice top on just because a lot of it also is because my students, this is the persona that I 

have to put on for them. I am a professional with them. Even on weekends, I could run into 
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a student somewhere in a restaurant but because I'm not here and I'm not "on the clock" 

although I guess you always are on the job when your students see you, they're always 

going to think of you as your role. 

They don't necessarily see you, the person, they just see what you do and that's it. But on 

Saturday classes, jeans, maybe a nice top. The first day we had class, it was raining so I was 

just like, "Can you see my nice and rain boots?" It stopped raining. Fridays at work and 

Saturday classes, I dress down even still on Fridays I might wear jeans but I might still have 

a blazer on or I put on a nice top but never just completely dress down jeans and t-shirt. 

STUDY PI: Why? 

BROOKLYN: Because I feel that if I did that as opposed to some of my White colleagues, 

I'd get judged. That wouldn't be considered as professional. 

STUDY PI: The last part of the question, talk a little bit about how you make your 

decisions on how to engage in classroom dialogue if at all, how do you pick and choose? 

BROOKLYN: I've been told and I know this about myself, I'm really passive until there is 

something I'm really passionate about. While I may not engage in conversation as much like 

classroom conversation much in the beginning, I'm listening. I'm too busy trying to listen to 

everything to take it all in. I may forget to be like, open your mouth or say something until 

depending on what the topic is. 

Then if it's something about women or Black women or Black people as a whole, they're not 

even just that but usually it's always something about race. Well then, I'll think about how 

the conversation is going and then contribute. I'm usually too busy just trying to listen to 

what everybody's saying and then I forget to say something myself. 

STUDY PI: When you hear things that are related to race, how do you decide to engage? 

BROOKLYN: I've realized now looking back in two years of being in courses and 

everything that when people say something, I'll ask a question because at first, I used to 

have to that whole having to stop the pop off of the mouth happening then I stop to think 

about I'm like what- and I may ask what exactly are you saying? I've learned to do that now 

because again, people who don't live the experience or who aren't Black and don't know 

what experience of being Black is like, they may not understand. 

They may say something just because they're not aware. I ask, "What do you mean by that 

or what exactly are you asking?" Then based off of their answer then whatever they may say 

I may be like, "Oh okay." Or I may be like, "Oh well not necessarily." I may respond. 

STUDY PI: We talked a little bit about resources, what are some of the available resources 

is for Black female, Black students here at this PWI? 
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BROOKLYN: I have not seen a specific one just for Black female doc students. I honestly 

think that there should be for both black female and black male students or even just one 

giant one that really focuses. Sometimes, you may have to, even break it down by gender, 

but at least, some sort of support would be nice. I know some of my undergraduate students 

come in and they feel the same way, especially black students because they're on a STEM 

field and there's not as many of them as they would like. 

It's interesting because when I have those conversations with them and when I can tell 

them, "I understand. I literally understand feeling lost." When I tell them that, I guess they 

figured with the age difference and being at this level of education, "You've got to make-- 

No." I struggle with finding people who look like me, who can understand like me." I've 

even encountered people who look like me but may not be on the same level as me. It can 

even get broken down as far as SES or classism, coming from certain backgrounds.  

That's been a real struggle with that res-- If there are resources for black female doctor 

students, they're pretty much just the resources for all doctoral students. They're not really 

focused on black females but even with those all-encompassing resources, for me, 

personally, it's been a struggle to find what they are. It just happens to be maybe word of 

mouth from somebody or, "Go do this." Today, for example, I got a email about graduate 

scholarships. I didn't know about that, I will do this application when I go home. I didn't 

know about that. Stuff like that, that it gets frustrating when it's like, "Really?" Especially 

when it runs a week away, but I just got this email today, those kind of things. 

It's like when we find out about a resource, it might be too late for you to apply for it or it's 

cutting it close or something like that.  

STUDY PI: I know this. I'm back into the experiences in your program, tell me a little bit 

about or elaborate a little bit more about your interaction with faculty in your program as a 

black woman. 

BROOKLYN: Okay. My interaction with faculty is, I don't want to say fleeting, but it's not 

as strong as I would like it to be. 

STUDY PI: How so? 

BROOKLYN: Because of working with full-time job in-- It's crazy because I say that when 

the words come out of my mouth, I'm like, "But everybody who works full-time job 

probably finds a way to interact with their faculty." Mine's just so demanding 

STUDY PI: How do you describe your relationship with them, like even in the classroom 

that you can't get over there to just- 
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BROOKLYN: In the classroom, especially for the ones that were-- Got to have some who 

understood like, "I'm coming across campus trying to get through when classes let out. It's 

five o'clock, students are everywhere." It's just like, "Look, they're everywhere." It's like, 

"Can you really run over a student in the beginning of the class?" If I'm a little late, most of 

them have been understanding. I had one who was just not so much. That's frustrating. It 

made me not as willing to want to go to certain faculty for guidance or ask questions or 

things like that. 

If it pertain to an assignment, "Okay, you're the instructor. I have to ask which one I need to 

do." Outside of mentorship or guidance about the program, no. Those type of experiences 

made me feel like I couldn't go to them whereas those who were a little more understanding 

and know that, "Okay, you're working on campus, but you still have to come across 

campus. We have a full-time job." They're understanding. If I'm five minutes late or 

something, 10 minutes at most, "Okay, not a big deal." I just come in and sit down and see 

where they are at and just pick up from there. I don't make a big production of it. I just tell 

them ahead of time, the first day or even email ahead of times, "I may be late." 

STUDY PI: - what's the makeup of the faculty in terms of race in your program? 

BROOKLYN: There are no African Americans in the faculty. Predominantly, white males 

and two white females I can think of off the top of my head, and then one faculty member 

who is of color but I don't know what her ethnicity, her true ethnicity is. 

STUDY PI: Do you think that has quite a role in your doc studies? 

BROOKLYN: Absolutely. 

STUDY PI: How so? 

BROOKLYN: I'm trying to remember what they call it-- I've tried not to experience 

impostor syndrome because I have friends in another program and people I know in another 

program who were dissimilar to mine, who have at least two black faculty there. How they 

interact with them, I don't really know, but they're at least there and they have people who 

look like them. For me, this one faculty member doesn't look like the rest, but I don't 

interact with her like I would like to. I don't know if it is connected or maybe it's just that I 

feel that maybe she wouldn't be as understanding even though I've had class with her. 

STUDY PI: What's the disconnect with the other faculty, would you say? 

BROOKLYN: I would say the two white females, not as much a disconnect because I 

communicate with them. The white males, I would say it just seems like-- I don't know. 

When I first got in their classes, and it is for all of them I've had, the white male entered 

faculty, it almost came off and I know they-- I just don't think they were projecting it but it 
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almost feel like being a nuisance in the class, even if you had another black student in there 

with you. That feeling, I guess I should have just tried to overcome that and go to them, but 

that feeling just didn't allow me to do so. I just thought, "If I'm going to be a bother to you, I 

don't want to say anything to you. 

STUDY PI: What made you feel that way? 

BROOKLYN: It may might have been me and just being like, "You know what? These 

instructors may not take me seriously as a student. They may think, "Black female, what's 

she really got to say." That could have been just me projecting that in my own mind. Now, 

as I'm talking about it, like, "Had I made effort, who knows what my relationships with 

them would be like?" 

STUDY PI: I know we talked about-- I know your Saturday class, now, it seems to have 

quite a few other black female doc students in there but when you are in these classrooms 

and you're what they call one or one of the few, tell me about how that makes you feel, like 

in that classroom setting or even you also talked about how on campus, we're kind of far 

and in-between as opposed to which is diametrically opposite from undergrad, how does 

that make you feel about our-- As black women, our presence in classrooms and on campus 

at a predominant white institution? 

BROOKLYN: When I first get in and I see the makeup of a class, if I even just see a face 

that looks like me, I'm like, "Yes." It's so crazy to even think like that because in undergrad, 

I didn't because I knew there would be somebody in the class with me, they look like me. I 

can't think of any classes where I didn't have an undergrad, but that was so long ago that I 

didn't have another black student in the class with me. I’ve had classes here, so far, I've not 

been the only black student in a class because that was always one thing. Usually, like say 

this semester, this Saturday class hosted overhead of black females. If it's not the most, it's 

tied with another class but just having that kind of feeling like, "Oh my gosh, yes. Many 

would be with me." Like, "Is this lovely?" That's kind of depressing to a point because it's 

like, "Wow, I'm still looking for faces that look like me." 

As a black female doctoral student, it's like, "Okay, studies have shown that black females 

graduating with undergraduate degrees or probably at all levels but I know with 

undergraduate degrees at higher rates than black males are. We're getting more degrees, 

why is there no emphasis on that?" It's almost like we're the forgotten group, so to speak, 

like we're here, and, "Hey, if you're doing great research, that's good for you and your 

institution, but are you really paying attention to who's doing this research, not so much, 

just the research itself?" 

STUDY PI: That's so true. Circling back around to something you said while you were 

talking, it came up a couple of times, you talked about kind of process and going through 
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this internal processes of thinking what you're going to say, how you're going to say if you 

were going to say it and I know we talked about fear of popping off, tell me a little bit more 

about that and why you feel the need to even go through those thought processes? 

BROOKLYN: Sure. I think that as I've been in classes and gone through classes, that 

stereotype is always there of, "Are you just going to be the angry black woman? Are you 

going to be this loud?" Even going back to how you were asking about how I dress, though I 

dress the way I dress here because when I go to class, I don't want to be stereotyped that, "If 

I wear a dress and it’s a certain length," well, she's being, "a horror," or just being fast or 

whatever. 

I ever had to check myself with that, it's like, "Damn." Even when I go shopping, stuff like 

that, I have to keep in mind or I make myself keep in mind about clothing choices. It's crazy 

to even have to do that but in the classroom setting, same things. People that sends that 

mentality to me, that if I say something that may be off the cuff, "Well, she's just being 

emotional, she's just being an angry black woman." I know I keep saying that but that's the 

stereotype or she doesn't know what she's talking about or maybe, whatever. 

Stereotype may come out of there in someone's mind but it just really makes me have to 

remind myself, “Okay, what are you really trying to say? Are you coming at this with a 

sense of anger?" It's a whole process in a short time. It's like, "Okay, I'm about to be 

emotional?" whatever that means, I guess, and then filter through all of that and try to ask 

what or say what I really am proud to say. 

It's amazing what our brain will do three seconds to process all of that. That gets frustrating 

too because then I feel that sometimes that I'm muting myself to a point, just to make sure I 

don't come off a certain way. My dad used to always tell me, he's like, ”If you got 

something to say, say what you say in classy things, say what you mean.” I realized that 

even the things that may stay with me I can't always say them. Well, maybe I can, but then 

does that cause a snowball effect and equalization in the class? 

You don't want to be that student that your instructor's like,” Okay, you're causing a ruckus 

in here,” all this stuff because I've been in classes where some people just say off the wall 

stuff and I'll know if they intentionally try to stir up the class but it has happened. In one 

particular class, it was a black female. That's where it really stemmed for me, seeing this one 

person and even though what she was saying like, “Okay,” but at some point, you've got to 

rein it in because then, that's how-- Let's be real, people talk. That's how you may 

unknowingly build a reputation for yourself because of how you conduct yourself in class. 

That's where all this whole persona comes in. You can't just come off like that. It's not a 

good look anyway. I don't think people take you as serious or take you seriously at all if 

they think you have a reputation for being "disruptive" in class. 
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STUDY PI: I know we talked quite a bit about the resources here at this PWI or like their 

role, let's just say, what changes, if any, do you think should be made at this PWI or PWIs 

in general to improve the doctoral experience for black women? 

BROOKLYN: I would say one thing would just be being more-- Communication, period, 

because I'd say communication at any institution of higher learning needs work, just being 

able to convey information from whomever it comes from, through a department, on onto 

students. In the technology age that we're in, that shouldn't be that hard but apparently, it 

still is because even with my undergraduate students trying to get a message to them is like 

pulling teeth. If I email it them, ”Well, I didn't you get it." "Well, did you check your 

email?" I can't force anybody to read it, but it’s there.” 

I would say the same thing or similar lines for resources for black female doctoral students 

or just doctoral students, period. Just like, "Look, here is this whatever, here's a scholarship 

for graduate students. Hey, here's an event if you want to work on your writing skills and 

just being more active in publicizing these things," because I've learned in my time here as a 

student, wasn’t so much when I was working here but as I've been taking classes, I've 

noticed that there may be things that are going on but they seem to be real hush-hush, like 

they just want to keep it within their inner circle. 

STUDY PI: Is there anything else that you want to add about your experiences here? 

BROOKLYN: While it's tiring and working it can be frustrating, miserable is the last thing I 

want to be because if you're at that point, you shouldn't do it. Thankfully, just having that 

circle of people who even if you're in different fields and different areas, we all understand 

the struggle that we're all going through and we all can relate to that. 

That's been one of the best parts of this whole experience so far, it's the people I've met, like 

student-wise. Faculty, sure, but it's the people who are going through this at the same time 

as you or people who may be a few phases ahead of you but they get a knowledge that they 

can pass along to you and that's also a key, I think. That's like passing something along, like 

I said earlier, just little stuff, stuff that I didn't know about but that I learn and pass on to 

somebody else in my program. People in other programs who give little tips and advice, it's 

like, "Write it down real quick so I don't forget that." 

I think that community, being doctoral students, and I'm noticing more black female 

doctoral students, I know some black male doctoral students here but there's just a larger 

number of black female doc students. I've noticed this, like, "Okay, we're all different 

programs, different this but very supportive for everybody that I'm around."  

Some people have kids, some people are married, some people have other responsibilities 

and that's a lot of work. Sacrifices, all of that in having this community no matter what your 

personal life is like, some aspect of what we all can relate to, especially just the making 
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sacrifices part. It's like you aren't married and you don't have kids, you sacrifice your social 

life. We all become each other's social life sometimes, it's just like, "This is the group I'm 

around predominantly." 

STUDY PI: You will say this is your biggest support system? 

BROOKLYN: Outside of my family, absolutely, absolutely. I'm looking back now and two 

years in has definitely made a difference. If I didn't have that, I don't know if I’d still be in 

the program if I didn’t have over black female doc students to be around. I'm like, "There's 

nobody who understands what I'm dealing with or even a fraction of what I'm dealing 

with," because we all have different things in different situations occur but we all understand 

the struggle and try to make this work, trying to get this done. Just having that camaraderie 

with each other, that encouragement. I would say, for black female doctoral students that 

are at a PWI, if there's no campus support, you have to make your own, you have to find 

your own. 

Trying to find that support is definitely a challenge. I'm just thankful that I didn't have to 

search very far for it. 

STUDY PI: There you go. Do you have any questions? 

BROOKLYN: I don't. 

STUDY PI: This concludes the interview. Now that we're finished, I'll let you know what 

happens next. We talked about before, what I'm going to do is I'm going to go and review 

the audio recording transcribe to verbatim. After I transcribe it, I'll quote the interview based 

on your responses. Again, I'm not going to use your real name in the narrative right up for 

the study. I'm going to use a pseudonym that you can choose now if you like or if you just 

choose it for you. Do you have a pseudonym you like to use or you just want me to pick 

one? 

BROOKLYN: You can pick. 

STUDY PI: If you don't have any questions, again, I'll get with you tomorrow and talk 

about how I can get your $20 Walmart gift card to you. If you have any questions that you 

could think of after the fact about the study or anything related to the study, anything we 

talked about today, you have my number, just give me a call. Shoot me an email or 

whatever. 

BROOKLYN: Okay. 

STUDY PI: Okay, thank you, ma'am. 

BROOKLYN: You're welcome. 
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Categories Subcategories 

Different 

 

• Our experience- it's just different 

• I recognize I'm different 

• It's just different 

• People look at you different 

• It's just different as a black woman 

• Nobody ever asked me anything 

• To know you're the minority, you understand that 

• Often put on headphones or lave when race topics 

arise 

• Race topics pull at emotions 

• Think race plays a role in everything 

• Have to be spokesperson for all black people 

• Expected to speak on race issues 

• Feel I have to speak because people are looking at 

me 

• Feels I have to speak up for my people 

Self • Segregate myself 

• I keep to myself 

• I would close off to myself.  

• I have to constantly check myself- my mouth, 

emotions, thoughts 

• I just can't bring myself to do it- dress down 

• Second-guess myself a lot 

• Critical of myself 

• Keep to myself 

• Careful about how I present myself 

• I'm in my own world 

• Maybe I put these extra burdens on myself 

• Everybody is doing their own thing 

• Everybody is on their own track. 

• Have to figure thigs out on your own 

• Have to find things on our own 

• Must create your own village/network 

• Have to find things on our own 

Support • Felt more supported at a HBCU 

• We gotta support each other 

• How to seek out support 

• No campus support 
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Categories Subcategories 

Just Us • Not many of us 

• I feel like it’s a place that is a trap for us 

• It’s still not very many of us 

• Don’t understand us 

• Don't see us 

• No resources for us 

• There's only two of us 

• Low presence on campus 

• No one looks like me 

• Look to see if anyone looks like me 

• Need to see someone like me 

• Don’t see people like me 

Voice • I think about if what I have to say is important 

• Occasional looks when I say something 

• I won’t say anything in class 

• Hyper aware of what you say or do 

• Very quiet in the program 

• I don’t say a whole lot 

• I don’t want to not say the right thing.   

• Make sure that what I say is of quality. 

• If comments no good enough - I hold it in - not say 

anything 

• What I say may seem irrelevant 

• Have to watch everything you say 

• Decide not to say what I may be thinking or feeling 

by of fear of stereotypes 

• That's why I would just keep quiet 

• A time to speak/be quiet 

• Have to filter what I say 

• Feel stereotyped about dress and what I say 

• Questioned whether I should or shouldn't say things 

• I consider how I say things 

• I only talk when I have something to say 

• I feel open to say what I want 

• I try not to say too much 

• Can't fight every battle 

• Some battles not worth fighting 
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Categories Subcategories 

Hair  • Whites think hair is political 

• Don't like the hair comments and conversations 

• Hates questions about hair 

• I feel like a person or a woman of color in a 

doctoral program they're looking at what you wear 

and what hairstyle you have 

• Don’t care about appearance (hair and dress) 

• We got our hair done together 

• Didn't wear my hair different until the other black 

girl came 

• Hair convos are irritating 

• It doesn't matter I don’t care about my hair and 

dress anymore 

Stereotypes • Mutes voice because of fear of stereotype 

• More aware of stereotypes 

• Feel stereotyped 

• Must defy stereotypes 

• Stereotyped about struggling and being an 

underdog growing up 

• Family, school, work expectations contribute to the 

need to fight stereotypes 

• Will not affirm stereotypes/labels 

• Don't want to be stereotyped 

• Feel comfortable speaking around other black 

people because of fear of being stereotyped 

• Angry, loud, not smart 

• Aggressive, dominant, not intelligent, loud 

• Fear of seen as angry, loud 

• How you carry yourself, and how loud you are in 

the department. 


