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ABSTRACT
Much of the research on Black males in education focuses on their underachievement,
low graduation rates, and below average standardized test scores. At the same time, researchers
often view urban neighborhoods where African Americans live from a deficit perspective. The
present study aims to uncover how Black male high school students make use of neighborhoodbased capital to succeed in school and explore how Black churches influence their academic
trajectory. Drawing on Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth Model as a framework, the
strengths-based qualitative study takes place in an urban neighborhood located in a mid-sized
Northeastern city. Geographic Information System (GIS) technology is employed to provide
context for the study and pinpoint the residential locations of participants. Based on interviews
and participant observations in a variety of contextual settings, participants identified ten
neighborhood-based resources, including recreation centers, parks, and churches. They also
describe their neighborhood level experiences and make clear how they leverage social,
aspirational, family, and navigational capital. The findings from the study shed light on their
educational and social realities and suggest that urban neighborhoods can be places of
possibility. Implications discuss strategies that educators, administrators, and churches can
employ to increase the academic engagement and performance of Black male students.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
As a Student Assistance Counselor, I help high school students overcome social,
emotional, or other hurdles, which might hinder their academic performance. I have held this
position for almost thirty years, yet every fall, I am excited to go back to work, reconnect with
my peers, and embark on a new school year. In the fall of 2018, staff members participated in a
culture walk activity during our first back to school for professional development. One of the
goals of the activity was to help staff members become familiar with the area where children live
and go to school.
When the staff members returned, I was surprised by their comments. Some individuals
pointed out how they saw trash, beer bottles, boarded-up houses, and other signs of urban decay.
Somehow missed the newly constructed homes located across the street from the school, the
small eateries, and the beautiful historic monument which was within walking distance. I am an
ordained Christian minister, and I found it striking that no one mentioned the three prominent
churches located within proximity of the school. I am familiar with all three churches, and all of
them have a strong commitment to the surrounding community and try to support children. Yet,
somehow the staff members did not see the churches or were not aware of how their pastors and
parishioners help people.
I was not the only person who noticed how many staff members focused on the
weaknesses in the neighborhood. Another educator pointed out how, while the neighborhood has
challenges, some students still manage to do well in school. We agreed that too many staff
members paid attention to the deficits in the area and overlooked the strengths of the
neighborhood.
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The above story reflects my experience working in an urban school district and sheds
light on how too many educators have a negative perception of urban neighborhoods. Many
educators perceive urban neighborhoods and schools as dangerous places where violence takes
place daily, students academically struggle, and teachers resign after a few years on the job.
These perceptions are both wrong and unfortunate. According to Milner (2008), “To suggest that
all, or even most, urban schools, neighborhoods, and people are substandard would be unfairly
inaccurate. Some of the literature regarding urban education suggests that “if it's urban, it's bad!”
(p. 1574). We know that urban neighborhoods are affected by social, political, and economic
forces, but it is a mistake to think that urban areas do not have assets or resources.
Researchers have called attention to the link between urban neighborhoods and academic
outcomes for some time. Such research is crucial since African Americans are more likely to live
in urban areas and attend schools with limited resources. Sharkey (2013) found that African
Americans are ten times more likely than Whites to live in disadvantaged neighborhoods (p. 27).
Perhaps more importantly, his research showed that Black people1 are more likely to remain in
the same poor neighborhoods for generations, thus essentially passing down social, economic,
and educational disadvantage to their children. Whites, by comparison, are more likely to move
out of impoverished areas. To address the needs of urban residents, Sharkey recommends a
durable urban policy that provides resources, support, and opportunities for multiple generational
family members. He contends that such a policy should be able to generate change that continues
over time (p. 168).
Scholars use several theoretical lenses to explore how neighborhoods influence social and
economic opportunities. Spatial mismatch theory assumes that inner-city residents do not have
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The terms Black and African American are used interchangeably in this study.
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access to jobs, which are located in suburban areas or on the periphery of urban neighborhoods
(Kain, 1968). This theory is particularly persuasive, especially since, in recent years, companies
like Amazon and other online retailers have opened massive warehouses on the outskirts of
cities. City residents who are fortunate enough to secure a job at one of these warehouses will
need a reliable vehicle to make it to work. Of course, public transportation is always an option.
Still, there is always the distinct possibility that buses will not travel directly to the warehouse or
a person will have to transfer from one bus to another to get to work. Residents with children
will face the added burden of finding childcare and will have difficulty traveling home if their
youngsters get sick. They are also at the mercy of the public transportation systems during times
of inclement weather.
Wilson’s (1987) social isolation theory posits that poorer urban residents are separate
from individuals and institutions that reflect the values of mainstream society. As a result of this
disconnection, some inner-city residents develop what he calls “ghetto-related behaviors” or
ways of thinking and behaving that are at variance with the broader society. According to
Wilson, socially isolated people have difficulty securing a job because suburban residents
traditionally hear about such jobs first. Further, people who live in urban neighborhoods at a
distinct disadvantage not only because the available jobs are out of their reach but because they
tend to hear about such jobs after the fact. Wilson’s arguments about how neighborhoods can
hamper job opportunities are crucial because parents who cannot secure employment will
struggle to provide food and shelter for their children, which might ultimately affect their ability
to do well in school.
Whereas spatial mismatch and social isolation theory focus on the problems associated
with inner-city neighborhoods, the strengths perspective acknowledges the assets located in
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communities. Green (2015) utilized geographic information systems (GIS) to map and describe
how urban areas are places of possibility. Instead of searching for negative aspects of
communities, he examined them from the perspective of what he calls the “opportunity of
geography.” In his analysis of two urban low opportunity neighborhoods in Detroit, Michigan, he
found 85 institutional assets, including 48 places of worship, 19 schools, four hospitals, and two
libraries. The findings from Green’s research are essential as they counter the dominant view that
urban neighborhoods are devoid of positive institutions. He maintains more research should aim
to learn more about how schools in low opportunity neighborhoods can partner with intuitions
and questions why there is a lack of partnerships between houses of worship and local schools.
Drawling on an asset-based approach, West (1993) maintains that Black neighborhoods
provide what he calls “Black cultural armor.” It is within these spaces that children are nurtured,
cared for, protected, and inspired to live a life of service, sacrifice, and excellence (p. 23). While
many theorists choose to focus on the negative aspects of Black neighborhoods, West highlights
how the adults in these social spaces collectively raise their children. His assertions are vital and
run counter to the dominant discourse that all adults in low-income neighborhoods are not
concerned about their children.
Empirical research has demonstrated that the amount of neighborhood-based capital can
play a pivotal role in adolescent outcomes. Jarrett (1997) found that African Americans who
lived in under-resourced areas would seek out extra-curricular and recreational activities in other
neighborhoods. In addition to resource-seeking strategies, Jarrett found that urban Black parents
went to great lengths to monitor their children and protect them from negative influences. One
parent described how she mainly kept her children “locked up” in the house so they would not
have to deal with trouble-makers or neighborhood dangers (Burton & Jarrett, 1991, p. 41). The
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findings from Jarrett’s research show that Black parents understand the importance of
neighborhood-based capital and will seek resources in other neighborhoods when local
educational opportunities are not available. Her findings also reveal how Black parents will
employ adaptive strategies to protect their children.
Parents in many Black neighborhoods purposely take their children to church to keep
them engaged in positive religious activities and “off the streets.” In such instances, the church is
a valuable community resource where children can learn about Jesus, participate in pro-social
activities, and receive information about as educational opportunities. Indeed, there is some
evidence that religion can have a positive influence on student performance. For example, Jordan
and Wilson (2017) found that the educational achievement of Black students can be enhanced
when churches are willing and able to form partnerships with local schools. The findings from
their investigation indicate that students value the educational support and guidance they receive
from churches. Yet, at the same time, they desire more tutoring and after school programs. To
increase educational progress, Jordan and Wilson recommend that churches collaborate with
multiple schools, affirm the leadership roles of teachers, and address issues of racial inequality.
McCray, Grant, and Beachum (2010) utilized Yosso’s community cultural wealth to
bring to fore how the Black church can undergird the various forms of capital, which Black
students possess. They discussed how the Black church could facilitate what they call the
pedagogy of self-development. According to the investigators, the pedagogy of self-development
consists of two parts; self-realization and self-assertion. Self-realization alludes to how people
seek to make their dreams a reality, as well as their sense of efficacy. Self-assertion refers to the
way people seize opportunities (p. 80). McCray and his colleagues persuasively argue that the
Black church can play an essential role in helping school leaders acknowledge and respect the
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strengths and abilities of children. They also argue that instead of focusing on student
weaknesses, churches should focus on the various forms of capital that Black students possess.
The Current Study
The present study took place in a neighborhood in a mid-sized Northeastern city. The
overall poverty rate in the neighborhood currently ranges from 14.9% to 41%, suggesting that
some areas are more disadvantaged than others. In 2019 the unemployment rate was 11.5%.
These two indicators, which are both above the state and national average, are vital and linked to
several social, mental health, and academic outcomes. Many of the homes in the neighborhood
are currently unoccupied due to the outmigration of residents, foreclosures, and other factors. A
2017 analysis revealed that the roughly 6000 or 10% of the city’s 60,000 properties are vacant.
Policymakers and government officials have worked hard to address the number of abandoned
homes in the area as empty properties can influence drug use, vagrancy, and school performance.
Historically, the neighborhood in the present study has posed particular problems for
Black males. Research indicates that roughly 25% of the adults who reside in the neighborhood
do not have a high school diploma. This number, however, is aggregated, which means it
includes both women and men from different racial and ethnic backgrounds. A closer, more
nuanced examination of the data might reveal that a significant number of Black males who live
in the neighborhood never received their diploma. Unfortunately, such data is currently
unavailable. Regardless of the statistics, some youths who live in the area manage to navigate the
social and academic terrain well enough to do well in the classroom, graduate from high school,
and go onto college.
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Statement of the Problem
The problem of Black male underachievement has captured the attention of scholars,
teachers, and policymakers. Researchers found that 12th grade Black males scored 28 points
lower than White males (290 vs. 262) and 10 points lower than Black females (272 vs. 262) on
the reading section of the National Assessment of Educational Progress (Kena et al., 2015).
Startlingly, in some urban districts, Black males without disabilities scored lower on the reading
section of the National Assessment of Educational Progress than White males with disabilities
(U.S. Department of Education, 2009). Black male students are also behind in mathematics and,
on average, scored 30 points lower (160 vs. 130) than White males on the math section of the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (Snyder, de Brey, & Dillow, 2015). Research
conducted over the last several decades indicates that they are less likely to be proficient in math.
Like Black females, they are less likely to be enrolled in and pass advanced placement math
classes (U.S. Department of Education, 2009; U.S. Department of Education, Office of Civil
Rights, 2012).
While the African American high school graduation rate has increased over the last
decade, Black male students are still woefully behind their White male peers (Snyder & Dillow,
2015). Nationwide only 59% of Black male students graduate from high school, and individuals
who live and go to school in urban areas are less likely to graduate (Schott Foundation, 2015). In
Detroit, for example, only 20% of the Black male students walk across the stage to receive their
diploma after four years. African American male students who reside in other urban areas do not
fare better with the graduation rate in Philadelphia, Newark, and Chicago, all hovering around
30% (Schott Foundation, 2015).
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Theories abound as to why Black males struggle in the classroom. Ladson-Billings
(2006) asserts that there is no achievement gap; instead, there is what she calls an opportunity
gap. Drawing on a critical race theory framework, she contends that African American students,
and Black males by extension, have historically been short-changed due to unfair spending
formulas. In her 2006 AERA presidential address, she pointed out how in Philadelphia, the
average per-pupil expenditure was $9,299 while in nearby suburban Lower Merion, it was
$17,261. While money is not the only factor that influences educational outcomes, it certainly
matters since funds are needed to purchase books, computers, and other materials. LadsonBillings maintains the so-called achievement gap between White and Black students would
dissipate if pupil expenditures were adjusted so that all children received the same amount. She
also challenges the widely held myths that African American parents do not care about or value
education, or that Black children are lax in their studies because they come from a culture of
poverty (2007, p. 318). On the contrary, the vast majority of Black parents, particularly those
who live in the inner-city, place a heavy emphasis on education since it can lead to social
mobility and can help their children make it “out” of poor neighborhoods. Even if the parents are
poor, that does not mean they will not seek to expose their children to cultural, social, and
educational activities.
Research suggests that Black students are more likely to attend a high poverty segregated
schools and have inexperienced or unqualified teachers (Yeo, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 2000;
Bohrnstedt, Kitmitto, Burhan, & Chan, 2015). And perhaps, more troubling, the teachers in these
schools often have little preparation to work with children of color or specifically Black males.
Milner (2013) maintains that among other qualities, teachers who work in urban districts must
have the ability to:
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Understand racism, sexism, homophobia, and other forms of discrimination
Understand the psychological and socioemotional needs of students
Work collaboratively with their colleagues and administrators for student success
Understand the role of popular culture in the lives of students;
Understand and negotiate policy and reform movements both on local and national levels;
Identify and build on assets of all students, the community, colleagues, and themselves
(as teachers) (Milner, p. 348-349).
Milner’s assertions are correct for all teachers but are even more critical for those who

work with African American males who live and go to school in urban environments. There is an
adage, which states, “You cannot teach a child you do not love, and you cannot teach a child you
cannot understand.” This adage rings true – Black males are the object of both fear and
fascination, and in many instances, their academic struggles are the result of educators who do
not or cannot relate to them.
The academic gulf between Black and White male students is linked to racist and unfair
zero-tolerance discipline policies. Various studies have revealed that when compared to other
students, African American males are more likely to receive overly harsh disciplinary
punishments, be suspended or be expelled (Skiba, Michael, Nardo, & Peterson, 2002; Mendez &
Knoff, 2003; Gregory, Skiba & Noguera, 2010; Morris & Perry, 2016). Frequently students who
will miss valuable classroom instruction experiments and may decide to drop out when they
realize that they will complete the work they missed. Hence, the students do not drop out of
school. They get pushed out. Teachers, administrators, and others would do well to find the root
causes for infractions instead of expelling students from the school. They also need to find
creative alternatives to school policies that unfairly target Black boys because the students will
not make adequate academic progress if they are not in school.
A considerable amount of research focuses on how urban neighborhoods affect the
performance of African American males. As mentioned above, the vast majority of these studies
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tend to underscore how urban neighborhoods are toxic and dangerous places, where violence and
conflict are very much a part of the social landscape. While urban environments have challenges,
additional research is needed to uncover how Black males negotiate these areas and manage to
receive high marks. Such studies are vital as they might help educational researchers, social
scientists, and school administrators learn more about the social realities, lived experiences, and
worldviews of African American males. Perhaps more importantly, such studies are needed to
give Black male students a “voice” so they can tell us about the neighborhood level challenges
they face as well as how they overcome them.
The Purpose of the Study
Several studies have examined the link between urban neighborhoods and Black male
achievement. More often than not, these studies focus on how poverty, community violence, and
family structure, influence student performance (McBride et al., 2000; Williams, Davis, Miller
Cribbs, Saunders, & Williams, 2002; Francois, Overstreet, & Cunningham, 2012). Other studies
have attempted to unearth how friends and older peers can have an impact on a Black male
student’s social and scholastic trajectory (McLeod, 1997; Harding, 2010). While these studies
are interesting, the goal of the current investigation is to fill a gap in our understanding of how
urban Black male high school students draw on neighborhood-based capital to increase student
performance. Such an examination is needed since there is a shortage of strengths-based
neighborhood-level research.
Beyond understanding how black males draw on capital, this exploration aimed to
uncover how residents perceive neighborhood assets. Interviewing neighborhood residents,
including parents and others, is crucial since adults typically know the location and usefulness of
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neighborhood resources (Jarrett, 1997). The data secured from the interviews and observations
will allow us to “hear” from the students and help answer the research questions.
Lastly, this study aims to fill a gap in our understanding of how the African American
church plays a role in the academic trajectory of Black male students. We know that students
who attend church are less likely to get in trouble with the law, use drugs, engage in sexual
activity, and do better in school. Yet, we know comparatively little about how the Black church
imbues success in African American male high school students.
Research Questions
Scholars utilize several approaches to investigate the factors that can influence student
performance; however, this study intends to answer one overarching question with three subquestions:
How do Black male youths growing up in the neighborhood make use of neighborhoodbased capital to succeed in school?
1. What are the resources in the neighborhood?
2. What are the perceptions of the neighborhood residents about these resources (i.e.,
churches, community centers, parks, etc.) and their value for students?
3. What role does the Black church play in the academic trajectory of the Black male
students who live in this neighborhood?
Definitions
I have already introduced various terms and will add others in the subsequent sections.
Below I offer a few definitions of words used throughout this qualitative study.


Neighborhoods – Neighborhoods are defined as physical geographic as identified and
demarked by the census tract or city records.
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African-American – I use the terms African American or Black interchangeably. This
term specifically refers to people who live in the United States and identify themselves
with their African ancestry.



Underachievement – Refers to how a student’s academic performance is lower than
expected.



The Black Church – Refers to a Christian church where the majority of the parishioners
identify themselves as African American.
The Significance of This Study
The underperformance of Black male high school students has concerned scholars and

lawmakers for some time. We know that urban Black males tend to have lower grade point
averages and that students with low GPAs are more likely to be truant, delinquent, engage in
sexual activity, experiment with drugs or alcohol, and less likely to graduate (Arum & Beattie;
1999; Hallfors, Vevea, Iritani, Cho, Khatapoush, & Saxe, 2002; Nord., Roey, Perkins, Lyons,
Lemanski, Brown, 2011; Hoffmann, Erickson & Spence, 2013). Research also documents how
Black males, especially those who live in the inner city, are more likely to be suspended or
expelled from school (Arum & Beattie, 1999; Mendez & Knoff, 2003; Dalton, Ingels & Fritch,
2015; Smith & Harper, 2015). In 1990, the average GPA of White and Black high graduates was
2.73 and 2.42, respectively. In 2009, the average GPA of White and Black high school graduates
was 3.09 and 2.69, respectively. This data illustrates that while the performance of both groups
increased between 1990 and 2009, the gulf between White and Black GPAs increased (Nord et
al., 2011). Interestingly, African American students have lower grade point averages regardless
of their socioeconomic status. Individuals who receive poor marks are more likely to drop out of
school, be unemployed, make less money over their lifetime, suffer health consequences, and die
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early (Nickell, 1979; Meara, Richards & Cutler, 2008; United States Bureau of Labor Statistics,
2013).
There is no shortage of theories as to why Black boys struggle in school. Prominent
structural explanations call attention to the stratifying social nature of schools and how many
schools have adopted zero-tolerance discipline policies. These policies hurt Black males,
particularly those who are members of the lower social class. Educators often perceive Black
male students as less innocent, larger, and more aggressive than other students (Skiba et al.,
2002; Phillips, 2002; Verdugo, 2002; Skiba, Reynolds, Graham, Sheras, Close Conoley, &
Garcia-Vazquez, 2006; Fenning, & Rose, 2007; Goff, Jackson, Di Leone, Allison, Culotta &
DiTomasso, 2014). People in the structuralist camp contend that Black males have low GPAs
because schools are inhospitable to them and cannot meet their needs. Scholars attribute the
student underperformance to teacher bias, racism, or the disconnect between White and Black
students. Influential to this view is Jawanza Kunjufu (2002, 2004), who asserts that the social
and academic plight of Black males is being determined by White teachers who cannot relate to
students, especially urban Black males. In addition to Africentric pedagogy, he argues that more
Black Male teachers are needed. Others have reinforced his approach. For example, in
Philadelphia charter school principal, Sharif El-Mekki leads an initiative, which seeks to attract
more African American male teachers (Graham, 2017). El-Mekki may or may not be successful.
However, his efforts to bring more Black men into the classroom are admirable.
While the push for more Black male teachers is essential, scholars also contend that
Black male high school performance will increase if educators focus on racial identity formation.
This approach derives from the work of Cross (1991), who expanded Erickson’s human
development model to include racial identity development. Cross’s five-stage theory of Black

13

identification, which he called the nigrescence model, outlined how people move from an
unhealthy non-African American identity to a healthy African-American identity over time. His
research was groundbreaking mainly since it centered on how African Americans can be
psychologically liberated even while living under oppression. A study by Ford and Harris (1997)
appears to support Cross’s arguments. Their investigation found that Black males with strong
racial identities had higher GPAs. Likewise, research conducted by Graham and Anderson
(2008) revealed that top-performing Black male high school students equated “blackness” with
academic achievement.
Moynihan (1965) theorized that the social and academic problems facing Black students
are the result of Black pathology, including poor Black parenting styles and the absence of
fathers. Several critics challenged Moynihan’s assertions. Hill (1972) wrote The Strengths of
Black Families. In contrast to Moynihan, Hill argued that the vast majority of Black families
have strong kinship bonds, a strong work orientation, and the ability to adapt to new family roles.
Additionally, he maintained that Black families have high achievement and religious orientation.
Hill’s assertions were paramount because they dispelled the myth that Black families are
aberrant and pay little attention to education. Additionally, his arguments were necessary
because, as the name of the books suggests, the positive strengths of Black families go unnoticed
Theoretical Framework
As mentioned above, researchers utilize various theoretical frameworks to investigate
educational problems. The theoretical lens a person selects is contingent on several factors,
including the researcher’s area of expertise, his or her training, and the educational problem at
hand. While I acknowledge the merits and usefulness of various frameworks, the current study
employs Yosso’s (2005) Cultural Wealth Model. Yosso defines this Community Cultural Wealth
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as “an array of cultural knowledge, skills abilities and contacts possessed by communities of
Color to survive and resist racism and other forms of oppression” (p. 77). Researchers often use a
deficit framework when working with students of color. Likewise, studies of African American
males often describe them as “lost,” “disappearing,” “endangered,” or “at risk.” Instead of
problematizing Black males and other students of color, for that matter, Yosso argues that
scholars should focus more on the strengths and positives traits that students of color possess.
Yosso’s framework is a reconceptualization of Bourdieu’s Cultural Capital theory (1977)
in which he argued that social and educational advantage moves from parent to child. Bourdieu
suggests that affluent children get ahead because they speak the language of their teachers. He
assumes that since upper-class members of society have more cultural capital, they can pass or
transmit their educational advantage to their children, which will lead to higher grades. Yosso
takes issue with Bourdieu’s conceptualization of cultural capital since it implies that White
middle or upper-class communities are somehow culturally wealthier than poorer Black or
Latino communities. She challenges the major assumptions of his theoretical enterprise. She
contends he misses the mark because his approach seemingly views minorities from a deficit
perspective instead of acknowledging their strengths, abilities, and agency. According to Yosso
(2005), there are many forms of capital. Linguistic capital alludes to the “various language, and
communication skills students possess” (p. 78). Her conceptualization of linguistic capital
includes the ability to communicate via art, music, rhyme, and poetry. Her assertions about
linguistic capital are significant since the poetic, lyrical, vocal and rhythmic talents of African
Americans are often overlooked by members of the dominant group.
Bourdieu’s social capital theory refers to how people use both formal and informal
networks to share information and get ahead. Yosso, however, takes issue with the
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conceptualization because it does not place enough emphasis on how Students of color use
networks to gain information about college and other social institutions. Resistance capital, on
the other hand, refers to how students challenge various forms of racism and oppression. One
could argue that this form of capital was on display during the civil rights movement when
African Americans stood up to challenge oppression. Resistance capital is also evident in the
Black Lives Matter movement as African Americans, and other activists have begun to cast a
spotlight on police brutality and the killing of unarmed Black men.
Familial capital alludes to the way people have “a commitment to the community wellbeing and enhances the concept of family to include a more broad understanding of kinship”
(Yosso, 2005, p. 79). More clearly, familial capital speaks to how people in a neighborhood will
work together to form an extended family or network of relatives and caregivers to make sure
their children are protected, nurtured, and supported during their educational journey. To
reference an old African proverb, familial capital alludes to how “It takes a village to raise a
child.”
Navigational capital alludes to how students of color gain access to college and manage
to navigate social institutions. This form of capital can also serve as a lens to understand how
some children who live and go to school in urban neighborhoods manage to achieve educational
success. In other words, students with navigational capital somehow manage to “make it”
because they know how to avoid certain situations, press on, and maneuver through social
intuitions (p. 80).
Over the last two decades, Yosso’s theory has served as a valuable theoretical lens to help
scholars understand how underprivileged children do well often in the face of unspeakable odds.
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The theory has been used as a framework to examine the educational experiences and aspirations
of Latino students as well as the parental involvement practices of low-income mothers of Black
boys (Luna & Martinez, 2012; Allen & White-Smith, 2017). Howard and his associates (2017)
used this framework to study people, programs, and practices within homes, schools, and
communities that influence the academic performance of Latino and Black male students. The
results from their study indicated that not only did the Black males want to do well personally,
they also wanted to receive high marks for their families and communities. Several scholars have
accepted Yosso’s critique and reconceptualization of Bourdieu’s Cultural Capital theory. For
instance, Brooms and Davis (2017) used Community Cultural Wealth as a theoretical lens to
investigate the educational aspirations of fifty-nine Black male students that attended three
different Historically White Institutions colleges. Seeking to learn more about their college and
pre-college experiences, they interviewed each man between 45 and 150 minutes. Four themes
emerged from their research; 1) while in high school they were affected by positive television
shows and other forms of mass media that highlighted the college experience, 2) the students
were influenced by the interactions they had with college students 3) the students aspired to
make it to college; and 4) the students had expectations of college before they attended. The
findings from Brooms and Davis’ study suggested that the young men drew on their aspirational,
social, and familial capital to gain entrance to college. The results from the study also
demonstrated how early and precollege experiences can influence what students think about and
can expect in college.
Carey’s (2016) study of two 11th grade boys (one Black and one Latino) drew on familial
capital to gain entrance to college. He analyzed data from observations, documents, and
interviews and found that students in his investigation received important messages regarding

17

college attendance. The students also made comparisons between family members who attended
college and were financially well off and those who did not and made less money. Based on
these observations, the boys concluded that chances for social mobility and job prospects would
be enhanced if they secured a degree. Carey’s research unearths how family capital can play a
critical role in a young person’s college aspirations. He recommends more research to learn more
about how families influence student post-secondary college goals.
The studies mentioned above speak to how Yosso’s community cultural wealth
framework can serve as a salient theoretical lens to explore the educational experiences of
students of color. Yosso’s framework will prove useful in my investigation on how Black male
students utilize neighborhood-based capital to excel in high school.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
“This was wrong, and that was cold-hearted. Cold-hearted. You took my son away from
me; you know hard it was for me to get him to stay in school and graduate; you know how many
Black men graduate? Not many.” Lezley McSpadden made this statement shortly after learning
the police killed her 18-year-old Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri. When she arrived on the
scene, his body was still lying in the street to the shock and amazement of friends, family
members, and other onlookers. Cameras captured the grieving mother’s frustration and anguish
and televised her emotions across the nation. Yet, out of all the things she could have said that
day, McSpadden commented on how hard it was to help her son navigate the educational
pipeline so he could walk across the stage and receive his diploma.
McSpadden’s comments resonate with the literature on the social and academic
challenges Black male students face. My review of the literature is organized into five broad
sections. The first section focuses on neighborhoods and the link between education and place
with a particular emphasis on poverty, racial segregation, and joblessness. The second section
focuses on the educational and schooling experiences of Black male students highlighting the
challenges they face both in and out of the classroom. The third section calls attention to the link
between racial identity and Black male academic achievement, and the next section centers on
Black family structures and parenting. The final section explores the role that religion,
particularly the Black church, plays in the lives of African Americans.
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Neighborhoods
Looking across the educational landscape, we find that the social and academic plight of
Black males, particularly those who live in urban areas, has been well studied and documented
(Madhubuti, 1991; Davis & Jordan, 1995; Anderson, 1999; Anderson; 2003; Kujufu, 2002;
Davis, 2003; Kunjufu 2004; Anderson, 2008; Noguera, 2008; Toldson, 2008; Joe & Davis, 2009;
Vanneman, Hamilton, Anderson, & Rahman, 2009; Howard, 2013). Scholars utilize a myriad of
theoretical frameworks, to conduct neighborhood-level research. For example, social isolation
theory assumes that urban residents “cut off” and adopt maladaptive behaviors because they do
not have regular interactions with people and institutions that represent mainstream society
(Wilson, 1987). In other words, poor people who live in the inner-city are at a distinct
disadvantage because they cannot connect with individuals who have social capital and
resources. Tigges, Browne, and Green (1998) used social isolation theory as a framework to
examine the nexus of race, class, and neighborhoods. Drawing on data from the 1993 Atlanta
Survey for Multi-City Study of Urban Inequality, they used a multi-stage, stratified areaprobability design. Whites were a part of their original sample, but their analysis primarily
focused on Black people and Non-Hispanic Whites. Tigges et al. also conducted face-to-face
interviews in addition to their quantitative research. The scholars found that in Atlanta, more
impoverished African-Americans who lived in disadvantaged neighborhoods were less likely to
have regular or sustained contact with people from mainstream society. When compared to other
groups, they were less likely to interact with a college-educated person. They argue that while
macroeconomic policies may help bridge the gap between Atlanta’s poor and wealthier residents,
scholars must acknowledge the obstacles that less affluent people face.
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Neighborhood effects research is an ecological approach that seeks to uncover how
structural conditions in a community (i.e., crime, poverty, violence) can have a bearing on a
person’s health, social and academic outcomes (Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Hughes & North, 2012).
Educational researchers who utilize this framework also point out how schools and
neighborhoods replicate inequities and posit that while it is essential to focus on teaching and
learning, community disadvantage is the real culprit when it comes to poor student achievement
(Wilson, 1987; Anyon, 1997; Wilson, 1998; Sampson, 2001). In his analysis of twenty-three
neighborhoods and institutional relationships studies, Johnson (2012) found evidence, which
suggested that neighborhood stability was positively associated with reading scores. He also
highlighted studies that suggested poor neighborhood conditions can hinder student performance.
According to Johnson, the results of neighborhood-level research are contingent on how
neighborhoods are defined and measured.
One of the significant assumptions of neighborhood effects research is that the academic
achievement of poor students will increase if they move to a more affluent neighborhood and
attend a more affluent school. Not everyone, however, finds this argument to be persuasive. The
results from the Moving to Opportunity (MTO) experiment were mixed (Sampson, 2001;
Sampson, 2008; Deluca, & Rosenblatt; 2010). Black females who moved to more affluent
neighborhoods received higher marks while Black males seemed to falter, and in some cases,
their academic performance declined (Sampson, 2008). However, subsequent MTO research
shows more positive outcomes. An analysis by Chetty, Hendren, and Katz (2016) revealed that
children who were under the age of thirteen when they moved to a lower-poverty neighborhood
had significantly higher incomes and were more likely to attend college than the control group.
By contrast, children who were above age thirteen when they moved to a lower-poverty
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neighborhood had adverse long term effects. The researchers posit that the negative outcomes
could have been attributed to disruption effects. The research conducted by Chetty and his
colleagues suggested that the amount of time a child spends in a lower-poverty neighborhood can
have significant consequences for a child’s life chances.
Empirical research has demonstrated that despite various public policies and initiatives,
racially segregated neighborhoods still exist. For instance, in their book American Apartheid:
Segregation and the underclass, Massey and Denton (1993) posit that in many American
neighborhoods, Black people are overrepresented within a social space. They refer to this
phenomenon as unevenness. Racial isolation refers to Black people who live in these
neighborhoods have virtually no contact with Whites. The researchers identify Black
neighborhoods that are connected as clustered. Lastly, the sociologists maintain that in some
urban areas, Black people are concentrated in the urban core and sparser on the periphery.
Massey and Denton refer to metropolitan areas that meet four out of the five of these conditions
as “hypersegregated.” In their review of the 1980 census data, they found sixteen metropolitan
regions that fit the criteria mentioned above. Further, according to their analysis, one-third of all
African Americans in the United States lived in extremely racially segregated neighborhoods at
that time.
Sharkey (2013) extends on Massey and Denton’s thesis in his book Stuck in place: Urban
neighborhoods and the end of progress toward racial equality. In his research, he found that
when compared to Whites, African Americans were over ten times more likely to live in a
disadvantaged neighborhood (p. 27). Perhaps more importantly, his research suggested that
Black people are more likely to remain in the same poor neighborhoods for generations, thus
essentially passing down social, economic, and educational disadvantage to their children.
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Whites, by contrast, are more likely to move out of impoverished areas. To address the needs of
urban residents, Sharkey recommends a durable urban policy that provides resources, support,
and opportunities for multiple generational family members. The policy should be able to
generate change that continues over time (p. 168).
The federal government passed legislation and instituted policies to keep African
Americans in specific neighborhoods and maintain White spaces (Sugrue, 2005; Lipsitz, 2005;
Sugrue, 2009). The Federal Housing Association was founded in 1934 to help Americans secure
a home. However, the agency would not guarantee mortgages in Black neighborhoods and
“redlined” the areas on a map (Hilfiker, 2003; Massey, 2015). Moreover, in 1955, the American
Servicemen’s Act, also called the GI Bill, was passed to help World War II veterans secure a
home. The houses typically cost $7500, and a $100 down payment, was returned at settlement.
Unfortunately, the GI Bill was only for White servicemen (Jackson, 1985). African-Americans
could risk their lives and fight for their country overseas, but they were treated to second class
citizens when they returned and had difficulty securing a mortgage. Facing racism and
oppression, they settled in more impoverished, segregated urban neighborhoods (Wilson, 1996).
Instead of investing in Black areas, the federal government instituted urban renewal
programs, developed Interstate Highway programs, and razed entire Black neighborhoods.
Author and activist James Baldwin rightly stated “urban renewal” meant “Negro Removal.”
Massey and Denton agreed with Baldwin’s assessment. According to the researchers, the “Black
ghetto was constructed through a series of well-defined institutional practices, private behaviors,
and public policies by which Whites sought to contain the growing urban Black populations”
(Massey & Denton, 1993, p. 10).
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Drawing on data from the 1998-1999 Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, Johnson
(2014) examined the math and science test scores of third-grade students who lived in southern
and non-southern areas. He used multi-level statistical methods, and his analysis found that
children who lived in low minority areas had higher test scores. More clearly stated, according to
Johnson, “residential segregation secures educational advantages for White children” (p. 212).
According to Rothstein (2015), the racial achievement gap would dissipate if poorer Black
students living in segregated neighborhoods went to school with their more privileged White
peers. White schools are not better than more impoverished Black schools; it merely means that
more affluent schools tend to have more resources, more qualified teachers, and current
materials.
The structuralist perspective emphasizes how schools and neighborhoods affect children.
Lofton and Davis (2015) conducted a qualitative study to understand the habitus of African
Americans. The thirty-eight African American students and twenty-six parents in their
exploration all lived in a poor neighborhood, yet the students all attended a White middle-class
school. The researchers interviewed the students for between 40-60 minutes and interviewed
their parents for between 1-3 hours. They also conducted observations, reviewed school
documents, and examined newspaper articles. They found that when they interviewed the
students at school, the children expressed a sense of shame and embarrassment about their
neighborhood. However, when one student was interviewed in his neighborhood, he expressed a
sense of pride and wanted to introduce one of the researchers to his friends and family members.
Lofton and Davis also found evidence of intergenerational tracking. When compared to Whites,
Black students were more likely to be placed in lower tracks. And, perhaps more importantly, the
researchers found that their parents were also in the lower tracks when they attended the school,
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which meant they mostly passed down inequalities to their children. Despite these findings,
Lofton and Davis maintain that African Americans are not bystanders in their fate, and that
agency can be nurtured within urban communities. Still, the results from their research are vital
as they cast a spotlight on systemic racism in schools.
While the structuralist perspective highlights how neighborhoods and schools influence
outcomes, the cultural perspective suggests that Black males lag behind their White peers
because they come from a “culture of poverty.” This view focuses on moral codes within
families, parenting styles, and how more impoverished children are socialized (Duncan et al.,
1998; Mandara, 2006; Anderson, 2008; Allen, 2015). In his ethnographic research with urban
residents, Anderson (1999) found that some city dwellers subscribed to “a code of the street,”
which he defined as “a set of informal rules governing interpersonal, public behavior,
particularly violence” (p. 33). This moral code dictates how disputes get resolved, and a person’s
reputation depends on his or her ability to fight or defend himself. In his examination, he found
that in urban neighborhoods, there is a difference between “street” and “decent” people. The
“street” people were more apt to resolve issues with violence, place less emphasis on education,
and less likely to participate in the traditional job market.
Conversely, “decent people” tended to value education, place a high emphasis on civility,
and resolve issues peacefully. Anderson’s investigation is paramount since it revealed how innercity residents are not monolithic. Researchers who subscribe to the culturalist viewpoint argue
that investing money in urban schools will not increase achievement. Instead, more attention
should focus more on changing people’s attitudes about education.
Poverty continues to be a significant problem in American society. In his exploration of
census data, Jargowsky (2013) found that in 2000 only 4% of Whites lived in high poverty
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neighborhoods where more than 40% of the residents were poor. However, the percentage of
poor Whites grew to 7% by 2011. Conversely, 19% of the African Americans lived in high
poverty neighborhoods in 2000; but by 2011, the number had increased to 23%. Black poverty is
different than White poverty. Studies show that Black poverty tends to be more isolated,
concentrated, and heterogeneous (Massey & Denton, 1993). Additionally, as I mentioned above,
when compared to Whites, Black people are more likely to remain “stuck” in poverty over
several generations (Sharky, 2013). Black children and Black males by extension who live in
poverty are at a distinct educational disadvantage since there is a higher possibility that they will
attend a more impoverished school where inexperienced and uncertified teachers will teach them
(Yeo, 1997; Ladson-Billings, 2000; McBride Murray, Berkel, Gaylord-Harden, Copeland-Linder
& Nation, 2011).
McBride and her colleagues (2011) reviewed the scholarly literature to ascertain how
neighborhood poverty influences adolescent development. The results from their analysis
discovered that when compared to Black females, Black males who lived in disadvantaged
neighborhoods are more than twice as likely to drop out of school (p. 118). Further, their
research revealed that neighborhood poverty might foster hopelessness, which in turn can lead to
higher incidences of suicidal thoughts, particularly among African American teenagers (p. 139).
Their findings are crucial, especially since in recent years, there has been a steady increase in the
number of suicide attempts and completions among young African American males (Joe, 2008).
Unfortunately, psychologists, practitioners, and mental health counselors cannot determine the
exact reason for this alarming trend.
Over the last several decades, the jobless rate among African Americans has concerned
economists, social scientists, and activists (Wilson, 1987; Wilson, 1996; Kalil & Wightman,
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2011). At present, the unemployment rate for Black people hovers around 7.4%, yet for Black
men, the number is approximately 8.9%. The high unemployment rate in the Black community is
especially troubling since parental unemployment is associated with problem behaviors in
children, and youngsters who have unemployed parents have a 15% higher probability of grade
retention (Hill, Morris, Castells, & Walker, 2011; Stevens & Schaller, 2011). A study by Kalil
and Wightman (2011) revealed that the children of White middle-class unemployed parents were
less likely to secure a postsecondary degree and that the association for the Black middle class
was roughly three times as strong. One plausible cause for the disparity is that Black and White
people experience unemployment differently. African Americans are less likely to have a When
a financial “parachute” or money in the bank to sustain them during hard times. Thus,
unemployment can lead to a host of problems, including residential instability and lack of food,
which, of course, could translate to academic difficulties for Black children.
Advances in technology have led to some new and exciting developments in
neighborhood research. Geographic information systems (GIS) have enabled researchers to
visually map the conditions in various communities, and make clear how some areas are more
populated than others. They can also reveal the development and location of roadways, and
show in bold relief how different sections in a city have more abandoned houses or new
construction than others. In his early research on urban poverty, Jargowsky (1997) primarily
relied on census data, unemployment figures, and other quantitative data to investigate
neighborhoods. More recently, however, his research has included more GIS maps to show areas
with concentrated poverty (Jargowsky, 2015). His new research is compelling in part because it
helps both statisticians and laypeople understand the spatial dimension of poverty.
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In education research, geographic information systems can help examine the local context
in which education takes place. Hogerbe (2012) utilized this technology to explore the
surrounding areas of three schools, which were fifteen minutes apart. The first school was
located near two major highways and a rock quarry, the second was located by agricultural
fields, and the third was situated in an urban neighborhood. Hogerbe argues that these
differences matter in part because of the type of teachers these schools will attract. Areas with
lower crime, high property values, and greater social cohesion tend to attract educators with
better credentials and more experience, which in turn could lead to better student outcomes (p.
152).
Tate and Hogrebe (2011) used data provided from the 2000 census and GIS technology to
map the residential locations of Black males in proximity to biotechnology centers in St. Louis,
Missouri. They also examined the course-taking patterns of Black high school seniors who lived
in the region. The visual snapshot provided by the researchers revealed that the majority of Black
males lived in two areas within proximity to biotechnology centers. They argue that for the Black
males to take advantage of the jobs in these areas, an adequate transportation system must be
established. The findings from Tate and Hogrebe’s research support Wilson’s spatial mismatch
theory: job opportunities are available, but people cannot secure them because of transportation
issues or the fact that the jobs are in remote locations. In addition to their analysis of the
residential locations of Black males, Tate and Hogrebe analyzed data provided by the Missouri
Department of Education. They found that only a few of the African American male students in
the district were proficient in math or took the necessary coursework to secure a job in the
biotechnology industry. Tate and Hogrebe’s findings on the lack of Black male proficiency in
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math are congruent with other nationwide studies and highlight the disparities between Black
and White male students.
Furstenberg, Cook, Eccles, Elder, and Sameroff (1999) researched urban neighborhoods
in Philadelphia for seven years to gain insight into the lives of families and teenagers. Instead of
using a single conceptual model, the researchers drew on various parenting theories and
methodologies to understand variations in the outcomes of the children. One of the primary goals
of the study was to better understand how and why some urban adolescents manage to be
successful or “make it” while others seemingly languished. The findings from their research
suggested that the parents who lived in the various neighborhoods used many strategies to steer
their children away from negative influences while at the same time pointing them towards
positive resources. Such findings are crucial because they run counter to the dominant discourse
that urban parents do not care about their children’s education.
Black Male Educational and Schooling Experiences
An emerging body of literature has cast a spotlight on the educational experiences and
perspectives of Black male students (Davis & Jordan, 1995; Payne & Brown, 2010; Caton, 2012;
Howard, 2013; Howard, 2014). Black males, as well as Black children in general, are frequently
unprepared for kindergarten and grade school, and once they fall behind it is extremely difficult
for them to catch up (Campbell, Hombo & Mazzeo, 2000; Fryer & Levitt, 2006; Coleman,
Campbell, & Hobson, 1966; Phillips, Crouse, & Ralph, 1998). African American males face a
myriad of academic problems when they enter the fourth grade. When compared to their White
counterparts and children of other races, they are more likely to be held back during this critical
year. Kunjufu (2004) refers to this phenomenon as the “fourth grade failure syndrome” and
contends one reason fourth grade Black boys falter is because, during that year, the classroom
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becomes more static. More emphasis is placed on lecture-style pedagogy. Another scholar posits
that Black male students struggle in fourth grade because their teachers do not fully understand
their learning styles or high key manner of play (Cartledge, 1997).
Allen (2015) investigated the educational experiences of four academically successful
Black male students who attended a large suburban high school in the Western section of the
United States. Using critical race theory as a conceptual framework and interpretive qualitative
methods, his study included interviews with students to learn more about how they understood
the purpose of school and why they believed it was important to be academically successful. His
research suggested the students benefited from having a strong support system of teachers and
parents who valued and understood the importance of academic achievement. The investigator
argues that both the structuralist and culturalist perspectives tend to overlook human agency.
Allen’s research and findings are particularly noteworthy because he rejected the deficit model,
which is so pervasive in the scholarly literature on Black males.
In another study, Harper and Davis (2012) reviewed and conducted a systematic content
analysis of 304 essays written by Black male college juniors from across the United States who
applied to The University of Pennsylvania’s Grad Prep Academy, a program that seeks to
prepare Black men for Ph.D.studies in the field of education. The researchers found that three
themes emerged from the essays they examined 1) the Black male students in their analysis were
aware of educational inequalities in schools 2) the young men they interviewed saw education as
the great equalizer and 3) in their review they found that Black males were purposeful and
intentional in their pursuit of a Ph.D. The research conducted by Harper and Davis is crucial. It
presents a counternarrative to the dominant discourse on Black male disengagement in school.
The findings from their study suggest that Black men care very much about their education.
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Brooms (2015) conducted both semi-structured and in-depth interviews with twenty
Black male high school graduates to examine how they navigated and were affected by their
urban neighborhoods when they were students. All of the men previously attended an urban
college preparatory high school in Chicago and were college students between the ages of 20-23
years at the time of the interviews. The men in the study said they faced the potential for physical
altercations with people in their neighborhoods every day. In some instances, they had
confrontations with people who attended different schools or young adult community members.
One person who said his neighborhood made him think about where he did not want to live when
he got older, while another made it clear that his high school served as a haven for him and
protected him from the streets. The insights provided by the young men in the study cast a
spotlight on the neighborhood related challenges they faced daily. Moreover, the findings from
the study revealed how resilient the young men were and brought to light how they were able to
navigate and negotiate the social terrain in their neighborhoods.
In a fascinating study, Warren (2016) investigated the supports that lead to college
attendance for eighteen African American males who attended a single-sex high school in
Chicago. All of the men in the study were on track to graduate from college in six years. Seeking
to learn more about the student’s experiences, he employed a phenomenological approach and
interviewed them for between 1.5 and 2 hours. Two key concepts emerged from Warren’s
research. First, the students made clear that instructional supports were essential to their
academic preparation. The teachers were available for the students, made time to talk to them, set
high academic standards, believed in their abilities and were sincerely concerned about their
school performance. Several of the participants, however, said that the teachers at the school did
not intellectually challenge them enough; thus, they were unprepared for the academic rigors of
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college. Secondly, the young men in the study highlighted how they benefited from the social
support they received. They felt connected to the school’s staff members and their peers and
mentioned how the school was a “family” or “brotherhood.” While Warren’s findings cannot be
generalized to other populations, they can provide valuable insight into how Black males
perceive their academic preparation.
More recently, Rhoden (2017) conducted research with African American males who
were in their second year of college and had previously attended an all-male charter high school
in an urban city in the Mid-Atlantic section of the United States. The researcher was primarily
interested in learning about their perceptions and experiences while they were in high school and
college. He conducted ten semi-structured interviews with the young men as well as their
previous high school administrators, teachers, and college counselor. His findings suggest the
young men were academically successful because they trusted themselves. They also trusted
their peers (relational trust), academic mentors, and teachers while in high school (intuitional
trust). Rhoden’s findings on institutional trust are vital since they reveal how the young men felt
supported while they were in high school. Participants in the study said their high school
experiences helped them be successful in college.
Over thirty years ago Cynthia Fordham and John Ogbu (1986) started a controversy when
they maintained that Black students purposely did not try hard in school because they were afraid
their Black friends would accuse them of “acting White.” Stinson (2011) conducted research
with four academically successful African American males in their twenties to test this
hypothesis. He interviewed the young men several times over six months to examine their views
on achievement. Altogether, each person gave up anywhere between 30-40 hours of their time to
answer questions and share their opinions. Stinson’s findings suggested that the men excelled in
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the classroom despite Fordham’s and Ogbu’s argument that Black students link high test scores
and passing grades with “acting White.” Interestingly, at least two of the young men in the study
said they did not feel the burden to “act White” because the majority of their peers in high school
were Black. Stinson’s analysis is significant since it sheds light on the schooling experiences of
Black male students. The young men’s stories provide a counter-story to the dominant discourse
on Black male underachievement.
The experiences of gay or non-conforming Black male students are often overlooked in
the scholarly literature. McCready (2004), however, cast a spotlight on the challenges these
students face in his research with two African American male students who identified as gay and
attended a large urban high school in the Bay Area of California. Drawling on a
multidimensional framework and qualitative research methods, the researcher interviewed and
observed the students in a school support group and extra-curricular activities. In a detailed and
nuanced article, the researcher highlighted how students navigated multiple identities. They
dealt with racism and rejection from their peers and teachers. McCready recommends that urban
educators utilize a multidimensional framework when working with gay or non-conforming
students. The framework should take into account how race, class, gender, and sexuality
contribute to the marginalization of Black male students (p. 141). Davis (2009) also calls
attention to how the interplay between race and gender, as well as the conceptualization of
masculinity, can affect a child’s educational experience. He argues that instead of viewing Black
males through a problem-focused lens, educators should acknowledge the strengths, abilities, and
assets of this group.
Scholars locate the problem of Black male underachievement to the fact that more than
any other group they are more likely to be disciplined, suspended or expelled from school (Skiba
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et al., 2002; Verdugo, 2002; Skiba et al., 2006; Fenning, & Rose, 2007). Educational research
clearly shows that there is an inverse relationship between academic attainment and suspensions
(Davis & Jordan, 1995; Noltemeyer, et al.; 2015; Morris & Perry, 2016). Mendez and Knoff
(2003) investigated out-of-school suspensions in a large, ethnically diverse school district in
Florida. They used quantitative methods to analyze a data set of 142 students by race, gender,
school level, and infraction type. The results of their study revealed that when compared to other
groups, Black male students were much more likely to be suspended. They recommend that
educators utilize an ecological approach to better understand the reasons why some students
misbehave in the first place and suggest that school-wide preventative measures be adopted to
reduce the number of suspensions.
Kennedy-Lewis and Murphy (2016) conducted an interpretivist qualitative study with
middle school students accused of misbehavior. Drawing on Bernburg’s labeling theory, their
study aimed to gain insight into the student’s experiences and learn if they accepted the “bad”
label they received from educators and, if so, how that label affected their educational
experiences. They conducted interviews with eleven students who they identified as “frequent
fliers” and spoke to them on four different occasions for between 45 and 60 minutes. The racial
composition of participants consisted of four Black males, five Black females, and two students
of mixed race. The researchers found that even though students were accused of various
infractions and excluded from school, they did not view themselves negatively or “bad.”
Students did, however, indicate that they felt as though the educators at their school did not
understand them. Kennedy-Lewis and Murphy’s findings provide insight into the experiences of
young students in their study. The qualitative research methods they used in their research
empowered the students and gave them a “voice.”
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The problem of Black male overrepresentation in special education programs has
captured the attention of scholars, theorists and practitioners (Russo & Talbert-Johnson, 1997;
Higgins, Raskind, Goldberg, & Herman, 2002; Noguera, 2008; Howard, 2014; Zhang,
Katsiyannis, Ju, & Roberts, 2014; Schott Foundation, 2015). According to a 2015 report, when
compared to students of other races ages 6-21, Black males were 2.14 times more likely to be
classified as emotionally disturbed, and 1.51 more likely to be classified as having a specific
learning disability (US Department of Education, 2015). More troubling is the fact that Black
males constitute 11.3% of all students in special education programs in the United States. It is
essential to address the overrepresentation of Black males in special education programs since
students in these programs can develop a sense of learned helplessness, suffer from self-esteem
issues are more likely to be suspended, and less likely to graduate from school (Higgins et al.,
2002; US Department of Education, 2015).
Numerous have examined how teachers perceive African American students (Winfield,
1986; Hargrove & Seay, 2011; Ullucci, & Howard, 2015). Lynn (2006) conducted a qualitative
study using Lightfoot’s technique of portraiture (Lightfoot, 1983; Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis,
1997) to explore the pedagogy of three African American male teachers who worked in a large,
African-American, urban high school in California. Using Ladson-Billing’s (1994) culturally
relevant teaching as a theoretical framework, he highlighted the culturally relevant practices of
the men. Over nine months, he interviewed the men at least five times each to explore their
perceptions of society, as well as their experiences teaching and working in urban schools. The
researcher found that the men in his study were able to connect with their students because they
understood what it was like to be Black and male and experience racism. The men could also
connect to the students because they were familiar with the “street culture.” Lynn argues that the
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commitment and insight the men provide is irreplaceable. More African American male teachers
are needed because they can understand the social and academic hurdles African American
students face.
In another study, Lynn and his colleagues (2010) used qualitative research methods to
examine teachers’ and administrators’ perspectives of the low academic achievement of Black
male high school students. Participants in the study attended an affluent all-Black high school
located in the mid-Atlantic region of the United States. The researchers used critical race theory
as a framework to guide their research, and data was collected over eighteen months. Data
collection included focus groups, as well as formal and informal interviews with teachers,
counselors, and administrators. The findings from their study indicated that the vast majority of
staff members blamed the students as well as families and neighborhoods for their poor academic
performance. The investigators additionally posited that the school had a “culture of defeat and
hopelessness” (p. 290). The research conducted by Lynn and his colleagues is essential because
it uncovers how teachers perceive Black students.
In a different study, Nelson (2016) used critical ethnography to explore how relational
teaching strategies can help facilitate learning in Black male students. The investigator used a
relational teaching framework to guide his study and collected data during the 2011-2012 school
year. His unit of analysis was twenty-seven eight grade African American males who attended a
single-sex middle school in New York City. He conducted in-depth interviews with the students
and examined their narratives for salient themes and motifs. According to Nelson, the
relationally effective teachers in his study went to great lengths to connect and advocate for their
students. Additionally, he found that relationally effective teachers established common ground
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with their students and accommodated opposition. Nelson’s examination is essential since it
helps us understand how positive student-teacher relationships can undergird student learning.
Hotchkins (2016) conducted a qualitative study to understand how Black males respond
to microaggressions from White teachers. All six participants in his study attended a racially
diverse high school located in a Mountain West state. Data collection included 60-80 minute
face-to-face interviews with each participant over ten weeks as well as classroom observations
and focus groups. Hotchkins’ research unearthed three themes. First, his study revealed that
White teachers engaged in monolithic targeting, which means they collectively viewed Black
males from a deficit perspective; when one Black male did something wrong, they were all said
to be mischievous. Second, his analysis uncovered how students engaged in behavioral
vacillation or adjusted their behavior based on their environment. An example of this would be
how the students dressed in baggy clothes, or wore their hats backward when they were in public
spaces, but did not do this during the school day for fear the White teachers would perceive them
negatively.
Hotchkins’ exploration suggested the students engaged in what he called integrative
mobility. This term refers to how teens would form relationships with students from other races
and how those students would support them as they attempted to deal with the microaggressions
of White teachers. In one instance, a White student supported a Black male after realizing the
person could not go forward with a project about the Negro Baseball League because the state
did not acknowledge Black history month. The findings from Hotchkins’ exploration uncovers
the systemic obstacles Black males encounter at school. He recommends that school districts
offer trainings and professional development workshops to help eliminate racist and
microaggressive practices.

37

Racial Identity and Black Male Academic Achievement
Identity plays a decisive role in a student’s academic and social trajectory (Daniel-Tatum,
1997; Nougera, 2003; Harper, 2007; Nougerua, 2008; DeCuir-Gunby, 2009; Nasir, McLaughlin,
& Jones, 2009). Research conducted by Ford and Harris (1997) found that Black males with
strong racial identities had higher GPAs. Interestingly, they found the same to be true of Black
females. Graham and Anderson (2008) conducted a case study of three academically gifted
African American male seniors that attended a predominantly African American urban high
school to investigate the interplay between racial and ethnic identity and school performance.
Using an embedded micro-ethnographic approach, the scholars found that some of the men in the
study equated the term “Blackness” with achievement. One student indicated that he felt an
obligation to perform well in school because of the sacrifices his ancestors made for him.
Graham and Anderson’s findings are paramount because they challenge the discourse that Black
male students have little or no desire to apply themselves in the classroom.
Brown and his colleagues (2017) conducted a yearlong case study of a science-focused
urban charter school to examine how the school attempted to define the student’s identity, and
how the representational practices reflect the school’s mission. The institution was called the 100
Black Men School. It was started in 2012 by a group of African American male doctors, lawyers,
and educators who were interested in addressing the underachievement of Black male students
who attended the public schools in Oakland, CA. The researchers took photographs of the
images on the walls taking careful note to document where they placed the photos throughout the
building. Brown and his colleagues found evidence that the school’s staff members went to great
lengths to shape the identity of its students. Images on the walls and written documents sought to
instill a strong cultural, racial, and academic identity for the students. Further, since the school
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focused on science, technology, math, and engineering (STEM), the students were allowed to
report to the Neil Degrasse Tyson, Benjamin Banneker, or George Washington Carver “house”
where they learned about the individual’s work, research and legacy. The educators at the 100
Black Men School made the connection between identity and performance and sought to instill a
strong racial, social, and academic identity in the students.
Black males tend to have difficulty finding their academic footing and making sense of
the world regardless of their socioeconomic status. Dr. Pedro Noguera is a well-respected scholar
whose research focuses on urban schools, educational injustices, and Black male students. Yet,
in his book, The Trouble with Black Boys (2008), he shares the story of how his son began to
receive poor marks in school despite his previous successes in the classroom. His sudden drop in
performance puzzled the researcher and his wife, especially since their son, Joaqiun, had the
cognitive ability and resources to excel in the classroom. Eventually, Noguera realized that his
son was suffering from an identity crisis as he wrestled with his place in society and school. On
the one hand, he felt he needed to project the tough image of an angry young Black man, yet on
the other hand, he knew he needed to do well in school. In time Joaqiun’s grades improved in
part because his father was present to help him successfully navigate the steps toward manhood
and took steps to help his son get back on track. However, the ordeal provided Noguera with an
up-close and personal view of what contemporary Black males endure when they struggle to find
their place in society and school.
Nasir, McLaughlin, and Jones (2009) explored data from a 2-year study on youth who
attended an urban public high school located in the East Bayside area of Northern California.
Their study aimed to examine the variations of African American racial identity for students who
attended the school and how these variations influenced their academic performance. Using
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social-cultural and ecological theories as frameworks, they employed both quantitative and
qualitative research methods. One hundred and twenty-one students from diverse backgrounds
participated in the study; however, the researchers only examined data from sixty-one African
American students. The results from their study suggested that there are at least two versions of
African American identity. The first is what the researchers refer to as a “street savvy” African
American identity. The individuals who fit into this category might be viewed by society as
“thugs” or “gangsters.” These students wore fashionable name brand clothing, did not speak
Standard English, and do not see their African American identity connected to the school.
Conversely, the “school-oriented and socially conscious” African American identity alluded to
students who were connected to their school, community, and their cultural and historical legacy.
The findings from the quantitative research indicated that there was a relationship between
student beliefs and performance. The research conducted by Nasir, McLaughlin, and Jones is
vital since it underscores the link between racial identity to school performance.
Nasir and Shah (2011) conducted empirical research to analyze how Black male students’
identify themselves in comparison to children from other races. Drawing on sociocultural theory
and cultural psychology, they examined interview data from three complementary studies, all of
which sought to understand student’s beliefs about race and mathematics learning. The
researchers paid particular attention to the interview data with Black male students. Their
investigation suggested that Black males often do not believe that African Americans are good at
school or mathematics. By contrast, the vast majority of students thought Asian students were
good at school and math. Nasir and Shah contend that a counternarrative is needed to challenge
the dominant discourse that African American students are inferior to other children.
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Unfortunately, the researchers do not adequately discuss the psychological outcomes that can
emerge when Black males identify themselves as inferior students.
Flennaugh (2016) explored the academic self-concept of two high performing African
American male students. Both students were juniors and attended the same predominately Black
high school located in South Los Angeles. The researcher utilized qualitative methods and
utilized Multiple Worlds Theory as a theoretical framework in his study. The students
participated in semi-structured interviews, which lasted between 20-30 minutes. They also
participated in an identity mapping activity, which the researcher used to help the students
recognize and acknowledge the multiple aspects of their identity. The Black male students in the
study communicated how they received various sources of support. Significantly, both the
student’s identity maps revealed how family and education (or school) were essential parts of
their self-concept. One student, however, noted that religion was a critical part of his selfconcept, which is significant since this aspect of Black male identity and is often overlooked in
the scholarly literature. According to Flennaugh, educators can and should use identity mapping
to help students understand the various parts of their self-concepts or identities.
The low-grade point average of African American male college students has concerned
university officials and scholars for some time. Theories used to explain their poor academic
performance range from poor high school preparation, intuitional racism, or the simple lack of
motivation. Reid (2013) conducted a quantitative study to determine if successful undergraduate
Black male college students reported a heightened self-efficacy, racial identity attitudes, and
institutional integration. The 190 men in his study came from five primarily White institutions
located in the United States. The results from his research indicated that confident students, had a
high sense of racial identity and felt connected to their peers and the school’s faculty members
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tended to have higher grade point averages. Although the results from their study were
interesting, they do not give us the full picture. Reid’s analysis might be richer if they
interviewed the men to secure information about their experiences at primarily White
institutions. The findings from Reid’s study, however, suggest that administrators at mainly
White research institutions should find a way to facilitate interactions between Black male
students and faculty members.
DeCuir-Gunby, Martin, and Cooper (2012) conducted a qualitative study to examine how
parents and an independent private school influenced the Black racial identity of students. Their
study took place at an elite private school located in a Southern region of the United States.
Using a bioecological framework to guide their research, they conducted two in-depth interviews
with a total of six students (three girls and three boys). One student, a 17-year-old Black female,
recently graduated from the school. The results from DeCuir-Gunby and her colleague’s
examination revealed that parents went to great lengths to make sure that the children attended
events sponsored by Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and the Black
church. The parents also made sure the children participated in race-conscious activities, to make
them aware of their history and help them develop a sense of racial pride. The results from their
study also revealed that students defined what it meant to be African American in different ways.
They indicated that at times it was challenging to maintain a positive Black racial identity and
sense of self because there were not many minorities in school. The researchers contend that
more mixed methods studies need to be conducted to shed light on the experiences of African
American students who attend private schools. And, perhaps more importantly, they call for
more studies that investigate how additional contexts such as neighborhoods and churches,
influence the racial identity development of Black children.
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Gullan, Hoffman, and Leff (2011) conducted a mixed-methods study to examine the
identity development and academic achievement of sixteen African-American students who lived
in a high poverty neighborhood and attended a k-8 public school. Using Erickson’s psychosocial
theory as a framework, they collected data over two years. Data collection primarily consisted of
focus groups and youth surveys. The results from their examination suggested that Black
students had difficulty during their teenage years because they received mixed messages about
how they should think and behave. The students felt pressure to act one way when they were in
the presence of their Black peers and community members and another way when they were in
the company of White people. These findings were consistent with other research, which
suggested that Black people “code shift” or modify their behavior and speech patterns based on
the racial composition of a group (Koch, Gross, & Kolts, 2001). According to Gullan and her
colleagues’ institutions and organizations must do more to promote positive youth development,
especially for vulnerable teenagers.
Byrd and Chavous (2009) conducted a multilevel study to investigate the relationship
between racial identity and academic performance. Using social disorganization theory as a
framework, they examined data from the 1993 Maryland Adolescent Development Study.
Participants consisted of 564 African American (56% male) eighth grade students. Their
examination of racial identity and GPAs was different than most studies as they included
neighborhood-level factors such as collective socialization, economic opportunity, and
instructional resources. They found that children who lived in neighborhoods with more
institutional resources and positive role models tended to have higher GPAs and were less likely
to cut class. The findings from their research also revealed that youth who lived in more
impoverished neighborhoods but had higher racial pride tended to do better in school. The study
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conducted by Bryd and Chavous is vital because it uncovers how neighborhood-level
characteristics in conjunction with racial identity can and influence school performance.
Investigating racial identity is vital since how Black children, and particularly Black
males, view and feel about themselves, can have an impact on their schooling and social
outcomes. More research is needed to examine the relationship between urban neighborhoods,
racial identity, and achievement.
Black Family Structure and Parenting
Household structure and parenting styles play an essential role in a student’s life chances
and overall academic performance (Boyd-Franklin, 2000; Lareau, 2002; Joe & Davis, 2009;
Cooper, Crosnoe, Suizzo, & Pituch, 2010; Lareau, 2011). Moynihan (1965) argued that the
social and academic issues facing Black students could be rooted in Black pathology, including
poor Black parenting styles and the absence of Black fathers. Over 35 years after Moynihan’s
report, Lareau (1987) used Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory as a theoretical framework to
explore racial and class differences in child-rearing. The researcher found that regardless of race,
more affluent parents were more likely to see their children’s teachers as allies in the educational
process, more apt to ask questions about assignments, and more likely to participate in school
activities when asked. By contrast, working-class parents were more likely to view their
children’s teachers as the “experts,” less inclined to ask questions, and when asked, they were
less likely to participate in school-related activities. Lareau (2002, 2011) found that upper class
parents tend to make sure their children are involved in structured, cultural, and educational
activities (a term she calls “concerted growth”). By contrast, less affluent parents exhibited an
orientation towards “natural growth” or the belief that their children would thrive as long as they
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had food, shelter, and love. In sum, Lareau argues that instead of race, social class plays a more
prominent role in parenting styles and behavior.
According to the census bureau, more than 70% of Black children live in families headed
by a single parent female. Images of Black female parents are varied; however, more often than
not, the media portrays Black female parents as angry, hostile, or unconcerned about their
children. It is also not uncommon for educators to perceive Black parents as somehow
uninterested in their children's educational progress (Fine, 1993; Ladson-Billings, 2007).
Nevertheless, in her study of fourteen low and working class mothers, Cooper (2009) discovered
that the women were very concerned about the type and quality of education their children
received. The Black female parents in Cooper’s study set high academic goals, advocated for
their children, and willingly confronted teachers who they thought did not have their children’s
best interest at heart. The researcher maintains that more empirical and theoretical research is
needed to reframe the conversation about Black mother’s parental care and involvement. The
results from her investigation suggest that African American women value education and want
their children to do well in school.
A Black woman’s marital status may officially be listed as “single” even though she lives
with a male partner who is not the child’s biological father. He may provide financial and
emotional support, and consistently helps with the child rearing duties. Likewise, the role of
Black stepfathers is often overlooked in the scholarly literature even though they are an integral
part of children’s lives, will help with homework, and ensure that the youngsters prepare for
tests, quizzes, and exams.
Black parents purposely choose to participate in their children’s educational activities.
For example, in her quantitative study of 101 African American men, Abel (2012) found that a
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parent’s education level and knowledge influences how involved he was his children. Fathers
with advanced educational levels tended to view home based educational activities more
favorably than men who did not have a high school diploma or GED. A man’s confidence in his
abilities influenced how he helped his children, and the type of invitation he received from his
child’s teachers had an impact on whether he would complete a particular task.
Allen and White-Smith (2017) investigated the parental involvement practices and
cultural wealth of ten low-income mothers of Black boys who sent their sons to an integrated
high school on the West coast of the United States. Drawing on critical race theory as a
theoretical framework, the researchers specifically choose to focus their attention on and conduct
interviews with four working class mothers from their sample. The research sought to learn more
about their parental involvement practices as well as their son’s experiences at school. The
results from Allen and White-Smith’s study suggested that the women were very much involved
in their children’s education. At the elementary level, the parents were able to able to volunteer
at their son’s schools, connect with their teachers, and even attend field trips. However, once
their sons entered high school, the form, structure, and bureaucratic barriers hampered their
ability to stay involved with their children's activities at school. Still, the women did everything
they could and relied on various forms of capital (i.e., racial capital, navigation capital, and
aspirational capital) to ensure their children received a decent education. The findings from Allen
and White-Smith’s investigation are critical. Their research provides a counternarrative to the
dominant conversation, which suggests Black women are unsupportive, or unsuitable parents.
Research suggests that Black men can and will raise their children when Black women
are unavailable or neglect their parental responsibilities. An exploration by Kreider and Ellis
(2011) revealed that in 2009, there were 48,469 Black male single parents in the US. While
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scholars might contend that this number is relatively small when compared to the number of
single parent Black females, the data suggest that men, particularly Black men, can and are
willing to raise their children without the help of a spouse. Coles (2009) interviewed twenty
Black male single parents to learn more about their experiences and the obstacles they faced.
Like single parent females, the men endured a great deal of stress from managing job and
parental responsibilities. More importantly, Cole’s research allows us to “hear” from Black men
who are raising their children and makes clear that African American males can be supportive
and loving parents.
Furstenberg and his colleagues (1999) found that regardless of their socioeconomic status
when compared to Whites, African Americans were more likely to restrict their children’s
exposure to street influences and place their children in positive activities. African American
parents scored higher on parental management strategies, and when compared to Whites, they
are more apt to involve their children in church activities. By including their children in church
events, Black parents could essentially keep watch over them and monitor their peer
associations. White parents who lived in high resource neighborhoods were at ease with letting
their children play and move about outside. Conversely, Black parents who lived in more
impoverished areas tended to employ more restrictive parenting strategies in part because
neighborhood-level resources were often unavailable in their communities. They also limited
their children’s exposure to the streets for fear that they would have a negative and, in some
cases, deadly encounters with the police. Although Furstenberg and his colleagues conducted
their research in 1999, Black parents today still worry that the police might kill their sons. Such
fears are justified, particularly in light of the recent deaths of Tamir Rice, Michael Brown,
Laquan McDonald, and George Floyd, all of whom lived in urban neighborhoods and were killed
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by the police. The results from Furstenberg et al.’s study suggest that Black and White parents
perceive their neighborhoods differently and engage in different child rearing strategies. Some
urban communities have limited resources and few extracurricular activities. Still, the Black
parents who live in these communities know how to support their children’s education to help
them do well in school.
Religion
The Black church has played and crucial role in the lives of African Americans since its
inception (Frazier, 1974; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990) and over the past two decades, scholars have
investigated the link between religion, church attendance and school performance (Williams,
2002, et. al; Regnerus, 2003; Byfield, 2008). Jeynes (2003) examined data from the 1992
National Educational Longitudinal Study to uncover whether religious commitment influenced
academic achievement. The sample size consisted of 18,726 students who identified themselves
as White, Hispanic, African American, Asian, and Native American. The results from his
quantitative study revealed that religious commitment and academic performance are linked.
Jeynes states, “It would appear that religion not only impacts academic achievement at the
school level, as many researchers have suggested but impacts academic achievement at the
individual level as well (pg. 59).” Research conducted by Toldson and Anderson (2010) agrees
with Jeynes’ findings. Toldson and Anderson investigated data from 6795 students who
completed the 2008 Monitoring the Future: A Continuing Study of American Youth. The eighth
grade students in the study answered questions regarding how often they attended church, their
self-concept, whether their parents helped them with their homework, and their regard for school.
The researchers conducted a multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) to make comparisons
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among the students. The results from their study indicated that when compared to children of
other races, Black students were more likely to participate in church religious activities.
Additionally, their research found that African American students who had a positive
self-concept were less likely to get in trouble at school and more likely to go to church. Finally,
the researchers noted that when compared to students from other races, Black students who went
to church had higher GPAs. Considering the findings from their study, Toldson and Anderson
posit that the Black church can and should do more to use its leverage to support African
American students.
Social scientists use many theoretical paradigms to explore the association of religious
institutions, neighborhoods, and children. Johnson, Jang, Spencer, & Larson (2000) used
Skogan’s (1990) conceptualization of neighborhood disorder to assess if religious involvement
mediates crime. The researchers examined data from the 1977 National Youth Survey and paid
particular attention to Black respondents. The results from their analysis suggested that Black
youth who attend church were less likely to commit offenses, particularly violent crimes. The
findings from their quantitative study were intriguing. Yet, they rightly argued that more
qualitative studies are needed to learn more about church workers interact with at-risk youth.
Wood and Hilton (2012) conducted a qualitative study to explore the factors that lead to
academic success in community college. Using Herndon’s three expressions of spirituality as a
conceptual framework, they conducted in-depth, semi-structured interviews with twenty-eight
African American male students who attended a Southwestern community college. Eleven of the
twenty-eight individuals in their study maintained that spirituality was a support mechanism for
their success. While Wood and Hilton’s research did not specifically focus on Black males and
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the Black church, their findings highlighted how spirituality or the belief in God played a role in
their participant’s academic trajectory.
In a more recent study, Jordan and Wilson (2017) found that the educational achievement
of Black students can be enhanced when churches are willing and able to form partnerships with
local schools. The students in their study valued the educational support they received from the
churches they attended, yet at the same time, they desired more tutoring and after school
programs. To increase educational progress, Jordan and Wilson recommend that churches
collaborate with multiple schools, affirm the leadership roles of teachers, and address issues of
racial inequality.
The African American church has a history of standing up for others, helping people who
are living on the fringes of society, and speaking out against social and educational injustices
(Frazier, 1974; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Cone, 2004). One can argue that the Black church has
lost steam in the fight against inequities, but there are still some pastors who are willing to
disrupt the status quo and seek to bring about change, particularly in the educational sphere.
Barrett (2010) describes one such pastor, Devaughn Johnson, who, in addition to addressing the
issue of HIV/AIDS, financial empowerment, and other community work, challenged the
members of the legislature to provide a more thorough and efficient education for Black
children. Barrett found evidence that Johnson and his parishioners valued the students in the
congregation. That is, they appreciated their student’s academic talents, abilities, and expected
them to perform well in the classroom. Students who achieved high marks were recognized in
front of the whole congregation. Children who struggled in school were encouraged to do their
best. According to Barrett, the African American church in his study promoted educational
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outcomes by publically addressing educational injustices, valuing students, and providing moral
directives to children.
Not all African Americans have a positive experience in the Black church. Miller (2007)
conducted qualitative research with ten HIV positive gay Black men to learn more about their
experiences in the Black church. His analysis revealed that instead of receiving the spiritual and
emotional support they needed, the gay Black males in his study were often the victims of what
he calls religiously sanctioned homophobia. He notes, “The Black church has been a resource for
many African Americans confronting various life events. Because of homophobia, heterosexism,
and AIDS phobia, African American gay men with AIDS do not receive support from the
church” (p. 52). Likewise, Ward (2005) argues that for many gay males, the church is not a safe
or healthy place. He rightly opines that the pastor sets the tone in these institutions, and their
sermons play a critical role in determining if a person feels welcome or rejected. Analyses such
as the ones conducted by Miller and Ward are essential because they speak to the challenges gay
African American males face in the Black church. Unfortunately, there remains a dearth in the
scholarly literature regarding the experiences of gay Black male high school students. Such
studies are needed because they can help researchers understand the hurdles gay, lesbian, and
transgender students face both at school church.
Two studies that appeared in Race and Social Problems revealed that seven out of ten
African Americans who attend church at least once a week give and receive support from the
members of their congregation, rely on each during hard times such as physical illness or
transportation issues, and ask for assistance when they need help completing household chores
(Taylor, Mouzon, Nguyen, & Chatters, 2016; Taylor, Chatters, Lincoln, & Woodward, 2017).
These findings highlight how parishioners in churches often serve as extended family members.
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Although Black people drink less than Whites, research suggests that Black people who have
experienced more discrimination than others are more likely to be problem drinkers (Henderson,
2017). Religion, however, was found to be suppressor and reduce the relationship between
discrimination and alcohol use page (p.87). Another study found that African American
adolescents who experience discrimination but have a connection to a church member are less
likely to have psychiatric disorders (Hope, Assari, Cole-Lewis, & Caldwell, 2017).
Despite these studies, more studies need to explore the role that religion or spirituality
has on the academic trajectory of urban Black male students. Wood and Hilton (2012)
acknowledge this gap in the literature and opine that more research should be done to
“investigate the potential relationship between higher levels of spirituality and religiosity and
academic success” (p.44). Jordan and Wilson (2017) further enforce missing components in the
literature, suggesting that “There is still a great need for more empirical and culturally relevant
research that examines how student’s faith spiritual/religious beliefs and involvement affect their
learning and achievement” (p. 113).
Knowledge Gaps in the Literature
Several gaps exist within the scholarly literature. First, we know that neighborhood
poverty and community disadvantage are closely associated with academic performance
(Wilson, 1987; Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Wilson: 1998; McBride et al., 2011; Milner et al., 2015).
We also know that high poverty schools are often racially segregated, have outdated books and
computers, and teachers with limited experience (Anyon, 1997; McKinnon & Bennett, 2005;
Bohrnstedt, Kitmitto, Burhan, & Chan, 2015). While these studies are compelling, more research
is needed to learn more about the neighborhood level experiences of Black male high school
students. Brooms (2015) acknowledges this gap in the literature and calls for more studies to
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learn how “students deploy strategies to navigate the neighborhood and the peer associations
they develop” (p. 278). To this end, the current study aims to uncover how Black male students
draw on neighborhood-based capital to increase student performance.
Second, many studies suggest that community resources, or the lack thereof, can play a
pivotal role in the social and educational opportunities for children (Jarrett, 1991; Furstenberg,
Cook, Eccles, Elder, & Sameroff, 1999; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). More research is
needed to understand how students perceive neighborhood-based capital. Hence, the current
study seeks to increase our understanding of how Black male students perceive neighborhood
resources.
The Black church has played a prominent role in the lives of African Americans for
centuries (Frazier, 1974; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). Often called an “indispensable institution,”
Black church members have banded together to protest everything from unfair housing practices
to segregation. Empirical studies have linked church attendance and participation with several
positive social and educational outcomes (Johnson et al., 2000; Wood & Hilton, 2012; Jordan &
Wilson, 2017). While these studies are interesting, the current examination aims to further our
understanding of how the Black church influences the academic trajectory of Black male
students.
Last but not least, the current investigation addresses a theoretical gap. As noted above, a
plethora of researchers have utilized Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth (2005) framework to
explore social and educational problems. Yet to my knowledge, few if any scholars have used
this framework to investigate how African American male high school students draw on
community-based and to do well in school.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
Research makes clear that neighborhoods can have an impact on a child’s academic
trajectory, life chances, and opportunity for social mobility (Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Anyon,
1997; Milner et al., 2015; Hilfiger, 2003; Sharkey, 2013). A significant amount of scholarly
literature on neighborhoods relies on quantitative methods and statistical analyses. Quantitative
methods can test or prove a theory, but cannot help us understand a person’s social realities or
world views. By contrast, qualitative methods can help us understand what is taking place in a
particular social environment and give participants a “voice” but cannot help us determine if
there is a relationship between two variables or test a hypothesis.
In recent years, mixed-method research has gained traction. Combining both quantitative
and qualitative approaches in a single study can help a researcher get a clearer, more detailed
understanding of an issue than if either approach was used alone (Creswell, 2014, p. 5). Johnson
and Onwuegbuzie (2004) argue that “The goal of mixed methods research is not to replace either
of these approaches, but rather to draw from the strengths and minimize the weakness of both in
a single research study” (p. 15). Mixed methods studies are continually evolving to the point
where researchers have begun to integrate both GIS mapping and qualitative research methods in
the same investigation. According to Elwood and Cope (2009), this “so-called ‘spatial turn’ in
social sciences and humanities has increased attention to the spatiality of human experiences and
encouraged thinking about space in non-quantitative and visual terms” (p. 13).
The current investigation employs a qualitative design to examine how twenty Black
male high school students who live in an urban neighborhood draw on neighborhood-based
capital to be successful in school. This study also aims to uncover how Black churches in the
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neighborhood influence the academic achievement of Black males. Qualitative research
consisted of structured and semi-structured interviews and participant observations in a variety of
contextual settings.
Research Questions
Scholars utilize several approaches to investigate the factors that can influence student
performance; however, this study intends to answer one overarching question with three subquestions:
How do Black male youths growing up in the neighborhood make use of neighborhoodbased capital to succeed in school?
1. What are the resources in the neighborhood?
2. What are the perceptions of the neighborhood residents about these resources (i.e.,
churches, community centers, parks, etc.) and their value for students?
3. What role does the Black church play in the academic trajectory of the Black male
students who live in this neighborhood?
The Setting
The Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood
The participants in this study all live in the Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood2. I choose
this neighborhood for three reasons. First, according to public school records, Greenfield Terrace
has the second-highest concentration of Black male students in the city. Ninety-three Black male
students or 14.4% of the school’s 647 Black male students lived there during the 2018-2019
school year. The remaining Black male students lived in one of the twenty-five other
neighborhoods across the city. Second, the poverty rate in the location ranges between 14.9%

2

Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood is a pseudonym. I use Greenfield Terrace and The Terrace interchangeably.
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and 41%, and a significant number of abandoned properties are located in the neighborhood,
making Greenfield Terrace one of the poorest, if not the poorest neighborhood in the city. Last
but not least, despite social forces, school records indicate that several Black male students who
live in The Terrace manage to maintain a higher than average GPA (3.2 or better) and do well in
the classroom.
In 2015, a community-based organization partnered with a local university to examine
the various neighborhoods in the city. Based on their analysis, they classified the conditions in
the Greenfield Terrace neighborhood as “very weak.” This classification suggests that when
compared to other neighborhoods in the city, Greenfield has significantly more abandoned
properties, vacant homes, and rental properties. A local library and shopping center closed down
several years ago, but a large, centrally located liquor store is still open for business. A large
centrally-located hospital closed its doors about ten years ago and relocated to a suburban area
about six miles away. Opponents of the move saw the relocation of the hospital as racist. They
suggested that state and local officials did not want to provide healthcare to poor Black inner-city
residents. Others argued that the only way to ensure adequate 21st century healthcare for
residents was to build a new facility from the ground up.
Over the last five to ten years, a sizeable prominent church, large dry cleaners, and
several small restaurants shut down. Despite the social and economic decline, there are still what
I call “pockets of hope” in the neighborhood. For instance, the area includes three community
centers, all still in operation. The current investigation sought to learn more about how
participants use these centers and the academic programs they offer. Certain sections of The
Terrace have beautifully maintained homes and manicured lawns, which leads one to believe
residents are concerned about their properties and the neighborhood.
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Greenfield Terrace could be considered a microcosm of the city because of its size, social
and economic conditions, and the racial composition of its residents. What sets Greenfield
Terrace apart from other neighborhoods in the city is its proximity to the downtown area where a
museum, as well as various coffee shops, eateries, and cultural attractions, are available. Most
people use their vehicles or public transportation to go downtown, but some people walk there
occasionally. In the 1950s, the Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood featured beautiful two-story
semi-attached homes. At one point, highly respected Black physicians, lawyers, and educators
lived either in the neighborhood or just outside its boundaries. The Terrace shows promise and
could return to its previous luster if community developers invested in the properties,
community-based and public safety agencies partnered to reduce crime, homeownership
increased, and more employment opportunities were available.
It is difficult to determine the exact number of churches in the neighborhood. Several
legally recognized Baptist and Pentecostal churches are visible, but undocumented “storefront”
churches may exist. African-American churchgoers may belong to different denominations and
have different worship styles. Still, most are concerned with tending to the poor and providing
assistance to people living on the fringes of society. Researchers have documented how churches
in the African American community are at the forefront when it comes to standing up for others,
fighting racism, and addressing social injustices (Frazier, 1974; Franklin, 1997; Lincoln &
Mamiya, 1990; Cone, 2004; Franklin, 2007).
Baker High School
Students in the current investigation attend Baker High School3. Information provided by
the state Department of Education indicates that there were 2460 students on the role during the

3

Baker High School is a pseudonym
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2018-2019 school year. Roughly 40.25% of the students were Black, 55.8% were Hispanic, and
.8% were White. Asian, biracial, and students of other races and ethnicities accounted for less
than 1%. Reportedly 81.6% of the students graduated from the school in 2019, but critics argue
that this number is inflated due to some massaging of the data. The graduation rate has also been
called into question because, in 2019, only 17.4% of ninth grade students and 21.4% of students
in grades ten through twelve met or exceeded the statewide English assessment. The scores for
the math section of the statewide test were not available. Roughly 54% of the children who
attend the school are economically disadvantaged, and a significant number of students receive
free or reduced lunch. Despite the recent proliferation of charter schools, the vast majority of
students in the city, including the ones who live in Greenfield Terrace, attend Baker High
School.
A brief history of Baker High School is warranted. In 2003, the board of education
decided to make improvements to the roughly 70-year old high school. Engineers entered the
building during the school day, began to take measurements, photograph classrooms, and
hallways, and determine how they would move forward. Unfortunately, the board of education’s
plans to improve the building ceased when two rival fractions developed. One group of parents,
community members, and others argued that the building was in such poor condition that it
needed more than a fresh coat of paint, a new roof, and some downspouts. They wanted to have
the building razed and a new modern building erected in its current location. Another group,
which consisted mostly of members from the local historical society and alumni, sought to save
the building because the ornate woodwork, concrete columns, and other features were
irreplaceable. The conflict between the two groups continued for over ten years. During that
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time, the students and staff members were exposed to black mold, rain incursion, asbestos, rat
droppings, carcinogens, and other hazardous conditions.
In 2014, a structural site assessment determined that the building was unsalvageable due
to cracks in the concrete foundation on other structural issues. Administrators from the board of
education tried to find a building large enough to accommodate all the Baker High School
students. Unfortunately, they could not find a structure large enough. Thus, administrators and
secured o students “swing spaces” or temporary buildings to house the students during
construction. Unfortunately, four of the five buildings they selected were unsuitable and, in some
cases, just as bad as the old Baker High School.
The board of education and School Development Association (SDA) attempted to limit
childhood trauma when they closed Baker High School. Nevertheless, they created trauma by
placing the students in substandard buildings. Four of the five buildings were hot, cramped, and
uncomfortable. One building was more modern than the others but did not have a gymnasium or
a library that was open regularly. Another building had a gymnasium, but mice proliferated the
space at the end of the day when students and staff members went home. A third building had
inadequate ventilation, damaged laminate floors, and mold from rainwater incursion.
Where the students “landed,” that is which school building they attended, was based
mainly on their small learning community. Students who were interested in science, technology,
engineering, and math (STEM) went to a school in one part of the city. Visual and performing
arts students went to school in another location. The Black males in this examination not only
live in a disadvantaged neighborhood, but their education is interrupted due to circumstances
beyond their control. Table 3.1 provides a summary of the participants, including their names,
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grades, GPAs, and small learning communities. In the subsequent participant profiles section, I
provide detailed information about the students.
Table 3.1 Participants
Name

Gr.

GPA

Small Learning Community

Isaiah

12

3.3

Communications

Jamal
Ace
Tony

12
12
12

1.5
2.4
3.0

Communications
Visual and Performing Arts
Health Professions

Darrell

12

3.0

Health Professions

Jim
Kevin

11
11

3.0
1.8

Health Professions
Restaurant and Business

Eugene
Tyrone
Bartholomew

11
11
11

1.8
3.5
3.9

Health Professions
Restaurant and Business
Visual and Performing Arts

Robert
George
Mark
Jay

10
10
10
9

2.4
1.0
2.0
NA

Communications
Health Professions
Communications
Baker Success Academy

Capone
Cameron
Eric
Michael

9
9
9
9

NA
2.7
3.0
3.3

Baker Success Academy
Baker Success Academy
Baker Success Academy
Baker Success Academy

Herbert
Alex

9
9

2.4
2.8

Baker Success Academy
Baker Success Academy

Participant Profiles
Participant Profile 1 Isaiah – Future Media Mogul
Isaiah is a 17-year-old senior whose small learning community is Communications. He is
light-skinned, wears dark rimmed glasses, and has a roughly 4-inch afro with an uppercut. An
excellent student, he made honor roll every semester during the 2018-2019 school year, currently
has a 3.3 GPA, and plans to attend William Patterson University in the fall, where he plans to
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major in Media Communications. In addition to doing well in the classroom, Isaiah plays the
drums in the school band, won awards for his videography, and works a part-time job at an ice
cream store. A devout Christian, he attends a Black church every Sunday and plays the drums in
the music ministry.
Isaiah lives in a house in a relatively quiet section of the neighborhood and notes that
while certain sections of his neighborhood have challenges, he cannot think of any reason why
he would receive low marks in school. His parents and extended family members all stress the
importance of education and provide him with the tools he needs to be successful in school. His
mother has a master’s degree, and his father is currently completing his master’s degree.
Participant Profile 2: Jamal – Historian
Jamal is about 5’6” tall with a thin build, a quick, broad smile, and a good sense of
humor. He always wears a blue wave cap, but when he removes it, one can see his beautifully
stylized waves. He is currently a senior, and while his academic performance is not exceptional,
he certainly is bright and articulate. Jamal has the innate ability to remember names, dates, and
places. I suggested that he attend college and become a history major.
Jamal lives on a street with only three houses and widely views his neighborhood as a
dangerous place with limited educational and social resources. He acknowledged some strengths
of his neighborhood, however, including two community centers located nearby. He rarely visits
the centers, however. Many of his friends have moved away, and he considers himself to be a
loner.
Jamal likes purchasing food from the various corner stores in the neighborhood. He says
he usually sprints to these stores to minimize his contact with potential assailants. He only goes
to the corner stores between the hours of 3:00 pm and 8:00 pm because there are fewer trouble-
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makers on the street during that time. On the surface, one might think Jamal is overly cautious,
yet, in reality, his most significant assets are his ability to avoid trouble, navigate his
neighborhood, and think on his feet.
Participant Profile 3: Ace – Mathematician
Ace is a gregarious 18-year-old senior who plays in the marching band, has a part-time
job at a local mall, and currently has a 2.4 grade point average. His GPA is misleading, however,
and maybe lower than expected because he has not had a teacher in his first period Spanish class
all year. Thus, the low grade he received in that class hurt his cumulative grade point average. He
excels in math, and at the time of my interview with him, he had a ninety-four in Honors
Calculus. He was accepted to a William Patterson University and is looking forward to life on
campus.
Ace stands about 5’10” tall, has a medium complexion and cornrows. He wears diamond
stud earrings and often has a smile on his face. He lives in an affordable housing community,
which is run by the city housing authority. During his interview, he mentioned how the men of
Kappa Alpha Psi, a Black fraternity, used to come to the center and provide positive activities for
children. At one point, Ace also attended the Greenfield Terrace Recreation Center, which is
located right across the street from his house. According to him, the director of the center, an
African American man, played a prominent role in his life and provided academic support and
encouragement.
Participant Profile 4: Tony – Multiple Identities
Tony is an 18-year-old senior. He is about 5’9” tall, has medium brown skin, fine facial
hair and cornrows. A gifted and talented dancer, he knows how to get down on the dance floor.
He is friendly, hangs out with mostly females, and works part-time at a local restaurant. Tony is
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a good student and graduated with a 3.0. He plans to attend Montclair University, where he
hopes to study music.
Like many participants in this study, Tony views his neighborhood as a dangerous place
where violence can occur at any time. However, he said that violence rarely occurs on his street.
He describes his street as “heaven” mainly because everyone knows each other, the people are
friendly, and everyone feels safe. Interestingly, he describes the senior citizens on his street as
“old and nosey” in part because they often sit on their porches and take inventory of what people
are saying and doing.
Tony, who identified himself as gay, said life is harder for him because he is gay, Black,
and male. Still, based on his comments, he is not too concerned about what people think or say
about his sexuality. He comes across as confident, focused, and friendly, and he will most likely
do well in college.
Participant Profile 5: Darrell – Scholar-Athlete
Darrell stands about 6’1” tall and weighs about 170 pounds. He is handsome with light
skin, long eyelashes, and fine features. His hairstyle is a buzz cut. Studious and articulate, he is
the starting forward on the Baker High School basketball team, which entered the state
tournament this year but lost to a charter high school. He currently has a 3.0 GPA, wants to
further his education after he graduates from high school, and is one of the few participants in the
study who made it clear that he wants to attend a historically Black college or university
(HBCU). He said he wants to attend an HBCU because he wants to be in the presence of both
African American students and professors.
Darrell can see both the strengths and weaknesses of his neighborhood. On the one hand,
he thinks officials are taking the necessary steps to clean up the area. On the other hand, he
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dislikes the vacant hospital and other abandoned properties on his street. As a child, he liked to
hang out in the large 100-acre park, which is located less than half a mile from his house. He also
enjoyed going to the local recreation center when he was younger. While there, he took
advantage of the social and educational programs that were available. Darrell participated in a
college preparatory program called Gear-Up that was located about 1 mile from his house.
Participant Profile 6: Jim – Homebody
Jim is a 17-year-old junior at Baker High. He stands roughly 6’2” tall, weighs around 220
pounds, and has shoulder length cornrows. Although he is a large student, nothing is intimidating
or threatening about his personality or demeanor. He is a gentle giant. Jim has an individualized
education plan (IEP), yet, he stays on top of his school work and finished the school year with a
3.0 GPA. It is also notable that he made honor roll during the fourth marking period earning a 98
in Chinese II, a 98 in English III, an 81 in Sports Medicine, and a 99 in US History II. When
asked how he manages to do so well in school, he said he simply asks his teachers or friends for
help when he cannot understand assignments.
Jim lives with his mother, father, and two sisters. He also has three other sisters, but they
do not live in the house with him. According to him, he never goes outside because too many
people are committing crimes and engaged in illegal activities. Instead of going outside, he likes
to play video games for up to twelve hours a day when he is not in school.
Participant Profile 7: Kevin – Baby Boy
Kevin is an 18-year-old junior. He struggled academically during the 2018-2019 school
year but managed to earn a 98 in Spanish II. Standing about 5’9” tall, he has braids, is fairskinned, and wears black glasses that accent his face. He presently does not know what he wants
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to do after high school but said he eventually wants to get to a good job so he can make some
decent money.
Kevin could be described as the “baby boy” of his family since he is the youngest of five
children. He speaks highly of his older brothers and says that while they made some mistakes
and got in a bit of trouble, they still want him to stay in school and graduate. Ironically, this is
the same message he heard from other people in his neighborhood who want him to avoid street
life or a life of crime. Thus, Kevin is currently receiving two messages from the two groups of
people. At home, his siblings continuously tell him to do what is right and stay in school. At the
same time, people in the neighborhood, as well as extended family members, encourage him to
avoid illegal activities.
In his spare time, Kevin likes to box at a gym located about two miles from his house.
This is a popular activity for students as another participant in the study also works out there.
Kevin is associated with a local Black church, located in his neighborhood. The church stresses
the importance of education, provides free pencils, markers, and other supplies to children, and
hosts a back to school cookout at the end of August. The members of the church encourage
Kevin to keep God first and stay in school.
Participant Profile 8: Eugene – Musician
Eugene is a 17-year-old junior with Carmel colored skin, brown eyes, and a close haircut.
He stands about 5’8” and has an average build. Earlier in the school year, he had a 2.2 GPA, but
his grades began to fall, and at the time of the interview, he mentioned he was trying to turn
things around. Eugene speaks with boldness - he is direct to the point where you always know
what is on his mind. He knows the social terrain of his neighborhood like the back of his hand
and comes across as the type of person who can talk his way out of anything.
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Eugene is a member of a church, which is located less than two miles from his house. He
plays there drums every Sunday, and there are times when he will play the same instrument at
two different churches on the same day. His grandfather, who he calls Pop Pop, is the pastor of
the church, and his older cousin plays the organ. Eugene says that various members of the
church ask him about his educational progress just about every Sunday. Next year when he
becomes a senior, he plans to learn more about the church’s scholarship committee to see how
they financially support college students.
Besides, playing the drums, Eugene works part-time at an amusement park located about
45 minutes away. He lives with his father, but his Pop Pop frequently takes him to work and then
picks him up after he completes his shift.
Participant Profile 9: Tyrone – Navigator
Tyrone is a junior and member of the Restaurant and Business community. At 6’3” and
roughly 170 pounds, he is on the slender side. He is light-skinned. In the past, he had dreadlocks,
but he cut them off to the point where now his curly hair is less than half an inch long.
Tyrone is an excellent student and had a 3.5 GPA for most of the 2018-2019 school year.
However, he got a little distracted and finished the school year with a 3.4 GPA. Tyrone had some
difficult classes, including Honors US History and Honors Algebra. He plans to take College and
Career Planning next school year when he is a senior.
Tyrone made it clear that he lives on the “good” end of a rough street. He knows how to
navigate his neighborhood and stays away from places where there might be some drama
(conflicts) crime or gun violence. In his free time, he likes to box at a gym located in another part
of the city. He goes to the gym about three times a week. During my observation, I noticed that
gym is run exclusively by Black males. In addition to boxing, he attends a mentoring program
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for Black male students every Thursday. While his father is not active in his life, his mother
supports education and is a committed parent. He is engaged in prosocial activities, has not one
but two mentors, and is taking the necessary steps to gain entrance to college.
Participant Profile 10: Bartholomew – The Overachiever
Bartholomew is a 17-year-old junior who stands around 6’ tall and weighs around 170
pounds. He has rich dark skin with a touch of acme, brownish eyes, and a natural afro that is
about 6 inches long. He has a small space between his incisors and a smile that can figuratively
light up a room. His family, which initially migrated to the US from Africa, moved to the
Greenfield Terrace neighborhood after they had some financial difficulties in New York.
An outstanding student, Bartholomew currently has a 3.9 GPA and all advanced classes,
including AP Biology, AP English Literature, Honors US History, and Honors Trigonometry. He
made honor roll during the third semester, and at present, he is on track to make honor roll again
in the fourth semester. Cerebral and competitive, he hopes to be the high school valedictorian.
Bartholomew has few friends, but the friends he does have to push him to excel in school,
challenge his views, and encourage him. Staff members identified him as a high achieving lowincome student during his freshman year, after a battery of tests, he gained entry to a highly
selective college preparatory program that is run by an Ivy League University. He attended their
afterschool and summer programs over the last two years. Bartholomew is a motivated,
opinionated student with excellent critical thinking skills. He knows how to approach an
assignment or a problem from different angles. Bartholomew has not selected a college major
but knows he does not want to go into the field of education because he says educators do not
make any money.
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Participant Profile 11: Rober – Courageous
Robert is an average student with roughly a 2.5 GPA. He worked hard and managed to make
honor roll during the third semester. He is a member of the Communications small learning
community and plans to go to college. He wants to become a physical therapist. He currently
lives with his father, step-mother, his sister, and her two children. His biological mother lives
right around the corner.
Standing about 5’7” tall with a small frame, he has brown skin and gentle brown eyes. He
is soft-spoken and reflective. He always has his head covered with a hoodie. He comes across as
a young man who exudes a type of quiet confidence. He is not the type of person who will go
looking for trouble, but he knows how to handle himself if things go wrong.
Robert is sixteen years old and in the tenth grade. He has a part-time job and likes to play
video games when he is not in school. He is aware of the poverty and crime in his neighborhood,
but, says he is not afraid to travel from place to place. Occasionally, he visits his friends in the
projects even though he says violence and shootings often take place there.
Participant Profile 12: George – Neophyte
George is in the tenth grade and is academically struggling despite his best efforts. There
are several possible reasons for his underperformance, including the fact that he has a part-time
job at a fast food restaurant and sometimes works there between the hours of 3:00 pm to 10:00
pm on school nights. Additionally, his grades could be affected because he sometimes misses
school or arrives late. George could probably earn good grades if he worked fewer hours and
received additional academic support and tutoring.
George is relatively new to the neighborhood and talked extensively about how he heard
gunshots when he first arrived in the area. His father was with him at the time and forced him to
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the ground to make sure he did not get shot. Regardless, in his estimation, his neighborhood does
have some strengths, including an older gentleman fixes cars for a reasonable price and another
gentleman who also acts like the neighborhood watchman keeping tabs on how people behave.
Like another participant in the study, George says the senior citizens on his street are “nosey.” In
his spare time, George likes to head to the nearby park to relax and try to talk to girls.
Participant Profile 13: Mark – Youtuber
Mark is like many tenth grade students in that he likes to type on his Chromebook, play
video games, and go on youtube.com. He considers himself to be a youtuber, a type celebrity,
with a large number of people who follow him. He does not spend a lot of time socializing with
people in The Terrace, because he has only lived in the neighborhood for about a year. He does,
however, go to a place he calls “The Spot” (a type of recreation center) about four days a week
after school. He also attends a leadership and mentoring program.
Standing about 6’ with an average build, he has a medium brown complexion and a high
taper haircut. A member of the Communications Small Learning Community, Mark is humble,
unassuming, and down to earth. While talking to him, I got the feeling that he is merely trying to
go to class and do the best he can in school. He is an average student with a 2.042 GPA. He
excelled in Spanish I and earned an A- as his final grade for the year.
Participant Profile 14: Jay – Engineer
Like his older brother mentioned above, Jay is around 6’ with an average build and
medium brown complexion. Unlike his brother, though, he has a round face and small close-cut
afro. He wears black framed glasses that have a strong prescription. For some reason, his GPA
was unavailable at the time of his interview. Still, when I checked his fourth marking period
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grades, I noticed that while he struggled in some classes, he earned a 94 in Algebra I. He likes
computers and hopes to one day attend the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in Boston.
According to Jay, there are few social and educational assets in his neighborhood; hence,
he travels to other neighborhoods to access resources. Like his brother, he attends “The Spot”
and takes advantage of the available tutoring. According to him, students from the university
help teenagers learn about and secure jobs.
Jay attends a mentoring program that aims to teach young males about healthy
relationships. When asked how he learned about various resources, he said his mother knows
how to connect him to programs.
Participant Profile 15: Capone – Transient
Capone is roughly 5’9” inches tall, has a round baby face, a close haircut, and Carmel
colored skin. He is slightly heavier than most students his height but certainly is not overweight.
He lives in the projects with his father, his father’s girlfriend, and half-sister. His GPA is
currently unavailable, most likely because he just returned to the neighborhood after living with
his mother in another state. Capone is transient. He lives with one family member for a while and
then moves in with another family member when someone has a problem with his behavior. I
included him in the study because he currently lives at an address that falls within the boundaries
of the Greenfield Terrance neighborhood.
Capone’s current grades indicate that he can do the work since he is passing four out of
his five classes and has a solid B in both Environmental Science and World History. He is not
sure if he wants to go to college but tries to keep his social media web sites clean because he
knows university officials sometimes view student profiles.
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Capone is fourteen years but talks like a person who has seen a lot in his lifetime. He
seems to be both street smart and naïve at the same time. He indicated that no one in his
neighborhood stresses the importance of education but said his father wants him to do well in
school.
Participant Profile 16: Cameron – Sports Commentator
Cameron, says he lives on a good street because most people are quiet, and the majority
of the residents are senior citizens. His mother is protective and will not let him spend a lot of
time outside because gun violence recently erupted in certain sections of the neighborhood and
other places throughout the city. He usually goes to the YMCA when he does leave the confines
of his house. He goes there to play basketball and interact with friends.
Cameron is 15 years old and in the ninth grade. He has a part-time job at a seasonal
amusement park about 45 minutes from his home. He is an average student who currently has a
2.7 GPA and a 92 in English and an 83 in Environmental Science. His father incarcerated, but his
release date is fast approaching. He says his father has dreams for him and always reminds him
to avoid trouble, abstain from illegal substances, and stay in school. Cameron is listening – he
has dreams of going to college and hopes to one day be a sports commentator.
Cameron has been a member of a Black congregation since he was five years old and
still attends church most Sundays. He complains the pastor’s sermons are too long –
approximately an hour and fifty minutes. The members of the church support education and
publically recognize him and other students when they get good grades. The church also has
back to school dinners and provides free book bags to youngsters at the end of August.
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Participant Profile 17: Eric – Lineman
Eric is much taller, heavier, and more athletic than most 15-year-olds. According to him,
he stands 6’2” tall and weighs 290 pounds. While he may embellish his physical stature a bit, he
is much bigger and more powerfully built than all of his ninth grade peers. He is an offensive
lineman on the school football team and hopes to start next year when he is a sophomore.
Eric says that people in the neighborhood often want to fight him to prove their physical
prowess. Overcoming a student his size would be quite a feat, so people constantly challenge and
test him. Seeking to avoid such conflicts, he spends most of his time inside save for when he
goes to football practice or work. Like two of the other participants in the study, he works at a
seasonal amusement park located about 45 minutes away.
Eric has a baby face with smooth cocoa brown skin and an uppercut hairstyle with three
inch braids. A good student, he had a 3.0 GPA at the time of the interview but finished the school
year with a 3.1. He also made the honor roll in the fourth marking period. Like many students, he
sees school and sports as his ticket out of the neighborhood, which he describes in one word –
bad. During his interview, he did acknowledge some neighborhood assets, including two
community centers, a spacious local park, and the YMCA. He used these resources in the past
and viewed them positively.
Participant Profile 18: Michael - Vulnerable
Michael is a 15-year-old ninth grade student who lives in one of the three housing
projects located in the Greenfield Terrace neighborhood. The area where he lives is said to have
several issues such as gang and gun violence, but he travels about freely. He walks his dog after
school, rides his bike to the local park with friends, and occasionally goes to the corner store
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where he can get some tasty fast food. Michael has a childlike innocence about him, and at times
he comes across needy and vulnerable.
Michael is doing well in school. He currently has a 3.30 GPA and has a 97 in Algebra.
The one blemish he has is in Career Exploration. He may have a low-grade point average
because school starts at 7:25 am, and he often has a hard time getting up on time. He wants to go
to college, and at his current trajectory, he will get there. His mother puts pressure on him and
wants him to get good grades so he can gain entrance to a university. Michael does not live with
his father but interacts with him regularly. He said his dad wants him to do the best he can in the
classroom.
In the past, Michael liked to go to the community center, located in his housing project.
He would head to the center after school, grab a hoagie or a slice of pizza, and then get help with
his homework. At one point, members of the African American fraternity, Kappa Alpha Psi,
provided positive activities at the center and taught Michael how to build and operate remote
control cars. Regrettably, activities at the center ceased after students began to cause problems.
According to Michael, rather than resolve the issues, they simply shut everything down, which is
unfortunate because he enjoyed going there.
Participant Profile 19: Herbert - Toughness
Herbert, whose older brother Darrell is also a participant in the study, is 15-years-old and
in the ninth grade. He stands about 6’1” tall, which is rather tall for a ninth grader. He has lived
in the Greenfield Terrance neighborhood for four years but does not particularly care for the area
and feels a closer connection to his previous neighborhood. He is trying to adapt to his new
surroundings, but always feels the need to be on his “tens.” That is, he thinks that he must act
tough and always be aware of his surroundings in case someone tries to jump him. Herbert has a
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problem trusting people and said he does not want to get too close to anyone because they could
turn on him. He does interact with some of his peers when he works out with them at the nearby
YMCA or plays basketball with them at the local community center. Herbert is competitive, and
while I never saw him play basketball, I get the sense is that he is the type of player who will do
anything beat an opponent.
Herbert indicated that he was not a good student in elementary school because he was
angry when he was younger and often got in trouble. Recently, he has begun to apply himself in
school, and his grades have improved. He currently has a 2.4 GPA. Unlike some of his peers
who miss school and cut class, Herbert does the best he can to attend school every day, make it
to class on time and complete his work. He wants to continue his education after he finishes high
school and plans to become a journalist. His mother, father, and older brother Darrell, all support
his educational goals, provide encouragement, and want him to be successful.
Participant Profile 20: Alex - Dancer
Alex, who is 14-years-old and in the ninth grade, is roughly 5’6” tall and thin. He has
brown cocoa colored skin, gentle walnut eyes, and a head full of waves. During my interview
with him, I noticed that he was wearing lip gloss. Nothing is imposing about him. He says in the
past some students made fun of him because he is so soft-spoken. Some of them teased him and
said he talks like a girl. Despite his small physical stature and gentle demeanor, he has a
voracious appetite. Occasionally, he will order food from the corner store such as a cheesesteak
or a chicken finger hoagie complete with cheese, lettuce, and tomatoes.
Alex’s family moved to the Greenfield Terrace neighborhood when he was in the first
grade. He said the neighborhood does not have many resources, although he does utilize the local
park sometimes. He goes there to walk around, talk, and just generally hang out with friends.
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Additionally, in his free time, he likes to dance and even takes lessons at the YMCA. He
primarily stays inside because, according to him, too many people in the area drink or smoke
marijuana.
Alex currently has a 2.8 GPA. He excelled in math and finished the school year with an
85 in Honors Algebra, and a 91 in Physics. Self-motivated and driven, he is looking forward to
next year when he will be in the tenth grade. More than anything, he cannot wait to meet the
popular student-dancers.
The participants in this study vary in terms of their age, grades, academic success, and
perception of the neighborhood resources. While many Black males say their streets are safe, the
vast majority of view the Greenfield Terrace neighborhood as a dangerous place. Seeking to
avoid trouble, many participants stay inside. Others feel perfectly comfortable traveling
throughout the neighborhood, accessing educational resources, or spending time with friends.
Religion, specifically Christianity, plays a vital role in the lives of quite a few participants. These
students explained how their churches provided them with social, spiritual, and academic
support. Chapters four and five cover the findings from this dissertation.
Study Design
The current study employs a qualitative design. This approach was selected because it
assumes that knowledge is gained through personal experience or by interacting with people in
their natural environments (Mack, 2010; Lichtman, 2013). Additionally, this approach assumes
that “the researcher can best come to know the reality of a situation by being there: by becoming
immersed in the stream of events and activities” (Hathaway, 1995, p. 544). Yet, the main reason
I selected this approach because I knew it would help give the students in my study a “voice.”
The Black male students in this study often face challenges and obstacles.
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Selection of Participants and Procedures
Selection of Participants
This investigation employed a purposeful sampling approach (Frankel, Wallen, & Hyun,
1993). All of the African American male participants in this study were between the ages of 14
and 18 years old, lived in the Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood, and attended Baker High during
the 2018-2019 school year. Students were required to have a signed parental consent form to
participate (see Appendix A). The student’s academic classification or status did not matter: both
regular and special education students are eligible to participate.
Participants were selected based on several variables. First, I tried to choose an equal
number of students from each grade. Five seniors, five juniors, three sophomores, and seven
freshmen participated in the study. Only three sophomores participated in the study even though
I distributed plenty of consent forms to tenth grade students. After reviewing school data, I
realized that a significant number of tenth grade students were enrolled in charter schools or
attended alternative schools for children with behavioral problems.
Second, participants were selected based on their residential location in the
neighborhood. I wanted to make sure I chose students from all five census blocks. The map in
Figure 3.2 reflects the students' residential locations. Despite numerous attempts, I was not able
to secure a student who lived in the census block on the right side of the Greenfield Terrace
neighborhood.
Third, participants were selected based on their achievement levels based on their GPAs.
I did not just want to choose high achieving students, although such a study would be interesting.
Instead, I tried to select a cross-section of students. I approached the study with an open mind
and realized that some students may or may not draw on neighborhood resources.
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Procedures
Over the last two decades, scholars have used GIS technology to visualize poverty,
identify neighborhood assets and resources and better understand the social context in which
education takes place (Cope & Elwood, 2009; Mennis, Mason, & Cao, 2013; Tate & Hogrebe,
2011; Hogrebe, 2012; Jargowsky 2013; Green, 2015 Hogrebe, & Tate, 2017). Other scholars
have combined GIS technology and qualitative methods to explore space activity data, and gain
insight into how impoverished families make decisions about school choice (Mennis, Mason, &
Cao, 2013; Yoon and Lubienski, 2018). Qualitative GIS studies are helpful because they draw on
the strengths and weaknesses of both approaches.
I used GIS technology to purposely select students who live in the Greenfield Terrace
Neighborhood. On January 11, 2019, I ran a school report, which determined there were 647
Black male students on the role at Baker High School. I exported information from the report,
including the students’ names, addresses, and GPAs, into a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. I
quickly noticed that some of the information in the spreadsheet was missing or inaccurate. In
some instances, the zip codes were wrong. I manually cleaned the data and entered the correct
information.
I saved the data from the spreadsheet as a CSV file, so a mapping program could geocode
the information and correctly plot the data on a map. I imported the CSV file and a separate
neighborhood shapefile into ArcGIS Online to create a map. Figure 3.1 displays the map I
created. The red section on the map represents The Terrace, and the black dots represent the
residential locations of all the Black male high school students who attend Baker High. The map
provides a bird’s eye view of where the students live across various city neighborhoods.
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Figure 3.1 – Map of city neighborhoods and residential locations of Black male students (20182019 school year)

ArcGIS Online determined that 93 Black males lived in the Greenfield Terrace neighborhood
during the 2018-2019 school year, and I used the program to create a list of the students. I
worked my way down the list and printed the schedules of potential participants. At first, it was
challenging to secure participants because some students were not in the building when I went
looking for them. Some students were absent, suspended, or on class trips. In some cases, the
information in the school database was incorrect, and the student was no longer on the role.
Realizing I needed help, I reached out to school counselors, disciplinarians, vice-principals, and
teachers, and they provided crucial information about which students moved to different
locations, transferred to another district, or simply did not come to school anymore. They also
identified students who came to school regularly and might be willing to participate in my study.
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Figure 3.2 – Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood and residential locations of participants (20182019 school year)

Eventually, I began to make some progress. I took students out of non-academic classes,
introduced myself, and as we walked down the hallway, I made small talk regarding how they
were doing in school or specific classes. Once we arrived at my office, I provided detailed
information about the aim, nature, and scope of my study and how I wanted to learn more about
their experiences growing up in the neighborhood. Some students made it clear that they did not
want to participate in the study, while others took a consent form but never returned it. A few
students told me that the information in their school profile was incorrect and that they moved to
a different neighborhood, which made them ineligible for the study. Fortunately, I knew some of
the students who lived in the catchment area, and they agreed to participate. Several students
quickly decided to participate in the study once they learned they would receive a gift card to the
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diner of their choice upon completion. I distributed thirty-one consent forms, twenty students
agreed to participate, and sixteen completed the entire study from start to finish.
Qualitative Data Collection
Qualitative data collection primarily consisted of interviews and participant-observations.
Combining interviews, and participant-observations in a single study is an established practice in
educational research. By using both approaches together, a researcher can capitalize on their
strengths and counteract perceived weaknesses (Atkinson & Coffey, 2001). Simpson and
Cornelius (2007) used both data collection methods to examine how seven African American
grandmothers perceived family resources. Researchers also used interviews and observations in
the same study to investigate the outlooks of Black parents who are raising their sons in suburban
areas and understand the educational experiences of African American male high school students
(Lewis-McCoy, 2016; Zenega, 2018). In addition to interviews and observations, I created and
examined maps, photographs, and explored census tract data.
Interviews
There has been much debate regarding the number of interviews required for a highquality qualitative study. Guest, Bunce, and Johnson (2006) argue that twelve interviews are
needed to reach saturation or the point where no new themes emerge from the data. By contrast,
Hagaman and Wutich (2017) found that while sixteen interviews were needed to identify themes,
twenty to forty interviews were required to reach saturation.
I used an interview protocol (see Appendix B). Interviews helped me gain an
understanding of how the students see the world or least their neighborhoods. Each student had
one semi-formal interview, which lasted between thirty and ninety minutes. The interviews were
conducted before the observations and helped me secure information about the participant’s
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families, experiences in school, and how they utilized community resources. As noted above, I
conducted twenty structured interviews (one per student). The interviews, which primarily took
place in a school office or classroom, were audiotaped and typically lasted between thirty and
ninety minutes. The IRB approved protocol (Appendix C) is located at the end of this
dissertation.
I followed an interview protocol (see Appendix B) but asked important follow-up
questions when I needed the participant to clarify something. I also wrote down notes, even
specific times in the interview, when something significant was said. This practice helped me
find a particular spot on the audio recording. The face to face interviews helped me learn more
about the student’s experiences in the neighborhood, how they perceived resources, and how
they felt about religion and specifically the Black church. The interviews allowed me to have
uninterrupted time with the students with limited disruptions from peers, friends, family
members, or people they might encounter on the streets during observations in the neighborhood.
Semi-structured Interviews
Data from the semi-structured interviews helped “fill-in” questions I had about the
student’s experiences in their neighborhood or at church. The semi-structured interviews took
place while riding in my car, sitting in a neighborhood park, at a local pizzeria, or while walking
down a street in the neighborhood. The semi-structured interviews were vital because they
helped me better understand how the participants make meaning and see the world or at least
their neighborhood. During the informal interviews, students tended to be more relaxed, at ease,
and willing to talk about neighborhood resources or lack thereof.

81

Participant-observation
Participant-observations took place in a variety of contextual settings, including but not
limited to the neighborhood, recreation centers, parks, and churches. The goal of the
observations was to observe students in their natural environments, see how they drew on
neighborhood resources, witness social interactions, and gain a better understanding of their
social realities. I also wanted to visit the places the students talked about during their interviews.
For example, several students discussed their experiences in recreation and neighborhood
centers. It was one thing to hear them talk about specific places, but was, even more, telling to
spend time with them in and see how they utilized the space. Students spoke about the residents
in the area, but it was revealing to meet and watch them interact with the people.
Observations typically began when I met the participant as a specific location such as a
street in the neighborhood, park, or church. The observations ended after I dropped the students
off at their houses of other locations. I did not have a specific written protocol, but I had certain
things in mind when I conducted the observations. I documented how many people were present
in a particular setting, the social interactions that took place, and even what people were wearing.
I included details about the time of day, temperature, and weather conditions. Even the smell of a
given location was important because I wanted to capture the social environment. Several
students mentioned specific people who worked at the centers. I meet and conducted field
interviews with the workers. After speaking to the men, I understood why participants admired
and appreciated them.
During church observations, I paid particular attention to the verbal and nonverbal
messages and how the pastors and parishioners treated students who earned high marks. I also
documented what the students were doing during the service, as I wanted to know if they were
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active members or mere onlookers in the service. I recorded information about the church
environment, the type and location of the pulpit, and even the order of service. I also noted the
quality of the sound system. I documented such details to encompass the overall feel of the
church plant.
These observations, which typically lasted anywhere between forty-five minutes and two
hours, were conducted during weekdays and weekends. I attempted to learn as much possible
about their social realities and worldviews, so I did observations at different times of the day. I
spent approximately 36.5 hours in the field, and observations took place between March 2019
and June 2019. Only seventeen of the twenty participants were both interviewed and observed in
the field. For their participation, the students received a $25 gift card to the restaurant of their
choosing. I did not use an observation protocol. All of the students agreed to participate in the
observations, but four students canceled shortly before the observations took place.
Qualitative Data Analysis
Researchers have stressed the importance of coding in qualitative research (LeCompte, &
Schensul, 2010; Lichtman, 2013). According to Creswell (2014), coding refers to “the process of
organizing the material into chucks…and assigning a word or phrase to get a sense of it” (p.
214). In the current study, I broadly employed Tesch’s (1990) 8 step coding process. I recorded
the interviews and used Microsoft Word to transcribe the data. I typed up transcripts and read
the documents line by line. Themes were recorded in the margins or highlighted. Initially, I
planned to use AtlasTi to help me code the documents, but I found that I was more comfortable
reading, rereading, and coding the MS Word documents.
Coding was an inductive process developed by reading and rereading the interviews and
transcripts. I use “FC” as a code for family capital, which identifies how parents, guardians, and
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others encourage learning and achievement. The code also refers to how parents do the best they
could to ensure their children receive a thorough and complete education and expose them to
educational and prosocial activities. Along similar lines, I use “HC” to identify human capital in
the community. This code also acknowledges a college-educated person, pastor, or other
influential people who academically support participants. Neighborhood resources or “NR”
refers to how the students utilize or draw on the resources parks, recreation centers, or churches.
Finally, I use “BC” to identify how Black churches support the academic achievement of
participants. Coding in this way helped me organize the vast amount of data and answer my
research questions. See Appendix E for my complete codebook.
Validity and Trustworthiness
Triangulation strengthens the credibility of my findings. As Lichtman (2013) points out,
triangulation refers to “the use of several methods or strategies to gather data with the purpose of
increasing the credibility of the findings” (p. 326). Validity or what Guba and Lincoln (1981)
call “trustworthiness” was strengthened by spending a significant amount of time in the field. As
mentioned above, I spent approximately 36.5 hours in the field, which sufficient for the nature of
my study. I employed the “member checking” technique throughout my investigation. For
instance, several participants talked about how some people in the neighborhood had “stain.” I
assumed the word was synonymous with respect; however, I asked a participant in the study
named Ace to define the term. He said the word meant “clout.” Through member checking, I
learned that people with “stain” are known throughout the city and have the freedom to travel to
different neighborhoods. Residents in the various neighborhoods know and accept them, and
they do not have to worry about getting jumped or assaulted.
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I also checked in with participants to make sure I accurately described their physical
attributes and perception of the neighborhood. I took the students out of non-academic classes
and read their profiles to them. A couple of students said I had their height, weight, or hairstyle
incorrect, but said I accurately captured their perception of the neighborhood and available
resources. One student wanted me to e-mail his profile because he thought it was an accurate
portrait.
I wrote periodic memos to help me identify themes and motifs. Memos helped me
consider the reasons why so many participants worked at an amusement park located 45 minutes
away. They may work at the park because only a few jobs are available in The Terrace and
surrounding area. Memos also helped me realize that several Black males in the study had
excellent grades in math. Finally, memos helped me identify the various forms of capital the
students possessed and recognize that many students drew on multiple types of capital at the
same time.
Positionality
I knew that my assumptions, biases, and worldviews could influence the current
investigation, especially since the Greenfield Terrace neighborhood is relatively close to my
home. I have worked at Baker High School as a Student Assistance Coordinator for the last 25
years. I received approval to conduct my research on September 17, 2018 (see Appendix D for
the site approval document). I knew there was a distinct possibility that some of the students on
my caseload might meet the criteria for the study. Eventually, I realized that I not only knew
some of the students who lived in The Terrace but also knew their parents and grandparents. I
contend that because of my background, I was uniquely qualified to conduct this study. I am
familiar with the neighborhood, the school, and the students. I am also a Black male, and I
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believe this made my participants feel more comfortable with me as I understand some of the
challenges and hurdles they face.
Regardless, I was mindful that I hold a position of power in the school, and there is a
social distance between myself and the participants. Not every student was willing to give me a
“free pass” because I am Black and male, and in some cases, I had to work hard to build trust and
connect with the participants. There were age and class differences between myself and the
participants, but that did not hinder my ability to communicate with them. From the start, I was
confident in my ability to bond with them because I have worked with Black male high school
students for almost three decades. I know how to forge relationships with students.
Unlike my students, I was raised in the suburbs and not the city. I made a concerted effort
not to look down on their environments or how they made sense of the world. I also tried to have
positive unconditional regard for participants in my study even though their social realities and
world view are different than mine.
Lastly, as an ordained minister and youth pastor, I have a sense of what the Black church
is and is not doing to support African American males academically. Thus, I needed to take steps
to avoid confirmation bias. I avoided confirmation bias by reaching out to the participants and
discussing my initial findings. In some cases, my original assumptions were incorrect, and the
participants were happy to clarify things.
Ethical Considerations
I took steps to ensure the privacy and confidentiality of the Black male students in my
study. For example, instead of merely assigning the students a name, I asked them to pick a
pseudonym before I interviewed them. I did this to empower the students and let them know that
their identity, even their anonymous name was important. Since most of the students were under
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18, their parents were required to sign the consent form. On more than one occasion, I spoke to
their parents either over the phone or face to face to provide additional information about the
aim, goal, and scope of the study. Three students were above the age of eighteen, so they were
able to sign the assent forms themselves.
Before interviewing the students, I told them that they did not have to talk about anything
that made them uncomfortable or that they did not want to discuss. Likewise, after the
interviews, I asked them if they had any questions or wanted to share any information about their
experiences accessing resources in their neighborhood. One student was particularly concerned
about what I would do with his information. I told him that his identity is protected because he
selected a pseudonym, and all data is in a locked file cabinet in my home office. I wanted him to
know all the steps I took to protect his identity.
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CHAPTER 4
THE NEIGHBORHOOD
This chapter addresses the findings from the present study. The first section focuses on
the context of the study. I discuss a brief social and economic history of the neighborhood from
the 1950s to the present. The second section provides a discussion of the student’s
neighborhood-level experiences, their social realities, and the steps they take to navigate the
social terrain.
The Social Milieu
All of the students in the current investigation live in the Greenfield Terrace
neighborhood, a roughly 4.5 square mile neighborhood located in an urban city. The poverty rate
in the neighborhood ranges between 14.9% and 41%, and gang violence and shootings are very
much a part of the social terrain. Over 70 years ago, the area was somewhat affluent; however, a
myriad of factors changed the social and racial completion of the neighborhood. Data provided
by the Census Bureau indicates that starting in the 1950’s Whites began to leave the various city
neighborhoods, including The Terrace, in large numbers. Their departure was more accessible
due to the creation of a new interstate highway, which helped them “escape” the hustle and
bustle of the city and, more importantly, escape Black residents. The outmigration of Whites
continued in the 60’s, especially after Martin Luther King Jr. assassinated on April 4, 1968. A
local newspaper reported that after his death, “gangs of Negros” went downtown, looted the
stores, and then burned them to the ground. Scholars challenged these accounts, but at the time,
the perception was that city and neighborhoods deteriorated, and Black residents did not make
good neighbors. Evidence suggests that while some Black residents are tolerable, there is a
tipping point where residents belive their presence might bring down the neighborhood, and
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property values might plummet (Schelling, 1971). Other research calls attention to racial and
class conflicts in American neighborhoods (Sugrue, 2005; Wilson & Taub, 2007).
People who live in The Terrace share information about how White Flight affected the
neighborhood. As one student explained, “I remember in that (The Terrace) neighborhood I
heard a long time ago it used to be a lot of White people there, but as the years go on they start
moving out. So it’s a reason why they were moving out… like that whole neighborhood used to
be filled with White people” (Jamal, Interview May 15, 2019, 46:14). After Martin Luther
King’s assassination, many business owners closed their businesses or relocated because of
economic uncertainty or racism. The economic base began to erode the number of abandoned
houses and buildings began to increase across the city. In sum, The Terrace and other
neighborhoods in the city were negatively affected by the economic downturn, the outmigration
of residents, and the relocation of businesses. Once these things happened, low-income Black
people who did not have the financial means or desire to move found themselves “left behind”
and hypersegregated or, as Sharkey (2013) notes - stuck in place.
During my field observations, I found evidence of the neighborhood’s previous affluence.
For example, I discovered intricately detailed tilework on a doorstep that suggested a major
grocery store, Highland Grocery, was previously located on a main street. Similarly, I learned
that a major car repair shop once existed on the street, perhaps in the 1950s or 1960s (Fieldnotes,
June 17, 2019). The Terrace was a bustling neighborhood at one point. However, social and
economic changes led to the neighborhood’s demise. Still, there is the possibility that conditions
in the neighborhood could change. In recent years several private and nonprofit organizations
have invested in the city. The organizations plan to secure investors who will finance both
residential and commercial properties.
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Experiencing the Neighborhood: Perceptions and Realities
Given what we know about the neighborhood, we must explore the experiences of the
African American male public high school students who live there. According to school records,
Greenfield Terrace has the second-highest concentration of Black male students in the city. At
present, 93 or 14.4% of the school’s 647 Black male students live here. School records also
indicate that a significant number of Black male students manage to maintain a higher than
average GPA (3.2 or better) and do well in the classroom.
Negative Perceptions of the Neighborhood
In mid-May 2019, I arranged a field observation with Tony, an 18-year-old senior. The
plan was for him to show me around the neighborhood, point out specific landmarks, learn about
the resources that are available to him, and help me understand the social milieu. Once I arrived,
I realized that he wanted his friends, Candy and Justin, to come with us. At first, I was hesitant; I
only wanted to observe Tony in his natural environment. Yet, after I drove through the area, I
realized it was a good idea for the other students to join us. Not only did I learn about Tony’s
experiences in the neighborhood, but I was able to witness how he interacted with his peers and
what they collectivity thought about the neighborhood. Ironically, it was Candy, a senior at
Baker High, who was the first person to speak up during the observation. She admonished me for
driving too slowly down a dangerous street since doing so could lead to trouble. Below is an
excerpt from my fieldnotes:
We continued down Pine Lane, a street, which all three students agreed was dangerous.
The lone female in the car recommended that I pick up speed because driving too slow
could lead to trouble. She then talked about how cars driving slow, especially those with
“tints” (tinted windows), are more likely to get shot up or what she called “flipped.” Tony
and the other student who was in the car both agreed. Their comments made me wonder
what it is like to always live under the threat of violence. (Fieldnotes, May 23, 2019)
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Tony and Justin agreed with Candy that it was a mistake to creep down the street, and we
discussed how the neighborhood had unspoken rules and standards of behavior. The students
understood what Anderson (1999) calls the Code of the Street. The Code has both spoken and
unspoken rules, and any violation could have dire consequences.
On a different day, I watched as a person ran for cover when I made a U-turn in front of
his house. Two participants from my study, Ace and Eugene, were with me in the car that day
and made fun of him because, from their perspective, he looked like he was running for his life.
Observations in The Terrace helped shed light on how students see the world:
After completing the observation, I attempted to make a U-turn to drop the individuals
off in front of a house. As I turned the car around, we noticed a young Black male,
possibly in his early 20s rushing to get into the house. The students began to laugh and
joke saying, “he scared, look at him, he running in the house!” Driving a small black car
slowly down the street was seen as menacing behavior and fearing for his life; he
immediately went inside. (Field notes, June 19, 2019)
Drive-by shootings take place in the neighborhood, so the residents are often cautious
when they see someone “creeping” in the section. Being in the wrong place at the wrong time
could result in a trip to the hospital or even worse the morgue. When rival cliques are waring or
having some type of dispute, residents should be aware of their surroundings because someone
might fire a weapon from a moving car at any given point.
During my preliminary analysis of student and neighborhood data, I found that some
children live on the same street but had little contact with one another. One plausible explanation
for this disconnection is that some students have jobs located in remote locations. Therefore they
do not spend much time in the neighborhood. Other students are isolated because they are
concerned about neighborhood violence and remain in the house. One student, a junior named
Bartholomew, indicated that he did not have many friends in the neighborhood because he often
stayed after school to attend a program for high achieving students. He liked to take a nap once
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he got home from school and then spend the evening studying, doing homework, and completing
assignments.
Although, in some cases, the students had little to no contact with each other, there was
almost universal agreement that one street in the neighborhood that people should avoid at all
costs – Crestview Avenue. The street, which one student calls a “death trap,” runs from east to
west and bisects the heart of the neighborhood. It is widely considered one of the most violent
places in the neighborhood, if not the entire city. At the start of Crestview Ave., one can find
semi-attached homes with porches with wood or brick columns supporting overhangs. On the
surface, the houses appear to be in average conditions. This suggests that some of the residents
take pride in the general upkeep and care of their homes. This is evident by the painted vinyl
siding or small fenced-in yards. One house, in particular, was very well maintained with a white
picket fence and a manicured lawn that contained a small man-made lion themed waterfall. A
student stated that this home was the nicest on the street and claimed that the owner paid $5000
for it and then spent a lot of money on repairs and renovations (Fieldnotes, June 14, 2019).
Traveling westward, up a slight incline, the condition of the homes begins to change, and
one can see more buildings in disrepair. The houses need more than just a little “elbow grease”
or a coat of paint – they show signs of continued neglect. Windows are busted out or missing
altogether, and brick mortar has begun to cause the bricks to slump or disintegrate entirely. In
some cases, the friezes, which at one point added character and charm to the homes, are missing
or have started to crumble. Many of the houses are in dire need of repair, while others simply
need to be demolished.
More signs of urban despair are evident as one travels up the street. Vacant homes are
more numerous and clustered together. The distinct smell of black mold emanates from some of
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the houses. Certain sections of the street are reminiscent of conditions one might find in a wartorn country. As in many poor Black communities, a centrally located liquor occupies a
significant amount of space on Crestview Ave. A convenience store, which has a steady stream
of customers, is situated right in the middle of the Avenue. Two small laundry mats, a
barbershop and beauty salon, and what appears to be a small motel have all closed their doors. A
student recalled how his father used to purchase soul food from a small storefront restaurant.
However, the place which has a beautifully faded image of Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm
X on the side closed over a decade ago. Another eatery, a once-popular greasy barbecue joint
around the corner, also went out of business about ten years ago (Fieldnotes, June 14, 2019).
The homes appear to be better maintained at the end of the street. Fresh paint adorns
some of the houses, white picket or metal fences are prevalent, and flowers are in front yards.
The entrance to what Tony calls “heaven” or a “tropical island” is at the end of Crestview Ave.
As I discuss below, he gave this section of the neighborhood this name because peace,
tranquility, and civility are evident on his street (Fieldnotes, May 23, 2019).
Jamal is an 18-year-old senior. He shuns Crestview Ave. because he says violence might
erupt at any time. Seeking to learn more about the street, I conducted a field observation there in
mid-June 2019. The plan for us was to walk down Crestview Ave. and have Jamal identify things
he thought were interesting or troubling. About fifteen minutes into my observation with him, his
mother called expressing concern for his safety because he was wearing a blue durag. At first, I
did not think much about his mother’s call, but a few days later, we walked down Crestview
Ave. again and I asked him what she said when she called. He recalled,
She called me and she was like ‘Why you got all that blue on?’ But I thought it was just
regular clothes but it’s just the durag that was intriguing. She was like ‘You know that’s
Red Territory you’re not supposed to be walking over there with them colors on because
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they take that as like a sign of an initiation something like that.’ So I just took it off
immediately. (Field interview, June 17, 2019)
Jamal’s mother feared for his life since Crestview Ave. as well as the surrounding area
“belongs” to the notorious Bloods street gang. This section of the street is “Red Territory.” A
person wearing blue, even a blue durag might be seen as disrespecting the Bloods, which could
lead to a confrontation. Her response reflects caution about inviting trouble by wearing the
wrong colors since doing so might get her son shot and killed.
On a different occasion, Jamal got into trouble not because he was wearing blue, but
because he was wearing red. On that day, he was in a different neighborhood, one that belonged
to the Crips and thus considered “Blue Territory.” According to Jamal, while he was just
minding his business when a man roughly in his sixties yelled at him and told him to “take that
red stuff off.” Jamal removed the items since it was hot outside, and because he “Didn’t want no
problem.” (Jamal Interview, May 15, 2019, 55:10)
Like many of the students in the study Jamal, has a hearty appetite, and occasionally he is
willing to risk his safety to go to the corner store, which is less than a 5-minute walk from his
home. He claims he never purchases much there – may be a bag of potato chips and a soda. Yet,
traveling to the store is a stressful endeavor; hence, he employs several creative strategies to
avoid violence. For example, instead of leisurely walking to the corner store, he says, “I just be
like running there, sometimes I’ll just like jog there…because like last week, I believe somebody
got shot right there” (Jamal Interview, May 15, 2019). At other times, he avoids danger or people
who might seek to harm him by only going to the store around 3:00 pm when elementary schools
close for the day. During this time, he believes people are less likely to fire weapons as children
are outside.
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On the surface, such avoidance strategies might make Jamal appear timid or overly
cautious. However, as Yosso (2005) points out, the way he avoids violence, conflicts, or “drama”
is a form of navigational capital. Not every child has the ability to maneuver successfully
through social institutions or such a vast array of neighborhood-level challenges, yet, he can
remain safe in a neighborhood where gun violence and assaults are frequent occurrences.
George is a 15-year-old sophomore who does not have a favorable view of the
neighborhood. He described an incident that took place when he first moved to the area about
two years ago., “My first day walking to the store (on Crestview Ave.), I heard gunshots and
then yeah, and that’s how I could tell that it (the neighborhood) wasn’t good, good at all. And
then after that, it was killings, shootings I’d say every other day.” (George, Interview, June 5,
2019, 3:59) George received a chilly welcome to the neighborhood. Considering what he
experienced that first day, it is understandable why he would describe the neighborhood as a
“bad place.” In his opinion, more police are essential, which is ironic since, during the warmer
months, police cars frequently travel up and down the streets at a high rate of speed. It is not
uncommon for police officers to sit in SUVs in strategic locations in the neighborhood.
(Fieldnotes, May 23, 2019) The SUVs are all black and have dark gray lettering on the side,
which recedes at night. The vehicles are called “ghost cars” and have a sinister appearance. The
students have many different names for police officers. They call them “jump-out boyz,” “feds,”
“twelves,” or “opps” (Fieldnotes, May 9, 2019). During times of increased violence, local
officials seek assistance from the state police, otherwise known as “state boys.” Tactical units
sometimes patrol the area. The officers, who come equipped with bullet-proof vests and
semiautomatic weapons, are called “green suits” because of the paramilitary green attire they
wear. Their presence indicates the violence rampant and widespread. While the local police
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officers might be more lenient at times, the students said, “green suits” are not to be messed with
or “they’ll pop you in your mouth.” Instead of saying anything to them, the youngsters
understand it is best to keep your mouth shut and “keep it moving.” (Fieldnotes, May 23, 2019)
Shortly before my interview with George, about two dozen officers, along with the new
police director, flooded the area after a spate of gun violence and bloodshed. They held a police
line-up on Crestview Ave. across from a convenience and liquor store and in front of a former
police mini-station. Ironically, this station was closed for years before the incident. This public
show of force, according to George, indicates that the police “ain’t playing” and the recent rash
of violence must end.
Positive Perceptions of the Neighborhood
Not all students think The Terrace is a negative place. Darrell, an 18-year-old high school
senior, lives in a house that is located right across the street from a shuttered hospital. The
hospital closed its doors for good in 2011, reportedly because it was losing money. The vacant
building, which now sits on a 650,000 square foot space, is surrounded by overgrown shrubbery,
weeds, and uncut grass. Other blight is near Darrell’s home, but instead of focusing on
neighborhood conditions, police sirens, and crime, he recalled the positive experiences attending
a community center located close to his house. He spent a good deal of time hanging out and
playing basketball at the center when he was a child. Eventually, he got older and visited the
center, often basketball of practice and other after school activities. Regardless, he has fond
memories of hanging out there and receiving words of encouragement from Mr. Gray, the
director of the center, and other positive adults.
Darrell also discussed the positive experiences he had at Baker Park, located across the
street from his neighborhood. The park, which I describe in detail below, is a large and well-
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maintained green space that provides a respite from the hustle and bustle of city life. People go
there to relax. Darrell and three other boys describe how about their little league baseball teams
competing for bragging rights during the summers of their childhood. Darrell played on one of
the teams and recalled getting free snacks after the games. The park does have some educational
value for students. Each year a group of socially conscious and committed Black men distributes
free book bags and other materials at the start of the school year. It is unclear if he participated in
the events, but other boys said that they did receive free items in the past.
In addition to his time on the baseball field, Darrell noted that community members,
particularly those he passed on the way to school, offer words of encouragement. According to
him, once the individuals realize you were a committed student, they would motivate you, and in
his words, “They’ll push you to do better.” (Darrell Interview, April 9, 2019)
Another student had a favorable perception of the neighborhood. Cameron is a 15-yearold freshman who has an overall 2.7 GPA (92 in English and an 83 in Environmental Science).
He admitted that there are some challenges in his location and throughout the city. Nevertheless,
he likes his street. “Yeah it’s quiet where I live at,” he noted. “It’s a lot of elders so like, it ain’t
really no drama.” Cameron connected quietness and the lack of drama in his neighborhood with
elders. The theme of caring and stable seniors repeatedly emerged in the data. The vast majority
of the students who had a favorable view of their neighborhood said they appreciate the seniors
who live there even if sometimes they are in everybody’s business. One student suggested it is
good to have them there, but at times they are a pain because they are “old and nosey.” (George,
Interview, June 5, 2019)
Cameron likes his house and his street. “I mean we got a good house and stuff,” he said.
“We got a good house and neighborhood, the only thing I don’t like is the surroundings. The
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neighborhood that we live in (is) perfect. House perfect. A garage everything. It’s just the
surroundings, that’s the only bad thing. I actually think I have a picture of my house (Cameron,
Interview May 30, 2019, 19:38). He pulled out his phone and showed me a photo of his home. It
may be somewhat unusual for a 15-year-old student to take a picture of his house, save it on his
phone and then show it to people. However, Cameron is proud of where he lives, and even
though the surrounding neighborhood has some challenges, he still wants people to know that he
lives in a beautiful home.
Masculinity and Mentoring
No investigation into the lives of African American male high school students would be
complete without at least a brief discussion on masculinity. Several students discussed how
society has a negative perception of Black males, that they largely viewed as violent, gang
bangers, or thugs. Other students had a more favorable view of males. They expressed that men
could be strong or weak at different times and did not have a problem when their males in their
lives, particularly their father’s cried, showed affection or expressed vulnerability. Nevertheless,
there was no universal consensus regarding what exactly it meant to be or what one can expect of
males.
In America, masculinity is often linked to a person’s physical attributes, the feats the
person can perform (i.e., how much weight they can lift, how fast they can run, etc.), aggression,
or personality traits. Fasteau (1975) argued that men “are programmed to tackle jobs, override
obstacles, attack problems, overcome difficulties, and always seize the offensive (p. 2).
Hammond and Mattis (2005) maintain that masculinity is often associated with sex roles and that
many believe that should be the ones who provide for and protect their families. Perhaps the best
definition of masculinity comes from Davis (2006), who argues that “In essence, masculinity
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comprises social and culturally constricted meanings and definitions attributed to being male” (p.
292). This definition carries weight because it underscores how masculinity is rooted in social
and cultural norms. In other words, while one group views masculinity in one way, members of
another group may have a different idea about what it means to be a male.
Many students in the study participated in mentoring programs. The programs aim to
teach them how to avoid trouble, stay on track in school and work to debunk the myth that all
Black males are criminals, hoodlums, and troublemakers. The goal of the programs was also to
help the students understand what it meant to be Black and male in American society.
At least one student attended the Boys to Men Mentoring Program that met in a charter
school about five miles away from The Terrace. Males run the program, and participants are
predominantly Black or Hispanic high school students. It was noticeable that while women were
present, they mostly stayed on the periphery, watching what took place (Fieldnotes May 2,
2019). Approximately 25 male mentors are present, and through a conversation, I learned that
the individuals were educators, business owners, or had good jobs. A fireman and first responder
talked to a group about 25 boys who were present. The men spoke about the importance of
securing a good education as well as employment opportunities and the general job market. Yet,
it was the first responder who offered what I considered to be the best advice of the night when
he said, “Growing up in the hood, you get used to trauma, but you should never feel like you are
so hard that you can’t talk to someone. These guys are the fathers you don’t have at home.”
(Fieldnotes, May 2, 2019). He argued that as Black or Hispanic males, you have undoubtedly
been traumatized by something. Still, it is appropriate to show emotion, and more importantly, it
is appropriate to reach out to someone for help. His words rang true because often, maleness is
associated with strength, power, and aggression. The roughly one-hour meeting was powerful
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right down to the events that took place right before the students and mentors departed. The way
the students and mentors came together illustrates this point:
At the end of the session, the boys and men gathered under a basketball backboard to take
a group picture. About eight men held their cameras high and took photos of the boys and
their mentors. I estimate that there were about 25 Black male students there, and it was
quite an energetic scene as they posed, got down on one knee, and generally played to the
cameras.
At the end of the night, everyone gathered together around center court, and someone
yelled out “We all we got, we all we need” 3 times. It was call in response. A man called
and the boys responded. (Fieldnotes, May 2, 2019)
The program appeared to be useful for the students as they got to connect with several men,
Black men, who collectively expressed an interest in their well-being and success. The men
sought to tell the students what is “out there” what they will encounter when they reach maturity
and how the world is not always kind to Black males. It remains unclear if the facilitators of the
program are conducting research to determine how students are benefiting. Like most mentoring
programs, though, I sense that the support and encouragement the boys receive cannot be
measured.
A second mentoring program called Good Connections existed in the heart of the city and
met every Thursday. Run by Black males, the program aims to help Black male students learn
about what a healthy or good relationship looks like, instill a sense of pride in the participants
and to teach the boys about what it means to be male. Jay and Mark attend the program. Both
boys said that their mother was the one who connected them to the program because she is
always trying to keep them engaged in positive activities and keep them off the streets. She did
an excellent job since both the boys are paired up with two excellent resources (the Spot and the
Good Connections Program) and are doing relatively well in school. Jay had a favorable opinion
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of the Good Connections Program because it places a lot of emphasis on what it means to be
Black and male:
That’s what the group is about. It tells you about, the Good Connections Program, the
same thing they talk about what do they see as a Black male, how do they see them see us
as like ‘Oh they never gonna be nothin’’ Like they say ‘If you wanna keep stuff from
Black males, Black men, then put it in a book because they don’t like education. They
don’t want to do nothing good in life.’ They talk about how you have to prove them
wrong. He said cause if you do the things that they saying, you just proving their point.
He just talked about how there are males who are happy when people get looked up. (Jay,
Interview, June 6, 2019, 42:51)
The facilitator, a man named Mr. Jones, made some good points so much so that Jay quoted him
word for word. Jay understands that there are people in society who do not think highly of Black
males, believe they will amount to anything or view them as no good. He continued reflecting on
what Mr. Jones said:
He said the Trumps in the world are actually happy when they see another person locked
up or people be getting shot and stuff like that, and they actually say I told you so. They
actually said I told you so. I told you these Black people are not worth anything. I told
you that they not gonna be anything in life. So you gotta prove them wrong. (Jay,
Interview, June 6, 2019, 46:44)
The one thing that Jay evidentially took from Mr. Jones’ comments is that he can quiet
naysayers. During my interview with him, he said the words “prove them wrong” three times
within about 3 minutes. He understands that while people may say negative things about Black
males, that he does not mean he has to believe them. He plans to prove them wrong. He seems to
be on a mission to be something in life, to accomplish his goals and quiet the naysayers.
Homophobia in the Family and the Neighborhood
Tony, the same student who described his street and section of the neighborhood as a
tropical island, receives messages about masculinity and takes issue with some of the things he
learned. He is the only student in the study who self-identified as gay. He talked extensively
about his father, a man who he says inspired him to get good grades. His father used to give him
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money whenever he brought home a good report card. The nature of their relationship changed,
though, when Tony came out. “I’m in the LGBTQ community so he don’t support that,” he
explained. “He found out because at first I wasn’t really out but my best friend was out and he
was asking me why I was around him and stuff like that so that’s when he got mad and pissed
off. So he apologized to me about it, but we still don’t talk.” Tony makes it seem that he is not
bothered by the rejection. Yet, deep down, I got the sense that he was hurt by his father’s
behavior, especially since they were close at one time. His father wanted him to be more manly,
play sports, and to do things more traditionally associated with maleness.
In addition to his father, his paternal grandmother also has a problem with his sexuality.
Instead of dealing with the rejection, he said he has limited contact with that side of his family
and that, “I don’t really bang with them like that.” Although he was initially hurt by how they
treated him, he learned to cope with the rejection. He has determined that he is still going to be
successful regardless of what his father and paternal grandmother think and say.
Tony gave a mixed description of how the people in his neighborhood treat him. Most
continued to have a favorable opinion of him after he came out, but some did not approve of his
sexual orientation. When speaking of his residents on his street, he pointed out:
I mean everybody welcome, they still, everybody like the same, nothing changed. It’s just
certain people can’t stand it because they stuck in the old minds of how it used to be but
it’s 2019 now, so it’s like you feel me? Everything different and I feel like being Black
being in the LTBTQ community and being young it’s still harder for me, but I know that
I can do it because I been through different things in my life that made me stronger, so
it’s like it’s a piece of cake. (Tony, Interview, May 14, 2019)
As a young man, Tony faces what I call the trifecta of challenges because he is gay, Black, and
male. Being any one of these things is difficult, but since he is all three so he will face obstacles
in school, his neighborhood, and society. “I can say like it’s harder being all three of them
things” he noted. “Because a lot of people don’t really look at you how they look at everybody
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else. So like they expect things to be said or done when it’s really being said and done by a
certain person…like I see a lot of things in the media.” To clarify, Tony noted that the media
does not help with its monolithic portrayal of how Black males should or are supposed to act. He
has a problem with that. Still, Tony comes across as a person who is comfortable in his sexuality,
and while he does not like how some people perceive gay Black males, their views will not
determine how he feels about himself.
Like Tony, Alex has had to deal with how people view masculinity or society’s views of
maleness in the past. At a time when male aggression is expected and lauded, he is gentle, almost
timid, and reserved. Standing about 5’6” tall, he has brown cocoa-colored skin, gentle walnutshaped eyes, and long eyelashes. He also has a head full of beautiful waves, and during my
interview with him, I could not help but notice that he was wearing lip gloss. He talked about
what it means to be Black and male, “I guess it means that you help your family with what needs
to be done. Usually, people think of a Black male they think of gang related things, but not
everybody is like that” (Alex, Interview, June 14, 2019). From his viewpoint, Black males are
not a monolithic group, and it would be a mistake to paint them all with a broad brush. Indeed,
some people engage in gang activity, but as Alex argues that Black men also provide for and take
care of their families.
In addition to being cerebral and introspective, Alex is shy and soft-spoken. People make
fun of him sometimes because he is gentle and is soft-spoken. According to him, “(they) say I
talk like girl…they say I should be playing sports.” But Alex rejects their views claiming, “I
don’t play sports I don’t like sports.” People have tried to put Alex in a stereotypical box,
suggesting that he should be more masculine, dominant, and athletic. He is comfortable in his
skin, though, and during my interview, he showed flashes of a type of quiet strength. For
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example, instead of being bothered when people talked about his voice, he said, “To be honest, I
don’t really care cause they always say it.” He is not concerned about what other people think of
him and wants to develop his dancing skills.
Discussion
Black boys have different experiences in The Terrace. Some participants described how
certain sections of the neighborhood should be avoided at all costs, while others traveled freely
throughout the neighborhood. One student explained how wearing the wrong color durag can
lead to a confrontation and how certain areas are “owned” by gang members. He attempted to
avoid trouble by staying inside his house or running to the corner store when he needed to pick
up a small item. Another student described the area as “bad” and “full of poverty.” He recalled
how gunfire erupted when he traveled to the corner store with his father and how the incident
helped him determine that the neighborhood was “not good.” Other participants have a different
perception of the neighborhood. Although they are aware of neighborhood-level challenges,
instead of focusing on the negative aspects and poor conditions in the area they focus on the
positive people and places in The Terrace. The interactions they have with residents and other
teenagers are mostly positive. Experience has taught them that many people in the neighborhood
are concerned about their well-being, and they appreciate it when senior citizens and others ask
them about their grades as they travel to and from school.
Educators, school administrators, and others need to understand that Black male students
are not a monolithic group. Their experiences in the Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood, as well as
other urban spaces, vary based upon their confidence, attributes, and personal characteristics. All
too often, educators make assumptions about Black males based on where they live and go to
school. These assumptions can have an impact on how they view students and what they expect
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from them (Lynn, Bacon, Totten, Bridges, & Jennings, 2010; Beale Spencer, Tinsley, Dupree, &
Fegley, 2012). Students in the current study discussed how teachers and other educators
encouraged them to do their best in school, helped them make decisions about college, and even
invited them to church. The helpful educators the students identified were White, Black,
Jamaican, and Latino. The one common denominator, however, is that they all wanted to help
these boys reach their full potential and accomplish their goals.
Contradictions in the Neighborhood
Students often described The Terrace is a rough place, but the neighborhood also has
many positive aspects. I encountered many friendly people in the neighborhood. No one asked
me what I was doing as I walked down the streets with participants even though they probably
knew I did not live in the area. Residents treated me with kindness and respect. One person said
he liked the anti-drug and alcohol t-shirt I was wearing, so I gave him one since I had an extra
one in my car. “I don’t know, this one might be too small, but it’s the only one I have,” I stated.
“That’s all right. If it’s too small, I’ll just give it to someone else,” he said. And with that, he was
on his way. Several people said “Hi” or “What’s up” when I strolled through the neighborhood
with participants. Other people sat on their porches, walked, or rode bikes from place to place or
went about their daily lives. Occasionally, I saw children playing outside. The excerpt below
captures their activities one Friday evening:
It is roughly 7:30 pm, and Capone (a participant in the study) is with me as I drive down
a street, which runs through the heart of the projects. About forty children are playing on
a grassy area located between three buildings. They are all engaged in some type of
physical activity. Some of them riding bikes on the sidewalk, running about or while
yelling to friends in the distance. Other youngsters are throwing a football, play fighting
or simply talking to one another. It almost looks like a carnival. Everyone is happy,
joyful, and having fun. (Fieldnotes, June 14, 2019)
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The children’s behavior suggests they felt safe, comfortable, and were not worried about
neighborhood conditions or violence. Only two adults were present while they were playing
outside. One could argue that the children were unsupervised, but a more plausible explanation is
that their guardians were close by and thought it was appropriate to let them play outside and
enjoy the warm weather.
Other contradictions are noticeable. Jamal lives close to Crestview Ave. and has both
good and bad things to say about the street. In his assessment, the street is full of crime and
violence. However, Jamal was the person who told me about how the owner of the Crestview
Community Center employs teenagers, provides food for residents during the holidays, and
provides positive activities for elementary school students in the summer. He also told me about
how his grandmother used to own a beautiful home on Crestview Ave. She used to have
cookouts, and family members from both near and far would come to the house to talk, laugh,
and have a bite to eat.
Community Cultural Wealth, Neighborhood Resources and Black Male Students
Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth framework (CCW) serves as a salient lens to
examine the neighborhood level experiences and social realities of the Black male high school
students in this study. Researchers used this strength-based approach to investigate the
educational experiences of Latino students, parental involvement practices of low-income
mothers, and the educational aspirations of Black male college students (Luna & Martinez, 2012;
Brooms & Davis, 2017; Allen & White-Smith, 2017). In this investigation, Community Cultural
Wealth helped uncover the students’ ability to navigate through the neighborhood. For example,
the majority of students in the study shun Crestview Ave., avoid a dangerous section of the
neighborhood called the front lines, and stay away from other places where crime and gun
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violence might erupt at any time. Other students are perfectly comfortable traveling from place
to place in The Terrace. They move about freely and venture into other neighborhoods in the
city. Student perceptions and previous experiences determine whether and when they will leave
their homes or spend time inside.
Greenfield Terrace has many resources, including parks, neighborhoods, and recreation
centers. City parks are crucial because they help people escape the incivilities of city life and can
increase social interactions (Colistra, Schmalz, & Glover, 2017). Research also suggests that
urban parks are useful because they promote physical activity, which can ultimately decrease
health problems (Cohen, Han, Pitkin Derose, Williamson, Marsh, Rudick, & Mckenzie, 2012).
Close observations of the participants revealed that they exchange school information in Baker
Park. The students also drew on social capital in the past when they connected and arranged to
spend Senior Skip Day at the park.
Most of the community and recreation centers in the area are well maintained, although
some could use a coat of paint and some repairs. Although often overlooked, neighborhood and
recreation centers play a crucial role in urban communities. Social interactions take place in the
centers, and the available programs can influence a child’s professional and educational
aspirations (Miller, 2011; Colistra, Schmalz, & Glover, 2017). The amount of time students
spend at the neighborhood and recreation centers is mostly determined by their age, free time,
and type of social and academic programs that are available. Program directors, members of the
African American Fraternity Kappa Alpha Psi, and others provide formal and informal
mentoring for the students and share strategies to help participants avoid conflicts. Directors and
fraternity members also encourage students to go to college.
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Yosso’s (2005) conceptualization of family capital was helpful in this study. Many
students draw on family capital as their mothers, fathers, and other extended family members
support them as they pursue their educational goals. One participant in the study described how
his father placed his high school diploma above his crib when he was an infant. According to the
participant, he put it there to send the message that, “I got mine, now I need you to get yours
too.” A different participant shared information about how his father cried when he received his
first college admission letter in the mail. In both instances, the father’s behavior is congruent
with research, which highlights how Black men are active and caring parents who want their
children to do well in school (Kreider & Ellis, 2011; Coles, 2009).
Some parents contend there was a shortage of resources in the neighborhood. Instead of
allowing the boys to have idle time, they find ways to steer their children away from trouble and
connect them with afterschool, college prep, and mentoring programs. These findings extend
other studies that recognize the strengths of Black families and illuminate how parents and
guardians guide their children to resources and employ creative strategies to help them avoid the
lure of the streets (Hill, 1972; Jarrett, 1997; Furstenberg et al., 1999; Wright, Maylor, & Becker,
2016).
Human capital is available in The Terrace. Healy and Cote (2001) define human capital
as “the knowledge, skills, competencies, and attributes embodied in individuals that facilitate the
creation of personal, social and economic well-being” (p. 17). Several participants explained
how people in the neighborhood provide assistance, guidance, and educational support. Students
broadly placed these individuals into three categories: service people, seniors, and “street
people.” Service people addressed small tasks such as yard work and auto repairs, while seniors
and street people supported student performance with verbal encouragement and advice. On the
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surface, their presence in the community might not seem notable, but students expressed an
appreciation for these men because they provide services for neighborhood residents and support
education.
Many participants in the study attend church regularly, which is significant because
research substantiates the link between church attendance and academic achievement (Jeynes,
1999; Jeynes, 2010). There is also evidence that spirituality, the belief in a higher power, can
influence educational opportunities for communities of color. Park, Matias Dizon, and Malcolm
(2020) contend that “spiritual capital” defined as “…a set of resources and skills rooted in a
spiritual connection to a reality greater than oneself” (p. 721). Nevertheless, the findings from
the study highlight how Black churches and spirituality may influence the academic trajectory of
Black male students. In addition to recognizing their academic achievements, churches provide
safe space for students, provide educational materials, and offer scholarship money.
Summary
This chapter provided the context for the study and shed light on the student's
neighborhood-level experiences. The Terrace was once a bustling neighborhood, but things
changed after the assassination of Martin Luther King Jr., the outmigration of Whites. Students
have different opinions of the neighborhood. Some participants talked about the steps they took
to navigate the social terrain and avoid violence, while others discussed how community
members provide encouragement and support. There are some contradictions in the
neighborhood. Students talked about violence might occur at any time, but there is also some
evidence that children can play freely in certain sections of the neighborhood. These findings
suggest that while The Terrace has some challenges, some sections are safe and relatively quiet.
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Participants identified two mentoring programs that are in different parts of the city. Both
programs aim to teach the students how to stay out of trouble, do their best in school, and
maintain healthy relationships. The men of Kappa Alpha Psi also run a mentoring program that
meets in two community centers in the Terrace. I discuss the details of this mentoring program
in Chapter 5 of this dissertation.
I applied Yosso’s Community Cultural Wealth framework in this study. This strengthsbased framework helped me recognize the assets and abilities the students possessed. Likewise,
this framework helped shed light on how the student’s families stressed the importance of
education and took steps to help their children be successful in school. We know that mothers
play a crucial role in the social and moral development of children. Nevertheless, the data in this
study show that Black men are also active parents who neighborhood have dreams and hopes for
their children want them to do well in the classroom.
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CHAPTER 5
CAPITALIZING ON NEIGHBORHOOD RESOURCES
This chapter continues to unpack the findings. The first section focuses on how
participants draw on neighborhood resources to be successful in school. While many resources
are available, this section focuses on the resources the students rely on the most. Next comes a
discussion of the other forms of capital the students possess or employ. The third and final
section brings to fore how the Black church serves as a form of capital, and academically
supports Black male students.
Neighborhood Resources
The Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood has many overlooked or underutilized recourses.
While there are other assets in the neighborhood, I focus primarily on the brick and mortar
locations since, during my interviews and observations, the students specifically mentioned them
and the activities that take place there. Most of the participants are familiar with the locations,
spend time there, and see them as valuable. Virtually every student talked about the corner stores
in the neighborhood. Most of the students have hardy appetites, so they often travel to the one
local delis or bodegas to pick up some fast food. The corner stores are so prevalent in the
neighborhood that one student said, “there are corner stores in between corner stores.” Another
student said that despite the violence in the neighborhood, “They do be having good food on
Crestview, though.” Although they provide everything from fast food to essential household
items, the corner stores are omitted from the list of resources because they have little educational
value for the participants. Table 5.1 contains a summary of the resources. Also, see Appendix F
for a map of the neighborhood resources.
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Table 5.1
Name

Description

Baker Park4

A 100-acre park that features rolling hills, basketball
courts, and a fitness area. A local group of committed
Black men distribute school supplies here once a year.

Pecan Groove Park

A small park located at the end of a one-way street.
Teenagers and others sometimes hang out here.

Greenfield Terrace Recreation Center

A city-owned recreation center that features an after
school program for youth and high school students

Community Center #1

This community center is owned by the city. The
Black male fraternity Kappa Alpha Psi provides
several educational activities here.

Community Center #2

A city-owned community center located in a housing
project. The Black male fraternity Kappa Alpha Psi
provides several educational activities here.

The YMCA

Several students from the neighborhood and beyond
play basketball or lift weights here. One student takes
dancing lessons.

The Crestview Community Center

This center is owned and operated by a resident. He
runs a summer academic enrichment program for
students in grades K-12

Jesus My Rock Pentecostal Church

An African American church located in The Terrace.
The church periodically recognizes the academic
achievement of its children.

Greystone Holiness Church

African American church located neighborhood. The
members encourage students to excel in school and
distribute school supplies in August.

The Spot

Recreational club located 2 miles outside the
neighborhood. The center also provides tutoring and
information on how to gain entrance to college.

4

The names provided in the table are pseudonyms.
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Baker Park
Technically, Baker Park is located just a few feet outside the neighborhood, but I
included it among the resources because all twenty of the boys were familiar with the Park and
all but one spends time there regularly. This 100-acre expanse was designed in 1887 by
Frederick Law Olmsted, who is the same person who designed Central Park in New York City.
The Park features rolling hills, a myriad of trees from Evergreens to dogwoods, and small
bubbling streams. A monkey house, deer enclosure, and caged bears were all main attractions in
the sixties, seventies, and eighties. However, budget cuts and other issues forced their closure. In
2017, officials announced that the park would receive a 2.4-million-dollar makeover. According
to a local newspaper, the money will help fund a new pedestrian bridge, redesign and upgrade
playground equipment, build a spacious new pavilion, and redevelop the concert area.
Four participants agreed to let me spend some time with them and conduct an observation
in the park. The students all piled in my car. During the ride to the park, the topic of school
performance came up. One student, a 15-year-old freshman, named Eric, quickly let everyone in
the car know how well he was doing in school. “I think I got a 3.0 right now,” he said, a sense of
accomplishment in his voice. Another student quickly suggested that Eric was bragging and
“…coming like he better than y’all!” Shortly thereafter, an upperclassman let everyone know he
currently has a 3.2 GPA. The whole interaction between the students was brief yet significant as
it revealed how competitive the students were and how they understood that a person’s GPA
mattered.
After exiting the car, the students quickly tried out the pull-up and dip bars located in a
small fitness area. The conversation focused on who was the strongest, most athletic, who could
lift the most weight. The overall mood was one of happiness, as the students seemed to enjoy

113

being outside. It was a beautiful day in May, and the temperature was around 57 degrees with
overcast skies. The participants seemed to soak in the fresh air as they traveled through the park,
past the basketball and tennis courts before arriving at the little league baseball field were two of
the students enjoyed some cheese fries and some Gatorades. Sitting on wooden park tables, they
began reminiscing about the days of old when they were elementary school students and
competed against each other for various little league championships and bragging rights. After a
short period, a couple of Black male high school students appeared. The boys were not part of
my study, but it was clear that my students knew them. After some small talk, they began to have
a conversation about school. It was significant because it revealed that the students also talk
about or least think about school when they are in the park. During one interview, a student
described how he spent Senior Skip Day in Baker Park. Instead of going to shore or a hotel party
after the prom, his friends choose to enjoy the open space. It was an incredible finding since it
demonstrates how students utilize the park for informal school-related activities.
We traveled to a central location in the park where the boys, who are all teenagers, took
on a more childlike quality as they played on the playground equipment designed for elementary
school students. Below I describe how the Black males behaved on that day:
The wood chips on the ground, the freshly painted steel monkey bars, and swings were
all too inviting to the boys, and I watched as each one tried to outdo each other. The boys
were competitive even when they were playing. It was like they were always jockeying
for position to see who could go the highest on the swings and who could climb the
highest and fastest on the spider web challenge. Once again, I got to see how the students
used the space in the park. During our brief time there, they all seemed happy, joyous,
and carefree. (Fieldnotes, May 9, 2019)
In addition to hanging out in the Park, several students discussed how a group of
prominent Black men and Black churches distribute school supplies there once a year in August
at the back to school event. The men publicize the event in advance. Children and parents of all
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ages head to the park to receive free items. Most of the students I interviewed said the only took
what they needed; pencils, paper, binders, etc., and left the other items behind for younger grade
school students who might be able to use them.
It was fascinating to see the students interact within the social setting of the park, but
eventually, it was time to take the students home. Two participants were brothers and lived in a
beautiful house located across the street from a 65,000 square foot abandoned hospital. They
both dislike the problems in their neighborhood but are not afraid to travel throughout the
neighborhood. The other two students who were with me live in a housing project, which is
synonymous with violence and gang activity. Still, they both have good GPAs and do the best
they can to stay out of trouble.
The park serves as a place where students come together and interact, but more
importantly, the data revealed that students also exchange information about their classwork.
Yosso (2006) would make the case that the African American students mentioned above were
exercising their form of social capital in that they were relying on their peers to ascertain
information about school work. The students enjoyed spending time in the park, but it was clear
that they were also thinking about school.
Pecan Grove Park
Over the last three decades, urban planners and developers have researched how people
utilize parks when they frequent the green spaces and what features they find desirable (García,
Gee, & Jones, 2016; Grier, & Perry, 2018). Two students in the study talked about Pecan Grove
Park. The park has a small swing set, a sliding board, monkey bars, and strategically placed park
benches. Residents keep watch over the activities that take place there as well as in the broader
neighborhood. For example, as a student and I walked near the park, I noticed that an older
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woman was closely watching us. She was observing us and most likely wanted to make sure we
were not troublemakers. I checked to see if my assumptions were correct, and the student told me
I was right (Fieldnotes, May 23, 2019).
Mostly younger elementary and grade school students utilize Pecan Groove Park, save
for a few teenagers who sit on the swings and talk occasionally. One participant from the study
indicated that in the summer, the city’s recreation department provides a little summer boot camp
for children in the neighborhood. They even provide lunch for the youngsters and transport them
to a pool located in another part of the city.
Like Baker Park, Pecan Grove Park is generally seen as a place to spend time and relax.
The major difference is that people from the entire city will not travel across town to get to Pecan
Park because it is at the end of a one-way street, has limited parking and is surrounded by some
vacant houses. The park has some value for residents, and people from the neighborhood spend
time there. Below is an example of how residents utilize the space:
An African-American woman who was there with her two children whom she said they
were three months and two years old. She also had her small dog with her. While it was
warm outside, perhaps in the 80s, the dog was wearing a small item of clothing that said
“Be Happy” on the back. She was standing in front of her 3-month-old, rocking him in a
swing and gently talking to him. Her 2-year-old was walking about uninhibited, and at
one point, he reached out for his mother. He wanted her to pick him up. The woman said
her grandfather lives on the street, she grew up there and that she brings her kids to this
park instead of two other ones nearby. The woman, who I estimate to be I her 20s, said
she remembers Tony when he was a youngster in the neighborhood. She said she grew up
nearby and remembered Tony when he was little. (Fieldnotes, May 23, 2019)
Pecan Park is safe because she had her children and even her dog with her. Tony is a
senior who lives on the street connected to Pecan Park. He described how his section of the
neighborhood is safe and comfortable: “(My street) is actually a nice neighborhood you got the
little park, kids go play, around all the neighbors, all my neighbors we all know each other. I
grew up on that street. Everybody know me, everybody nice. It doesn’t be like no chaos or none
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of that” (Tony, Interview, May 23, 2019, 4:57). The “chaos” Tony mentioned refers to the fights
and shootings that take place just around the corner from his house. He said that two streets that
run on both sides of his house are full of trouble. Another street nearby is also dangerous, and the
fourth street, Crestview Ave. has some challenges. A person was killed on that street just a
couple of days before my observation with Tony. Regardless, according to Tony fights, and other
forms of violence seldom take place on his street, and people are free to go about their daily
lives. He even went so far as to refer to his street as “heaven” of like a “tropical island.” When
describing the area, he said:
What makes it more like a heavenly side is that it’s less chaos. You can actually bring the
kids to the park if you want. Everybody knows each other, looks out for each other. It’s a
lot of people work on cars; you need your car fixed you know where to go to. It’s just a
lot of supportive neighbors around here. On this side (the other street) it’s like every man
for himself screw you. I don’t know you, don’t care. Money, money, money, money.
(Tony, Informal Interview, May 23, 2019)
Hearing Tony talk about the park and his neighborhood was enlightening, but to actually see
what he experiences is even more telling. I observed how people casually walk through his
section of the neighborhood one Friday afternoon in May. After spending some time in Pecan
Groove Park, we walked down the street towards Tony’s house, and within an instant, the street
was full of people. Below is an example of the social interactions that take place on Tony’s
street:
I looked down the street and noticed that there were about 20 people outside talking,
interacting, or going about their daily lives. Everyone seemed to be enjoying the
midafternoon sun, mild temperatures, and the relief that comes at the end of a school or
work week. It was like all of a sudden people came outside to chat, relax, and enjoy each
other’s company. It felt like an impromptu block party. The only thing missing was food,
cold drinks, and music. (Fieldnotes, May 31, 2019)
I got separated from Tony as I engaged in small talk with the residents. Tony talked about a
backyard mechanic during his interview. He said the man fixes cars for a small fee. On this day
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the man was working on a modified and upgraded 1984 Buick Regal. The car was clearly in need
of some work, but the man said it ran well. Eventually, I caught up with Tony and noticed that
one of his companions, a female student, was posing in the middle of his street as if she was
auditioning for America’s Next Top Model. The whole scene looked like something from out of
a movie:
She is African American, brown skin, and roughly 18 years old. On this day she was
donning a short blond bob wig, a jean outfit, and sneakers. Initially, she was taking
photos of herself but Tony began to use his camera phone to photograph her. Shortly
thereafter, a young man came outside with a 35 mm DSLR and took pictures of her while
she struck various poses. She was standing in the middle of the street. She just knew she
was cute. You couldn’t tell her nothin’. (Fieldnotes, May 31, 2019)
Considering what I witnessed that day, it was easy to understand how and why Tony
refers to his neighborhood, and in the broader sense Pecan Grove Park as a tropical island or a
slice of heaven. His comments about his street are congruent with Freeman’s (2019) analysis of
urban neighborhoods. Freeman argues that while some poor urban neighborhoods are restrictive
and inhibit social mobility, others provide warmth and support for residents.
The Greenfield Terrace Recreation Center (The Rec Center)
Recreation centers play a vital role in the lives of urban children by providing meals,
physical activity, and educational support. The centers also serve as “safe havens” or places that
protect children from neighborhood violence. Not all centers are the same, however.
Neighborhood income can influence the number of programs, amenities, and the condition of
recreation centers (McKenzie, Moody, Carlson, Lopez, & Elder, 2013).
The Greenfield Terrace Recreation Center receives funding from the city and is situated
about fifty feet away from the beginning of Crestview Ave. which runs through the heart of The
Terrace. The one floor building is made out of brick and has a group of small 4-inch glass
windows on both sides of the entrance. Upon entering the building, one can find newer Dell
118

computers with flat screens on the left. The space is cramped but has two small meeting rooms
and a locker room. A basketball court is in the center, and on any given day, children between
the ages are 8-12, play basketball, yell to one another, or runabout. The youngsters occupy this
space after school between the hours 3:00 pm to 6:00 pm. People between the ages of 14-30
occupy the space between 6:00 pm and 8:00 pm. (Fieldnotes, May 9, 2019)
A respected former football player who once lived in the city purchased the scoreboard
located on the right above the basketball court. However, the unit is damaged and in need of
repair. A skilled local graffiti artist painted beautiful urban images in the gym. The images add
color and flare and have a strong visual impact. Still, there are sections of the center that could
use a coat of paint. A rather large obstacle course is behind the center. Children play there, and
occasionally the area is used for adult physical activities and team building. (Fieldnotes, May 9,
2019)
A 54-year-old Black man named Mr. Gray is the administrator at The Rec Center.
Standing about 5’9” tall and weighing roughly 240 pounds, he looks like a former powerlifter
complete with broad shoulders and powerful looking arms. In the Black community, a man with
his type of build would be described as “diesel.” Mr. Gray values education, and at one point, he
was pursuing a degree in organizational leadership from a respected university. Unfortunately, he
had to stop taking classes because he has a child in college, and it was difficult to pay both
tuition bills. He only needs 20 more credits to complete his degree.
Mr. Gray is committed to the center and the children who go there. Undoubtedly, the
students who attend the Rec Center can identify with him because he is Black, male, down to
earth, and has a little urban swagger. Although I did not have my audio recorder with me at the
time, I was able to write down much of what he said about his experience working at the center:
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Mr. Gray said he has been working at the center for twelve years, and during that time
fifteen of his former students were killed, and five and of his former students were the
triggermen. Just two days before my interview with him, a person was killed at the corner
of Crestview and Addison Avenues. Despite these and other neighborhood-level
challenges, some students manage to excel, and Mr. Gray proudly told me about how
some of his former students attended universities, including Wagner and Brown. Other
former students joined the military and come back and visit from time to time. He calls
them alumni. (Fieldnotes, May 9, 2019)
Mr. Gray is concerned about his past and present students, so it must have been heartbreaking for
him to learn that some of them were either victims or perpetrators of violence. He mentioned
how just a short time ago, a person was murdered less than a mile from the center. Still, it is
evident that he loves working at the center, and he proudly talked about former students who are
doing well.
Without provocation, Mr. Gray talked about Darrell, an 18-year-old senior who is a
participant in my study. According to Mr. Gray, he spent a lot of time at the center when he was
younger, and he watched him grow up. He remembers when Darrell was younger:
Mr. Gray said he watched Darrell grow up. He started attending the center when he was
ten years old. He described Darrell as an unassuming student who was never in trouble
and never had any confrontations with anyone. His comments about Darrell were brief
but substantial, especially since he is now a senior and about to head off to college.
(Fieldnotes May 9, 2019)
One of the participants in the study specifically mentioned Mr. Gray when I asked about
the positive people in his neighborhood. The student, a high school senior named Ace, has a
broad smile and a good sense of humor. He said Mr. Gray talks “…to me about college and stuff
and how when I come back (from college) back everybody gonna heat on me and stuff like that”
(Ace, Interview May 7, 2019, 23:12). Mr. Gray believes in Ace, thinks he has a bright future and
hopes that one day he will return to the center to inspire other students.
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Some Black males talked about the Rec Center and eventually, it became evident that
many students ultimately “age out” of the program and began to spend more time at the local
YMCA or find other things to do with their time. Nevertheless, the interviews I conducted with
the students and the time I spent with them at the Rec Center shed light on how Black males
utilize the Center and benefit from their interactions with Mr. Gray. He believes in education,
encourages the boys, and wants to see them be successful.
Community Center #1
Whereas recreation centers tend to focus on physical activities, community centers often
emphasize relationship formation and social interactions. Such centers are paramount since they
facilitate bonding, bridging, and linking social capital (Colistra, Schmalz & Glover, 2017, p. 37).
Community Center #1 is owned and operated by the City Housing Authority. The front of the
building features four white pillars that support a porch roof. The building appears well
maintained with pane glass windows, tan colored doors, and a mixture of terra cotta colored
cinder blocks and standard bricks. A newer playground is behind the building. Undoubtedly,
students from the daycare enjoy playing there when it is time for recess. A respected former
elementary school principal is an administer at Community Center #1. Office space is on the
right, and a small gathering hall, complete with a kitchen, is on the left. Dances are held at the
center occasionally. Dances cause a great deal of excitement because they gave students from
different parts of the neighborhood a chance to show off their latest steps or “tang” (short for
tango) (Darrell, Interview, April 9, 2019).
Ace spends time at both the Community Center #1 and The Rec Center. The fact that he
attends more than one center is significant for two reasons. First, it shows that he is aware of and
draws on more than one neighborhood resource at the same time. Second, it indicates that Ace is
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not overly concerned about the negative aspects of his neighborhood. One would think he would
be worried about neighborhood-level violence, especially since his mother’s car was riddled with
bullets twice when while it was parked outside his apartment. Yet, instead of remaining in the
house fearing for his life, he goes from place to place as he pleases with little to no limitations
from his mother. He knows how to avoid certain spots that might pose a threat to his wellbeing
and calls home from time to time to let his mother know his whereabouts.
The members of Kappa Alpha Psi, a Black male fraternity, provide mentoring, academic
support, and conflict resolution workshops in Community Center #1. The center is in Ace’s
housing complex. Ace is impressed by their activities and particularly likes when they do step
shows. The Kappas have had an impact on Ace, and he says he wants to join their fraternity
when he attends William Patterson University in the Fall.
Community Center #2
The City Housing Authority operates Community Center #2, which is located in the
center of a housing project. The one story building is made out of brick and has a small set of
steps in the front that lead to the entrance. The center is located less than half a mile from
Community Center #1, and at one point, similar activities took place there. Once parental
permission slips are secured, students can participate in summer reading programs, go on field
trips, and utilize the computers. In the past, the Kappas provided mentorship, helped children
with their homework, and aided in the construction of model remote control cars. Previously,
students went to the center after school to get help with their homework and academic support.
Unfortunately, students from a nearby neighborhood began to cause fights and other trouble.
Officials just shut the program down instead of addressing the issue. Regardless, before the
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activities ceased, the center served as a critical educational resource for at least two of the
students.
Michael is another student who takes advantage of neighborhood resources. He rides his
bike to Baker Park and, in the past, enjoyed spending time at Community Center #2. He
recounted, “We had an after school program there too. Like when we came from school, we just
go straight there and do our homework.” He also recounted that “we would have pizza, or they
would cook some food or they would have some sandwiches like hoagies.” In addition to
homework help and a bit to eat, Michael benefited from interacting with the Kappas, the same
Black male fraternity that worked with students in a different center. In addition to mentoring,
the fraternity members provide academic support, scholarships, and information about how to
gain entrance to college.
Both Ace and Michael benefited from the educational support and encouragement they
received at Community Center #1 and Community Center #2. They profited from their
interactions with the Kappas. Even more importantly, the data revealed that the Kappas are
connected to at least two centers located within the same neighborhood. These findings highlight
the institutional capital, which exists in The Terrace and highlight how Black males will help
Black boys. Unfortunately, not everyone is aware of or take advantage of all the resources, which
are available in The Terrace.
The YMCA
The YMCA (hereafter referred to as the Y) has equipment and facilities for both children
and adults alike. The one story brick building features large windows so people can view the free
weights and workout machines from the street. An outdoor pool, basketball court, dance studios,
and martial arts training are also available. On Sundays, a small congregation of Christians holds
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church services at the Y. The pastor is an energetic young man in his thirties who knows how
both preach and connect with people.
Some students indicated that sometimes they would head to the Y instead of the Rec
Center, because the basketball players there are more skilled or as one student put it, “Cause the
Rec Center there really isn’t no competition, and there’s competition at the Y. (Eugene,
Interview May 31, 2019). Some students are willing to pay $5 a day or $30 a month to play
basketball, exercise, or just spend time with friends at the Y. A freshman named Alex attends
dance classes there once a week. He is currently preparing for a dance recital, which will take
place at a large building that can hold several hundred people. Of course, it is difficult to know
how many people will attend his event, but Alex is doing everything he can to get ready for his
big event. The vast majority of students view the Y as a place to play basketball or workout.
According to the center’s web site, they have an “educational enrichment” component, but it is
only available to pre-school children.
The Crestview Community Center
Although Crestview Ave. has a high crime rate, there is one bright spot on the street – the
Crestview Community Center. The one floor yellow stucco building has a large green identifying
sign on the top left and an asphalt parking lot in the front. A white passenger van sits in front of
the building, but it looks like it has not been moved for some time because it has two flat tires. I
was not able to enter the building, but when a participant and I looked inside, we noticed that
boxes, papers, and other items were unorganized.
Mr. Franklin, a 6’1” 74-year-old African American male, is the owner of the center.
Along with operating the center, he works as an elementary school crossing guard in the
community. He has a warm smile and easy laugh, but he is also a man who has been through
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something. He is a veteran who fought in the Vietnam war. He said he started the center as a
social outlet for young people after he noticed the economic decline in the area and the
proliferation of gangs. During the Thanksgiving or Christmas holidays, he opens the center and
provides meals for members of the community. It is unclear who funds such events. It is possible
that Mr. Franklin pays for everything or somehow finds a way to secure the food via donations.
Volunteers distribute fruits, vegetables, and other items on the fourth Saturday of every month. I
traveled to the facility on a beautiful day in June to learn more about what the center had to offer
at least in terms of food distribution. People were excited to get some free food coffee and
donuts:
It was a seasonably warm day; the temperature was around 69 degrees when I arrived.
There was excitement, happiness, and anticipation in the air. There were all kinds of
vegetables placed on tables. There were apples, carrots, cranberries, Zucchini and some
things I never saw before. Some of the items were in crates while others were in shopping
carts. There were also about 2-3 dozen boxes of Dunkin Donuts there along with DD
coffee. I also saw 24 packs of bottled water.
I could not help but notice the two 2 Sikhs who were there distributing food. They both
appeared to be in their 30s-40s or so. They told me that on the fourth Saturday of the
month, some people from religion purchase food from Costco and bring it to the Center.
They have been doing this for the last 3.5 years. This is done as a part of their religion,
which mandates that they tend to the needs of the poor. What stood out in my mind was
that while the majority of the people in the city are Christians on this day, it was the
Sikhs who were providing alms for the poor. (Fieldnotes, June 22, 2019)
It is not surprising that free food, coffee, and donuts would attract people from various parts of
the neighborhood and other locations throughout the city. However, the warmth, camaraderie,
racial, and religious harmony that existed on that day was striking. Caucasians were present and
were distributing the food, which was significant because during the roughly thirty-six hours I
spent in the field, I never saw a White person. George, a junior who works part-time at
McDonald's, said he rarely sees a White person in the neighborhood and one does appear he
cannot help but notice how they dress and behave:
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Like you will rarely see a healthy white person in that neighborhood. All the White
people you see – drug addicts. So you know they look crazy. You be looking like oh ewe!
Umma go with the girls first. The girls be having bags under their eyes. And their hair,
ewe! Like the way they dress. They be having little dogs. Like they little pets. Pets in
their book bags. Um like what the heck? What are you doing? Summertime they be
having big boots, shorts, they be having saggy tank tops ewek! If you would have seen it
you would have been like oh my god what are you doing? (George, Interview, May 21,
2019)
George’s assessment of White people, particularly the women, highlights how he views them as
strangers in the neighborhood. Their behavior, mannerisms, and style of dress is different than
other residents. On this day, people from different social strata walked to the center with small
carts. Other more affluent individuals arrived in late model cars or SUVs. They came from all
directions north, south, east, and west, and it was Mr. Franklin, the owner of the center and
organizer of the event, who brought everyone together.
The center has an educational component. A summer camp is available for students
between the ages of five and eighteen. Activities include arts and crafts, tug of war, and
hopscotch. The students also attend cultural trips to nearby cities. Mr. Franklin was happy to
discuss the summer camp he provides for children:
We have an enrichment program during the summertime for the kids. It starts from 7 in
the morning till 3 to try to keep the same schedule as when they in school. We go
swimming roller skating, we go to Philadelphia. We go to different parts of the city. Go
and see different cultures in different areas so they get used to different cultures and stuff
like that. And I usually have this. Try to keep the kids, make it really cheap and
inexpensive. So the kids can come to the camp so I can keep them from running in the
streets. Getting involved. Keep them active you know what I mean? So that’s what do we
here in our neighborhood. (Mr. Franklin, Interview, June 22, 2019, 3:11)
As a senior citizen, Mr. Franklin could spend his time relaxing and traveling. Instead, he
provides food for people in the neighborhood and runs a summer camp for children. Jamal, the
same student mentioned above who said he runs from place to place to avoid negative people in
the neighborhood, said he worked at the center about three years ago when he was fifteen years
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old. He helped serve food to people in the community. During the summer months, he worked
with the students who attended the summer camp.
Jesus My Rock Pentecostal Church
Located within the boundaries of the neighborhood, Jesus My Rock Pentecostal Church
is a small white stucco building with a large cross attached to the front. Parishioners and others
must walk up a small step to gain entrance to the building, which in some ways looks like two
houses merged to form one structure. The church is small, probably less than 4000 square feet.
Upon entering the building, the first thing one notices is a small kitchen. Once a person turns
right, he or she will quickly enter the sanctuary, which probably holds no more than about 75
people. Though few in numbers, the Holy Ghost filled church offers a lively worship experience
with music that has a type of Caribbean swing to it. The church is led by a powerful,
knowledgeable, and articulate female pastor who invites both parishioners and visitors to
participate in the worship experience. I was seated in the back of the church. I choose to sit there
so I could observe the service and write down my notes. However, the pastor quickly identified
me as a visitor and invited me to move forward so I could join the rest of the members who were
praising God. I followed her directions and moved to a more central location in the sanctuary and
tried to type field notes in my phone and participant in the service at the same time. (Fieldnotes,
April 9, 2019).
The Rock periodically has a Children’s Day Celebration, where the pastor and
parishioners acknowledge the academic achievements of youngsters and lets them know that
they are unique and special in the eye-sight of God. Although it is not uncommon for members
of the broader society to perceive Black children negatively, the members of this church choose
to celebrate their children, acknowledge their strengths and positive attributes, and call attention
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to their academic accomplishments. One participant described how members of The Rock
recognized his school performance:
At the end of every marking period, they make all the kids and students bring in a report
card and they award us with like certificates and like 5$ and $10 gift cards for that and
they continually they honored me and this other girl that is heading to college this year
too. So they always stress the importance of staying involved and getting a good
education. (Isaiah Interview, April 9, 2019, 28:22)
The above quote sheds light on how members at The Rock focus on education and the lengths
they will go to “lift up” their children. From Isaiah’s viewpoint, his church is a valuable resource
because they support both spiritual and educational growth.
Greystone Holiness Church
Located on the perimeter of the neighborhood, Greystone is a rather large edifice with
ornate brickwork in the front. Previously the building served as a grocery store but was
converted to a house of worship, perhaps in the 1980s. The church is located right next to the
projects, although it is unclear if and how many members from the housing complex attend
services there. Kevin, a high school junior, noted how the church has an unwavering
commitment to the community. In August, members hold back to school cookouts where they
distribute free pencils, markers, book bags, and other supplies to children. Even though he is not
a member of the church, he enjoys helping out during the cookout and back to school activities.
From his standpoint, the church plays a vital role in the community since they make the
connection between serving God and staying in school.
The Spot
Even though the Spot is not within the boundaries of The Terrace neighborhood, it is
included in this investigation because at least two students attend the facility regularly. Thus, it is
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crucial to examine why they choose to travel outside the neighborhood to access educational
resources instead of going to recreation centers located right down the street.
The Spot is in a suburban area along a four-lane business highway. An auto repair
facility, a dairy, a convenience store, and a place that sells fresh fruits and vegetables are all
within walking distance. The building is blue and white and has large windows. The structure is
clean and inviting from the outside and is equally attractive inside. A reception area is available
along with some small comfortable chairs. Large glass windows enable one to see down the
hallways and into a room with arcade games. Parents move about in and out of the building and
pick up their children. The overall mode in the reception area is businesslike and professional.
Instead of just letting me walk into the facility, a receptionist asked me to wait while she
contacted an administrator who was expecting me (Fieldnotes, June 18, 2019).
The facility has a gymnasium, a college and career room, a student lounge, a dance
studio, and a sensory room to help children “tone it down.” The rooms are all clean, presentable
and according to an administrator, the furniture store, Ethan Allen, provided some items to make
the place look and feel comfortable. According to participants Mark and Jay, at one point, tutors
from a university provided help to students who needed assistance with their homework or
research projects. However, the boys said instead of taking advantage of the tutors, teenagers
tried to make the place a “chill spot.” More clearly, instead of taking advantage of the SAT and
ACT prep books and other materials, which were available, the students decided that they would
rather hang out, play basketball and get some free food. Participants talked about how The Spot
was an excellent resource at one point, but things changed over time. Despite changes, Jay said
he appreciates how workers provide transportation to the center and even give him a ride home.
He had some positive things to say about The Spot:
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I feel like most people here go cause it’s kind of fun you play ball there. And you got
tutors and stuff it’s not all about like having fun like you can go there to get help. And
they have like this, I forgot what it’s called. Job Match thing and you go there sign
yourself up whatever. You do it and they actually put you in like a making shop where
you have an internship for 50 hours. Get a grant for 500. But yeah, so it’s like it helps you
a lot like and stuff like getting a job and during the summertime, they help you get the job
cause you can work at 6 flags they help you get stuff like that. (Jay, Interview, June 6,
2019, 10:50)
Jay likes spending time at the facility. He has fun there but can also make some money if
he completes an internship. His mother is happy that Jay and his bother attend The Spot after
school because from her perspective, the place keeps them off the streets, safe and out of trouble
(Fieldnotes, June 18, 2019). When asked why he did not take advantage of the resources and
community centers in his neighborhood Jay said, “Because it’s not provided in my
neighborhood, so I have to go to different places. The resources I need are not in my area, my
neighborhood” (Jay, Interview, June 6, 2019, 13:31).
Jay’s older brother, Mark, has a different opinion of The Spot. Mark says The Spot is
only concerned about making money. From his perspective, it is a numbers game where the
facilitators are mostly trying to fill slots so they can meet the requirements of a grant. Eventually,
he began to lose interest in The Spot. To make matters worse, he did not receive the
compensation after he completed an internship. During his interview, he expressed his frustration
with administrators at The Spot:
The Spot is so unorganized. I finished my internship three months ago I was supposed to
get $500 three months ago. Now I gotta wait till July 4th to get the 500. (Mark, Interview,
June 10, 2019, 59:19)
He continued:
The Spot they supposed to give me my money. I don’t care about The Spot no more
because they waste too much. It’s unorganized this year. We didn’t even have no trips
this year. They didn’t teach us anything. We didn’t learn this year. All we did was learn
about jobs and careers. That was the only thing for our internship. I only went there for
the internship cause last year I got my 500. But Ms. Jackson was working there last year
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and she gave me my money the next week. I don’t have to keep on asking her and asking
her. (Jay, Interview, June 10, 2019, 1:00)
It is unclear if Mark ever received his money or if he continued to attend the Spot. However,
based on his assessment, the place is only interested in filling seats so they can receive funding
and meet the requirements of the grant. His comments were a stunning indictment of the
program, which on the surface, at least from my observation tries to help students. Still, he
believes some changes are needed, and more importantly, he wants his money.
Research has documented the benefits of recreation centers (Acar, 2011, Miller, 2011,
Colistra, Schmalz, & Glover, 2017). According to Bryd and Chavous (2009), children who live
in neighborhoods with more institutional resources (i.e., recreation centers) and have positive
role models tend to have higher GPAs and are less likely to be absent from school. The
Greenfield Terrace Recreation Center is situated on the border of the neighborhood and served as
a haven for many boys when they were younger. They played basketball there, received help
with their homework, and interacted with Mr. Gray, the African American male director of the
facility. Two students recalled how he encouraged them to do the best they could in class and
consider college after they graduate from high school. In many ways, Mr. Gray is a natural
mentor to the boys. During the interviews, they implicitly explained how he continues to have a
positive influence on their lives even though they do not interact with him as much as they once
did because they have basketball practice or other commitments. His interactions with the boys
are paramount since research suggests that natural mentors can positively influence a teenager’s
racial identity (Hurd & Sellers 2012; Sanchez, Hurd, Neblett & Vaclavik, 2017).
A few of the boys in the study attend Community Centers #1 and #2. These students
participate in prosocial activities and receive educational assistance. As noted earlier, members
of the African American male fraternity, Kappa Alpha Psi, devote time to the centers, teach
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conflict resolution skills, and provide scholarships. They also mentor students, which is
significant since research suggests mentors can influence social and academic outcomes for
Black male students (Hurd & Sellers 2012; Sanchez, Hurd, Neblett & Vaclavik, 2017). Generally
speaking, there are two types of mentors. Natural mentors are as non-parental adults who come
from a student’s preexisting social network (Hurd, Sanchez, Zimmerman & Caldwell, 2012).
These mentors tend to know the students’ neighborhood, school, or extended family members.
Natural mentors are helpful because they already have a connection or relationship with their
mentees. According to Hurd and Sellers (2012), African-American students who have natural
mentors tend to be more academically engaged. Studies also suggest that the presence of a
natural mentor can decrease depressive symptoms and limit risky sexual behaviors over time
(Hurd & Zimmerman, 2010). The strength of this approach is that mentors and mentees already
know each other, and are likely to stay in touch over time. A weakness would be that natural
mentors may not know about specific interventions and strategies that may work with Black
male students.
Formal mentors are usually associated with a certified mentoring program and must have
background checks. Typically, they must also complete a mentoring training. In their review of
mentoring programs, Sanchez, Hurd, Neblett, and Vaclavik (2017) found that Black male youth
who had formal mentors tended to have higher GPAs, and were less likely to have sex over the
next nine months. Black male students with formal mentors also had better communication
skills. The strength of formal mentoring programs is rooted in the training the mentors receive.
They may learn how to use specific interventions and strategies to increase the social and
academic outcomes of Black male students. The limitation of formal mentoring is that students
are not allowed to pick their mentor, so there is a chance they may not adequately bond with the
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mentor they receive. Finally, whereas natural mentors tend to remain in contact with their
mentors over time, formal mentors may lose contact with their mentees when a program ends.
Participants talked extensively about how they benefited from the mentoring program run
by the men of Kappa Alpha Psi. They described how the men taught them how to avoid
conflicts, helped them with homework, and provided scholarships to boys who participated in
their program for four straight years. The interactions they have with the men are crucial are
significant since research has established that mentoring programs can help students develop
various forms of capital. For example, Liou Martinez and Rotheram-Fuller (2015) conducted an
ethnographic study to learn more about how teachers could build on the aspirational,
navigational, and informational capital high school that students possessed. The researchers drew
on Freire’s, (1993) concept of critical pedagogy, Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth,
and Cooper and Liou’s college-going information network as frameworks for their study. The
results of their analysis showed that struggling students possessed aspirational capital and often
discussed their educational goals. They also possessed and activated navigational capital. They
relied on their teachers to help them maneuver through the educational pipeline and felt it was
important that the educators believe in their abilities. Still, there were instances where the
students needed information and support but did not receive either from their teachers. The
researchers argue that teachers must develop critical mentoring skills to help their students reach
their educational goals (p. 104).
Neighborhood parks are important in the lives of the Black boys in The Terrace. Students
have a positive perception of Baker Park and see it as an important neighborhood resource.
Occasionally, the boys will travel to the park to pick up girls, sit on the park benches, or utilize
the outdoor fitness equipment. Several participants described how once a year, they travel to the
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park to secure free educational supplies in August as the start of the school year. Data also
revealed how students share information about school and assignments while spending time at
the park. Yosso would argue that by sharing the information, the students employ social capital,
which she describes as “networks of people and community resources “(2005, pg. 79). These
social networks of students and the relationships that endure are formed in the park, after school
programs, and community centers (Acar, 2011, Miller, 2011, Colistra, Schmalz, & Glover,
2017).
Although much smaller, Pecan Park also offers a respite for a few students who live in
proximity. The park is located at the end of a cozy street where people walk, talk, and interact
with one another. A student who lives on the street leading up to Pecan Park refers to the area as
“heaven” since violence rarely takes place there, people generally get along, and everyone feels
connected. He considers one man on the street to be a valuable resource because he has access to
programs and has always “looked out for me.” He is not related to the person, but feels so close
to him that he calls him “family.” The connectedness or kinship bonds that exist in this section of
the neighborhood allude to familial capital. Problems exist in other parts of the neighborhood,
but residents who utilize Pecan Park and live on adjoining streets feel close to one another and
are less concerned about crime. This finding helps us better understand how some inner-city
residents feel connected to one another and live in individual sections of the neighborhood that
are largely protected from disorder and violence.
Other Forms of Capital
Previously, I identified the physical resources (recreation centers, parks, churches, etc.)
the students' access. There are, however, other forms of capital that Black males employ. The
other forms include family, aspirational, and human capital.
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Family Capital
All too often, African American families are studied from a deficit-perspective. For
example, Moynihan (1965) argued that the social and academic problems facing Black students
could be attributed to the lack of Black parenting skills and absent fathers. Other deficit-based
approaches suggest the so-called achievement gap between White and Black children can be
linked to Black parents who do not care about education or expose their children to cultural
activities (Ladson-Billings, 2007). Other more strengths-based research has examined how urban
parents help their children achieve their educational and personal goals and avoid the negative
influences of the streets (Hill, 1972; Jarrett, 1997; Furstenberg et al., 1999; Wright, Maylor, &
Becker, 2016).
Family capital is conceptualized in a myriad of ways but generally refers to how family
members provide educational support. Park, Matias Dizon, and Malcolm (2020) argues that
family capital refers to how cultural knowledge is transmitted from one generation to another (p.
134). Regardless of the definition, the data in this dissertation suggest that all the students come
from families where the parents value education.
Several participants explicitly talked about the sacrifices their parents made to ensure
they had access to educational opportunities. Such is the case of Eric, a 15-year-old freshman
who plays offensive lineman on the Baker High School football team. He lives in a housing
project, which is mostly shunned by people from within and outside of the neighborhood because
people believe too much violence takes place there. Standing roughly 6’2” tall and weighing 290
pounds, he is a big student who dreams of one day playing football in the NFL. To this end, he
does the best he can to get good grades. He hopes to secure an academic or athletic scholarship
to college so he can further his education and continue to develop his talents on the gridiron.
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Eric lives about 500 yards from a place in the neighborhood called the front lines. No one
knows for sure exactly how this name came about, but in military terms, the name refers to the
location where the most intense and dangerous battle takes place. The front lines is an
appropriate name considering all the gun violence that takes place there. It is a rough section of
the projects where it is not uncommon to see young men and drug addicts standing on the street
corner or in front of the liquor store.
Eric’s mother initially did not want him to attend the local public schools because the
district has a bad reputation. Thus, to provide educational and athletic opportunities for her son,
she enrolled him in a school located two hours away from their home. The only problem was that
she had to drive him to school every day. It was a terrible burden for her. Eric spoke at length
about what his mother went through while trying to make sure he went to a decent school:
My mom didn’t want me to go to the school district. Since I play football there was a
school it’s called Trinity High School. It’s like a mile up from the shore. They gave me a
scholarship. I only had to pay a couple of hundred dollars. So I was going there, but we
had to wake up like 5:30, 4:30 every morning. And it was a commute like 2 hours there
then she had to come back to drop my sister off and then come back and get pick me up
from football practice and then come all the way back home. It was too much running for
her. (Eric, Interview April 18, 2019, 11:00)
Eric’s mother is a single parent and does not have a steady income, but she everything she could
to ensure her son received a good education. She traveled two hundred miles every day so he
could attend a private school. Eventually, the daily journey got to be too much, and she enrolled
him in the local public school district, where he is doing well and currently has a 3.0 GPA.
Football, as Eric sees it, is an avenue by which he can one day escape his environment.
He has size, speed, and talent, so he gets invited to attend football camps across the nation.
While there, he gets a chance to compete and practice against top athletes. Yet, getting there is
always an issue because his mother currently does not have a job due to an injury. His
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grandmother is employed, however. She works as a nurse and pays whatever expenses she can to
make sure he can attend the camps and can compete against other top athletes.
On the surface, one might think that Eric is at a disadvantage as his father is not in his
life, his mother is a single parent female, and he lives in one of the roughest neighborhoods in the
city. In reality, though, he has some advantages. He has not one but two strong Black women
who will do whatever it takes to ensure that he has everything he needs to be successful in the
classroom and on the football field. Indeed, he will continue to get good grades in the future
because he is self-motivated and has family members who support him.
Isaiah, a senior who recently got accepted to college, is another student who comes from
a stable family that places a heavy emphasis on education. His parents are his biggest supporters.
His mother dropped out of high school, but eventually went back and received her diploma and
then went on to earn a master’s degree. His father is currently working on his master’s degree in
accounting. These accomplishments indicate that his parents believe in education, and while he
says they do not push him, he believes that they do want him to go to college. In addition to his
parents, Isaiah has two men of color at school who he considers father figures. One of them
helped him pick out a college. He will attend William Patterson University in the fall. The other
person connected him to a church where he currently plays the drums every Sunday. Still, it is
Isaiah’s biological parents who have had the most significant impact on his academic trajectory.
Isaiah recalls how his father was overcome with emotion when he received his first college
acceptance letter:
When I got my first acceptance letter in December, December 7th, I believe it was. My
dad got it before I did and he cried I remember he called me and I was at work. And he
was like, what are you doing? I was like, “um at work.” Alright, I need you to call me as
soon as you get out. And I was taking my time I just failed my driver’s test two days
before, so I was so depressed. So then my dad called, FaceTimed me and showed me the
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packet saying congratulations and he was happy, and he was crying (Isaiah, Interview
April 9, 2019, 15:30).
Isaiah’s father was overcome with emotion and could not wait to let his son know that he had
gained entrance to a good college. The letter brought him to tears, and instead of waiting for his
son to come home, he called him at work to share the good news. We often hear and read about
stories that portray African American fathers as absent, distant, or always in trouble. In this case,
the data indicates that Isaiah’s father is present, active in his life, and wants him to continue his
education. This finding agrees with other studies that show that Black fathers are concerned
about their children’s schooling (Abel, 2009; Coles, 2009; Allen, 2013).
Isaiah has other extended family members who are also in his corner. For example, his
aunt and uncle are both accountants, which he says is helpful because math and science are not
his strong suit. He can go to them for help. Likewise, his uncle is a dean of students at a college,
and another uncle is a math coach. Both his step-mother and aunt are teachers. Simply put, Isaiah
comes from a decent family that is full of educators; hence, regardless of the social conditions in
his neighborhood he says, “I’ve had no excuses to never do good in school” (Isaiah, Interview
April 9, 2019, 14:24).
Darrell lives with his mother and brother in a house located right across the street from a
vacant hospital, which closed its doors in about ten years go. Crestview Ave. runs directly behind
his house, and at times he can hear the sirens and ambulances racing down the street. Still,
instead of only focusing on the negative aspects of his community, he points out how people in
his neighborhood will push students to “do better” in school. He has benefited from
conversations with them. However, it was his mother and father who stressed the importance of
education. On the one hand, he says that they do not push him to attend college and whether he
goes or not is totally up to him. Their actions, though, tell a different story. They want him to go
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to college because they believe in higher education. His mother has a master’s degree from
Florida A&M, and while Darrell did not specifically mention his father’s education level, it is
clear that his dad values education. He recently learned that his father placed his diploma above
his crib when he was a baby because he wanted him to graduate from high school. He recalled,
“My father when I was little hung his diploma up over my crib. It was funny when he told me
that…but it was like a sense of achievement like alright I got it so you can go get it too” (Darrell,
Interview, April 9, 2019, 20:58). Darrell concluded that his father placed his diploma above his
crib, “…because I guess it was something that he thought was achievable cause he got that for
me” (21:58). We know that African American mothers play an essential role in the social and
academic trajectory of students (Allen &White-Smith, 2017). However, the above story is
consistent with other research (Abel, 2009; Coles, 2009; Allen, 2013) that cast a spotlight on
how fathers will also go to great lengths to help their children understand that education was
important.
Aspirational Capital
Many students in the current study possess a high degree of aspirational capital, which
Yosso (2005) argues is “the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future in the face of
barriers” (pg. 43.). Scholars have used this framework to examine how students of color gain
knowledge and information while participating in an internship program, and how the
educational experiences of Black male college students change over time (Murillo, HunterQuartz & Del Razo, 2017; Wang, Winkler-Wagner, Sun, & Gaskew, 2018). Other research has
unpacked how the aspirations of Black males play a critical role in their ability to overcome
“failure” in school and be academically successful (Wright, Maylor, & Becker, 2016).
Tyrone and Bartholomew have high GPAs, 3.5 and 3.9, respectively, and plan to go to
college. More importantly, both students are actively taking the steps they need to gain entrance
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to a university, including searching for admissions information online and looking to see which
colleges offer their majors. Ironically, neither one of the boys accesses resources in the
neighborhood. Instead, they travel outside of the neighborhood to secure educational capital.
They are connected to mentoring programs and college preparatory programs and have
supportive mothers. The students are motivated and will do whatever it takes to achieve high
marks.
Tyrone is a 6’3” junior with a thin build, a close haircut, and fair skin. He is only 17 years
old and in the eleventh grade, but has clear goals in mind for his future. He is currently taking
advanced classes, including Honors US History and Honors Algebra. While he knows he wants
to go to college, he is unsure about whether he wants to become a lawyer or anesthesiologist
since both would net him the income he desires. The only problem is that he is concerned about
risks. He says a lawyer can make a mistake, but giving a person too much or too little anesthetic
can have devastating consequences. A person could die. At this point, he is leaning towards a
career in law because he does not want to harm anyone.
Tyrone lives at what he considers the good end of a rough street. In contrast to the
housing project just down the street, he lives in a semi-attached home with a small yard with nice
brickwork and rod iron handrails attached to the front steps. A small roughly 8’x8’ yard is in
front of his house, and fresh grass emerging through the brown soil. His house is less than a tenth
of a mile from a violent section of the neighborhood called the front lines. As we traveled
through the front lines and I asked him to tell me what he was thinking. He responded by saying,
“I’m thinking that I need to roll up the window or that someone is going to ask me for some
change.” Tyrone’s concern for his safety is understandable, considering less than approximately
24 hours early a shooting took place right down the street from his house. The shooting took
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place in broad daylight and sent children screaming and running for cover. Reportedly eight
shots were fired, but only one person was hit (Fieldnotes, April 4, 2019).
Tyrone is self-motivated, a person who sets a goal and then works to achieve it. During
my interview with him, he did not adequately explain why he is so driven. Still, he recalled an
incident when a White man told him that as an African American, he would have to work twice
as hard to get ahead, that life would be harder for him and that he would face challenges. He
recalls, “I remember when I was little, I was real, real little, it’s hard to remember, but I think I
was…. there were adults, and there was a party, and this White man came up to me, and he was
talking to me and the one thing I remember him saying that stood out he said a Black male so um
gonna have to work twice as hard in life to get where a White man’s at” (Tyrone, Interview, June
2, 2019). Again, Tyrone was young, possibly in elementary school, when the man said those
words to him, but he remembered what he said, and the interaction he had with the person that
day remains in his mind.
As he got older, he realized that the man was correct, especially considering all the
poverty and racism he witnessed. He also began to make the connection between the amount of
education a person has and his income. He argues that although a person with only a high school
diploma may make some money initially, he will make more money if he completes a four-year
degree. When asked to elaborate, he explained, “That’s the best thing you could do, education.
Cause you could get your first job and be like all this is awesome um making all this money. I
don’t need school. But you're going to need school in the long run… if you go to school and then
get a job you will make a lot” (Tyrone Interview, June 2, 2019, 7:11). Tyrone’s comments shed
light on why he views college education as essential. He can make more money with a college
degree, which can ultimately lead to a better life.
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Tyrone does not need someone to push him because he is always trying to better himself.
In his free time, he uses his phone to check web sites for information about admissions
requirements for colleges. In his research, he discovered that it is not uncommon for a person
applying to Harvard to have a 4.6 GPA, and while his current GPA is not that high, he has a 3.5,
knows that he can secure scholarships, which will help him pay for college.
Bartholomew is another motivated student who has dreams and goals. For instance, he
wants to earn a 4.0 GPA before he graduates from high school, a goal that is attainable since he
currently has a 3.9. When one of his peers, a female student, said she planned to be the class
valedictorian in 2020. He told her, “That’s not going to happen…as long as I’m here.”
(Bartholomew Interview, April 4, 2019) Bartholomew speaks his mind and is assertive. He is
also focused and driven. When asked where his motivation comes from he stated:
Well, for as long as I can remember like my motivation for school always came from
within me. I have always been super hard on myself so if anything she just accentuates it.
She tells me to keep up the good work. Sometimes I’m feeling lazy she says you’ve
always been like doing good work now you’re almost reaching your stretch which is
college don’t give up. Cause most of my motivation always comes from myself so she’s
sort of that reminder when I get lazy to keep going you’ve been doing this for a long
time. You can’t just give up now. (Bartholomew, Interview April 9, 2019, 13:40)
Bartholomew’s comments indicate that his motivation comes from within, an internal drive that
propels him forward. Yet, his words also shed light on his relationship with his mother and how
she is his biggest supporter. She does not have a high income; however, that does not prevent her
from encouraging her highly competitive son. She is doing the best she can because
Bartholomew’s father, a man he describes as “nonexistent” is not around to help. When he does
appear, though, Bartholomew says he does nothing but cause problems, strife, and trouble.
Bartholomew’s parents are initially from Africa, specifically Guinea and Liberia. They
settled in New York after they arrived in the United States. Other African families were there,
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and according to him, everyone knew each other. They would see each other in their
neighborhoods or at the mosque. Bartholomew struggles with some of the Tenets of Islam,
particularly the role of women in the religion. When he challenged the men at the mosque on this
issue, they chastised him and told him that he did not know what he was talking about because
he was young and did not understand the doctrines of the faith.
Bartholomew currently does not feel close to people who live in his neighborhood.
Nonetheless, he is relatively close to people from other neighborhoods, people he met when he
was in middle school, and quickly realized they were equally competitive. The positive peers,
who live in various neighborhoods across the city, are dear to him, and he has good memories of
how he met them and how they supported him. He notes, “It’s happened since middle school.
The friends I surrounded myself with were all cool, but we were also academically competitive.
We’re all very serious about our grades so I’m sure like the company I keep around me was a big
help.” (Bartholomew, Interview April 9, 2019, 15:07)
Today, Bartholomew’s closest friends are the ones who attend a college preparatory
program with him. The program is run by an Ivy League university located about fifteen miles
north of his neighborhood. His teachers recommended him for the program, and after receiving
high marks on a battery of tests, he was accepted. Employees from the program meet with
Bartholomew and about 12 other students every week for approximately two hours.
Bartholomew has good grades and a strong GPA, but sometimes he lacks confidence. The
excerpt illustrates how sometimes he needs reassurance:
Bartholomew talked about how he recently took the ACT and was worried about how he
did on the math. He said that if he does not do well on the ACT “all this work will go for
nothing” alluding to how his grades and GPA wouldn’t matter if he doesn’t do well on
the test. Seeking to reassure him, the facilitator explained how thought he did poorly on
the math section of the ACT only to find out he was incorrect when he received his exam
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results. The facilitator was able to relate to Bartholomew and sought to encourage him
(Fieldnotes, April 15, 2019).
Facilitators in the program help and support the students, but the students also help and
support each other. During the same observation, I watched and listened as the juniors
encouraged the sophomores to join the student council because it will look good on their resume
and will strengthen their college application (Fieldnotes, April 15, 2019). The interactions
between students are crucial, because positive upperclassmen, especially those in peer mentoring
programs, can have a powerful effect on younger high school students, help them graduate and
gain entrance to college (Castleman & Page, 2013; Johnson, Simon & Mun, 2013). One of the
primary goals of the program is certainly to connect high achieving students so they can learn
from each other and share information. Bartholomew likes that aspect of the program. “I’m
happy, I’m really fortunate,” he said. “We all want to have good grades to the point where we’re
competitive with it. Like all my friends, the group that I hang out with, we all make sure that
we’re on top of our grades. We’re all in AP classes, all of our conversations revolve around
academics.” (Bartholomew, Interview April 9, 2019, 29:34)
Jim, a large student who stands about 6’2” tall and weighs about 220 pounds, is another
motivated person who applies himself in the classroom. He is classified as a special education
student, but that does not mean he lacks intelligence. He made honor roll the last semester
earning a 98 in Chinese II, a 98 in English III, an 81 in Sports Medicine, and a 99 in US History
II. He also has a 3.0 GPA. He wants to possibly be a computer programmer after he graduates
from high school. Like Bartholomew, he largely stays to himself and does not associate with
anyone in his neighborhood. When asked why he chooses to remain alone he said, “My
neighborhood, for the most part, it’s quiet, but on some days there’s stuff going on, but that’s not
my business. So I mostly stay in the house most days unless I have to go out for clothes or
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birthdays or other special occasions. And that’s the only time I leave the house.” (Jim, Interview,
May 3, 2019, 5:16). When asked why he chooses to stay alone he explained, “I don’t think there
is a reason, I just like staying alone most of the time in the house.” (14:07)
The cases of Tyrone, Bartholomew, and Jim illustrate how students with dreams and
aspirations can overcome obstacles often in the face of unspeakable odds. The students know
how to avoid distractions, negative people, and make good decisions. They also know how to
focus, set goals, and then take the necessary steps to achieve them. It is a bonus that they have
parents who support them either verbally or non verbally and actively convey the message that
school is important.
Human Capital
The Terrace has some people who provide services or assist residents in one way or
another. Under a business model, individuals would be considered human resources. Card (1999)
argues that human capital can be measured based on the education level of the caregiver. This
perspective calls attention to how a caregiver’s education plays a critical role in a child’s current
and future academic success. A better definition of human capital, though, comes from Healy
and Cote (2001), who defined it as “The knowledge, skills, competencies, and attributes
embodied in individuals that facilitate the creation of personal, social and economic well-being”
(p. 17). This definition underscores how individuals, or in this case community members, assist
or facilitate growth in others. Several participants spoke about how people in the neighborhood
provide assistance, guidance, or educational support. The students broadly placed individuals
into three categories: Service People, Seniors, and Street People.
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Service People
Service people are individuals who address small tasks. For example, Tony describes a
man in the neighborhood who repairs cars for a small fee. I meet the man while spending time
with Tony in his neighborhood. As an automotive enthusiast, I quickly noticed that someone
installed “headers” on the vehicle to make it faster. As the man worked on the car, I also noticed
that it had a four-barrel carburetor and newer valve covers. He was a Black man and estimated
that he was in his seventies. I asked him how he handles complex repairs that require specialized
tools and machinery. Whenever a job is too difficult, he recommends that residents take their
cars to “Mr. Whitey” a reference to a White-owned and more expensive repair shop. I am an
African American male, and he assumed that I would understand how White repair shots often
have better tools but will charge more money to complete a job.
I encountered another Black male about 100 yards down the street. The person was
standing on his porch with a variety of automotive cleaning products. The man looked at me and
then looked away, a process Goffman (1956) calls civil inattention. By looking away, he sent the
message that a conversation was not needed or required. Regardless, the man may provide
automotive detailing for a reasonable price, especially since he had an extensive supply of Armor
Al, wheel clearer, and other supplies in a row. The message was clear – I can detail your car or
truck and make it smell and look nice. Although the men complete different tasks, they both
provide automotive services to residents (Fieldnotes, May 31, 2019).
Tyrone views the person who cuts grass for five dollars as a critical resource since not
everyone in the neighborhood has a lawnmower much less a place to store it. When asked about
the other important people in his neighborhood he said, “There are others, I’d say people who try
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to do good for the community like maybe do volunteer work like stuff like that. People like that
are important.” (Tyrone, Interview, June 2, 2019).
Although the students did not mention race, service people in the community might be
unemployed or underemployed, Black men. According to the census bureau, the vast majority of
Black males who live in the neighborhood are out of work and do not possess a high school
diploma. Scholars, sociologists, and economists have been concerned about the high
unemployment rate of Black men for some time. As Wilson (2009) points out, “Indeed, the
employment woes of poor Black men represent part of what I call “the new urban poverty,”
which I define as poor, segregated neighborhoods in which substantial proportions of the adult
population are either officially unemployed or have dropped out of or never entered the labor
force” (p. 63). One can understand the steps service people will take to supplement their income,
considering the lack of jobs and employment opportunities in the neighborhood.
A local backyard mechanic, an auto detailer, and a person who performs basic yard work
for a small fee might seem inconsequential in more affluent neighborhoods. However, they play
a crucial role in The Terrace where many residents are poor, do have not have much money, and
struggle to pay their bills.
Seniors
Older residents occupy a unique place in the neighborhood and support the educational
achievement of students in various ways. Sometimes referred to as elders, old people, or “old
heads” they were both loathed and loved. Some participants said they dislike them because they
are “old and nosey.” Conversely, others love the men because they encourage students ask them
about their grades, and “lookout” for them. In some sections of the neighborhood, the seniors
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acted in loco parentis keeping an eye on the children when their guardians were not present and
correcting them when they misbehave.
It is likely that many of the “old heads” had lived in the neighborhood for years and can
remember when the area was more affluent and a hub of social, political, and economic activity.
However, like many urban areas the downsizing of American companies, the outmigration of
jobs, and the end of the industrial age forced people to move, leaving the poorer residents
behind. Some residents willingly stayed, though, and did the best they could to help and support
the children who live in the area.
Several students talked about the senior males they encountered on their way to and from
school. These men were usually over age fifty, often sat on their porches, and lived in the area
for some time. One student recalled how an older gentleman was like a grandfather figure to him
before he died, “Like my neighbor Mr. Ben, he was positive he had passed away though, he was
old. If I’m having a bad day…he’ll cheer me up, say something funny. It’s little stuff like that.
He was like the neighborhood Pop Pop. That’s Mr. Ben nobody mess with him.” (Eugene,
Interview, May 31, 2019, 19:20). Eugene’s comments about this senior citizen highlight how
older men in the area are valued, the little things they say matter and people hold them in high
esteem. It is also interesting that he viewed Mr. Ben as the “neighborhood Pop Pop” a
grandfather like a figure who was to be respected. According to Eugene, if anyone messed with
Mr. Ben, “It’s a rap” suggesting that there would be consequences for bothering a man who held
such a prominent place in the neighborhood.
Street People
Elijah Anderson introduced the dichotomy between “street” and “decent” in his book
Code of the street: Decency, violence and the moral life of the inner-city. According to
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Anderson, people in the street category are “those who make up the criminal element.” They are
less likely to be educated and typically embrace the “thug life” (p. 36). Conversely, decent
people are more likely to share middle class values, can code-shift, and place a heavy emphasis
on hard work self-sufficiency.
Participants in the study had their ideas about “street people” in the neighborhood. The
men they identified had checkered pasts. Some of them spent time in prison for violent or
nonviolent offenses, were currently dealing drugs, and at least one person was homeless. The
street people in this dissertation, however, differed from the individuals in Anderson’s (1999)
depictions. Instead of embracing the criminal element, students described how street people told
them to study hard, apply themselves in the classroom, and graduate. Many students said they
learned from the men and listened to them when they talked about why it was important to stay
in school and get a good education. Kevin described how a street person implored him to stay in
school at any cost:
You don’t want to work at a McDonalds all your life or something like that. So get a job,
graduate high school then you can have a better job than a fast food place. Cause he said
he barely get by doing that. Cause since the choices he made, he gotta do that. (Interview
Kevin, May 5, 2019, 31:12).
The person Kevin spoke to wanted him to stay in school because he made mistakes, ended up
with a criminal record, and as a result, has limited employment options. In hindsight, he said it
would have been better if he avoided the lure of the streets, stayed in school, and finished his
education.
Jamal recounted how he received a pro-education message from a homeless person, a
man who was a perfect stranger. When Jamal mentioned he wanted to go to college to study
computer science, the man asked him if he was interested in computer hardware or software. The
homeless man said he was a champion kickboxer when he was a teenager, but bad decisions and
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a desire for fast money pulled him off track. He eventually went to jail. According to Jamal, the
man said his life would be different right now if he had continued his education and stayed in
college. On that day Jamal learned that a) just because a person is homeless does not mean they
lack intelligence or do not understand computers and technology and b) just because a person is
homeless does not mean they do not value education. The homeless man wanted Jamal to apply
himself in the classroom, stay on track, and learn from his mistakes.
Finally, there is Cameron, the ninth grade student who plans to be a sports commentator
when he becomes an adult. His house on a nice street. He likes living there, but he does not like
the surrounding neighborhood. I asked him what residents have to say about school, and he
described how the drug addicts and strangers support education. “Like the people who do drugs
and stuff I don’t even know them. They just come up to me and tell me stay in school and stuff
cause they made the wrong mistakes.” (Cameron Interview, May 30, 2019, 21:18). He continued
talking about the street people he met in the past:
It’s a lot of random people that came up to me. Like a 40-year-old “old head” came up to
me one day. Dark skin he had a bald head or whatever. It was around 10 o’clock. And he
was like y’all be safe and y’all make it home. And he said stay in school don’t ever be on
the streets and stuff. We had like an hour conversation with him. And that’s when we left.
(Cameron Interview, May 30, 2019, 33:21)
The three stories mentioned above highlight how the boys in the neighborhood receive
pro-school messages, not only from their family members and friends but also from street
people. One might think the men are in no position to give advice. However, the boys listened to
the men because their stories revealed what can happen to a person if they drop out of high
school and turn to a life of crime. The “street people” in this study share middle class values,
embrace the concept of deferred gratification, and place a heavy emphasis on education. In other
words, the “street” people in the study appear to embrace the values of “decent” people. These
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findings help us understand how people in The Terrace want Black male students to be
successful in school.
Thus far, in this chapter, I have provided a discussion of how participants draw on the
resources in their neighborhood to be successful in school. I also discussed how participants
possess and draw on other forms of capital. The next section focuses on how Black churches
influence the academic trajectory of Black male students who live in the Greenfield Terrace
neighborhood.
The Black Church as an Educational Resource
It is difficult to determine how many churches are located within the boundaries of the
Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood. Some houses of worship are more noticeable than others
because of their signage, displays, or other such markers that help identify the buildings as a
church. Other churches in the area could best be identified as “storefronts” since they are small,
tend to have only a few members, and are less visible than larger churches. Three “storefronts”
churches are located on Crestview Ave., but they appear to be vacant. No one enters the
buildings regardless of the day of the week or time of day. Also, the physical conditions of the
buildings, as well as the absence of lights inside, suggest that they are unoccupied or rarely used
(Fieldnotes, June 14, 2019). There is the distinct possibility that smaller congregations meet in
house churches in the neighborhood, and that they are simply are not as visible as larger
churches or storefronts. Still, while larger and more active churches are situated outside the
neighborhood, only a few churches are located within the boundaries of The Terrace.
There could be several reasons why only a few churches exist in the area. Churches may
have closed their doors due to financial issues or had a decrease in membership due to aged
members who cannot get up and down the steps in old buildings. Moreover, the number of
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churches in the area may have declined because of the rise of prosperity preachers and the
increase in megachurches that peddle the prosperity gospel. In these churches, the pastor, as well
as the members of the congregation, believe that God wants them to be prosperous, and all
people should take all steps to avoid “poverty thinking.” This view has gained traction in recent
years as people have become more interested in attaining material items under the guise that God
wants them to have nice things, live comfortably, and have wealth. At the other end of the
spectrum are pastors and members who argue that more than anything, God is concerned about
the poor, the oppressed, and the marginalized (Franklin 1997, Cone, 2004; Franklin 2010).
Given what we know about the churches in the area, it is paramount that we explore how
the houses of worship support Black male achievement. One of the central aims of this study is
to hear from the Black male high school students who live in the Greenfield Terrace
Neighborhood. Their first person accounts can help us better understand how the church supports
them. Such an investigation is warranted, particularly since, despite an expanding body of
literature, more research needs to be done to uncover the link between education and the Black
church (Mitchell, 2010).
Many participants in the study attend church regularly, which is significant because
research substantiates the link between church attendance and the academic achievement of
(Jeynes, 1999; Jeynes, 2010). The churches the students attend vary in terms of the structure,
racial composition of the congregation, worship style, and pastor’s commitment to the
community. Parental involvement, the length of service, and even the quality of the singing play
a role in church attendance (Cameron, Interview, May 30, 2019).
A few participants stopped going to church because they lost interest or said they are not
interested in religion. One student indicated that he was raised as a Muslim but had a problem
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with the faith, particularly with how males do not support female Imams. Another student is
interested in Islam in part because his older brother “mess around” with the faith. He is
undecided, however, and is not sure if he wants to make his shahda, which he explained is
similar to how Christians confess their faith and get baptized (Herbert, Interview, May 5, 2019).
Four students attend or are affiliated with Black churches (two within the neighborhood
and two outside of it). One church, Jesus My Rock Pentecostal Church (The Rock) places a
particular emphasis on the needs of children and youth. Like most Pentecostal churches, they
believe in what Christians call the gifts of the Spirit, which among other things, alludes to the
gift of prophecy, healing, and speaking in tongues. They also believe in praising the Lord
wholeheartedly.
Isaiah joined Jesus My Rock Pentecostal Church after a teacher at his school told him the
church was looking for a drummer. He visited the church, began playing the drums in their music
ministry, and currently attends every Sunday. He described how members of his church support
education:
We just ended the marking period yesterday so I know I have to bring my report card to
them within the next couple weeks. And they are gonna give a little speech like “Oh our
babies right here they’re doing good, they're coming up in the lord and in their education
their growth and development so we have to pray for them.” (Isaiah, Interview, April 9,
2019, 29:12)
Notice how Isaiah plans to take his report card to the church before the members ask for
it. And notice how he can predict their response. He thinks the members will give him “a little
speech” talk about how he is maturing and acknowledge his progress. Close observations and
interviews suggest that the church is like an extended family for Isaiah. They want him to do
well in school, and in return, he wants their love, support, and approval.
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Seeking to learn more about the church and Isaiah’s experiences, I arranged to visit The
Rock one Sunday morning. I arrived around 10:30 am. Upon entering, I immediately heard the
Pastor call Isaiah’s name. Standing in the front of the church with a smile on his face, he relished
the attention he received as the Pastor talked about how he is a senior in high school and on his
way to college. Other students were standing at the front of the church also since it was
Children’s Day, a celebration where the pastor and parishioners acknowledge youngsters and
praise their academic accomplishments.
The people in the sanctuary clapped and cheered as they heard which students made
honor roll and were moving onto the next grade. Nine children, roughly between the ages 8-18,
stood in the front of the church, and before they returned to their seats, the pastor said, “We just
wanted to let our youth know that we love you.” She also said that they had pizza and cupcakes
for them after church. Each child received a Children’s Day Celebration certificate signed by the
pastor. The words “In recognition of who you are and to let you know that you are a star” were
on the document (Fieldnotes, June 9, 2019). Within the first few minutes of the service, I
witnessed the steps the pastor and other church members took to support the schooling of their
children, including Black males. Acknowledging their achievements sends a clear message –
education is important to us, children are important to us, and more crucially, children are
important to God.
Close observation of the worship service illustrates how parishioners support children.
Roughly halfway through the service, one of the women chastised a little boy and removed him
from his seat after he misbehaved a little. She moved him to another location where she could
keep a better watch on him. Although it is difficult to know for sure it is likely the child, who
was fairly dark skin and wearing a dingy t-shirt, was between the age of 8-10.
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Later in the service, the child was “released” from his designated spot and afforded some
freedom. He had made his way back to a woman, smiled, wrapped his hands around her waist,
and placed his head in her bosom. Likewise, she put her arms around him and gently swayed
with him. I later learned that the woman was his mother. Two things took place during the
service. One woman chastised him when he got off track and was distracted, and another woman
embraced him after some time. The whole interaction spoke to the process of collective
parenting. We know that such collective socialization often takes place in Black communities
and churches, but on this day, I witnessed the process firsthand (Fieldnotes, June 9, 2019).
Kevin, a junior at Baker High, is also associated with an African American church
located in The Terrace. He is not a member of the church but does assist every year when the
church holds it's annual back to school event for children in August. This church is located next
to the projects and within proximity of the front lines. Kevin has a favorable perception of the
church in part because they make a connection between serving the Lord, helping out in the
community, and doing well in school. He described how various members encourage him, “You
know they church people, church people they want you to believe in God too so they tell you
that. And they just say the regular stuff like stay in school don’t do what everybody else doing.
You know keep God by your side” (Kevin Interview, May 21, 2019, 48:45). Telling Kevin to
stay in school, believe in God, and avoid peer pressure is essential, but I sensed he had more to
say about the church members. He explained how their comments affect him, “Yeah it make me
motivated, it makes me stay motivated” he said, “Least somebody (cares). Cause like my mom
and them, my mom. My sister be wantin’ me to graduate too. My brothers like everybody”
(49:19).
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In the quote above, Kevin powerfully describes how the church members help him and
provide motivation. While good schools, teachers, textbooks, and computers are essential, he felt
that the kind words he received from parishioners were equally important. He suggests that their
comments helped him stay motivated and moving forward. Incidentally, Kevin is the same
student who earlier in this chapter commented on how even the drug dealers and vagrants in the
neighborhood, people he calls “street people” want him to stay on track academically. Thus, in
addition to the church and family members, he also draws on the worldly people who live and
spend time in The Terrace.
Traveling Outside the Neighborhood to Draw on Church Capital
Some churches located outside the neighborhood help academically propel students
forward. Cameron, a 15-year-old freshman, attends a church in another part of town. He has
participated in church for much of his life and participated in plays between the ages of 6 and 10.
He said he officially retired from church plays when he turned 11, Apparently, he got tired of
the rehearsals and memorizing his lines (Cameron, Interview, May 30, 2019). During his
interview, he mentioned how more than anything he likes to hear the choirs sing when he attends
church but could do without his pastor’s lengthy sermons, which according to him, last for about
an hour and fifty minutes. Still, like the students mentioned above, he receives messages from
church members about why education is important. From his perspective, the members at the
church he attends does a good job preparing students for school.
They make sure if we getting ready to start school they have like tutors. They’ll give us
book bags and pencils and all that. They’ll have like a big back to school dinner. We all
eat at the church and then before we leave they give us book bags notebooks and all types
of stuff. (Cameron, Interview, May 30, 2019, 36:09)
Like many students in the study, Cameron likes to receive free items for school. Yet, his church
is different than the other ones mentioned in this study. His church provides tutors at the
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beginning of the school year and has a formal dinner before the school starts. These findings
suggest that the church wants students to do well and will go out of their way to let them know
that education is important.
It is not unusual for students to receive free school supplies from the churches they
attend. Yet one telling theme emerged from the data – students work harder because they want to
receive accolades and monetary rewards. Cameron describes how he tried to find a church
member because he knew she would give him money once she saw his report card:
If they see that we did good in our classes sometimes they’ll give you money…last time
Sister Donna seen my grades she gave me $20 because I had all Bs and like 2 As. She
had gave me $20. They were giving all the kids money like $20 if you had good grades
(Cameron, Interview, May 30, 2019, 36:54).
Instead of waiting for the church to formally acknowledge his good grades, he went on a mission
to find Ms. Donna so he could receive his just due, and when he saw her, got what he was after monetary compensation for his hard work. Significantly, he mentions twenty dollars, not once
but three times in the above quote. Moreover, he also noted how “they,” referring to other
congregants, were also giving money to students. We know that African American congregations
often publically acknowledge students who receive high marks (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990;
Barrett, 2010). However, the case of Cameron illustrates how students will actively seek a
reward when they receive good grades. Cameron wanted the money. A financial reward became
a motivator for him and other children in the church. This finding is congruent with other
research, which suggests that student motivation, particularly for Black males, is essential for
academic success (Brooms, 2013; Land, Mixon, Butcher, & Harris, 2014).
Eugene, a high school junior, lives in The Terrace but attends a church across town. The
church is located in an area very similar to his neighborhood. A housing complex is down the
street from the church, violence is very much a part of the social milieu, and the residents are
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primarily poor, racially segregated, and African American. Around the time of his interview, a
person was killed right around the corner from the church in an apparent case of mistaken
identity. Sometime later, several shots were fired around the corner from the church as someone
approached a group of people and started shooting one evening.
Eugene’s grandfather is the pastor of the church, a position he has held for roughly fifty
years. He supports “Pop Pop” and plays the drums in the music ministry every Sunday. His older
cousin plays the drums. The sanctuary of the church is like a triangle with the entrance in the
back of the building. It is adorned with a red carpet and has a wooden pulpit. A minister was
standing in the pulpit when I arrived, and the pastor was seated behind him. I am a minster and
know the pastor of the church, and I prayed he would let me remain seated in the sanctuary.
However, he noticed me right away, rose from his seat, and exited the pulpit. He approached,
gave me a gentle hug, and said, “I don’t know why you are sitting out here,” which was a clear
invitation to join him on the pulpit. I felt conflicted. I wanted to stay seated in the sanctuary so I
could continue to jot down some field notes. However, to reject his invitation to join him in the
pulpit would go against ministerial etiquette. I joined him in the pulpit, and instead of typing
notes on my iPhone, I wrote down critical observations in the margins of the church program.
Roughly thirty-three people were present, and Eugene, dressed in Nike athletic gear and
sneakers, was playing the drums. It takes talent, commitment, and coordination to play the
drums, and he has all three. He was sweating as he played, and the music was both funky and
spiritual at the same time (Fieldnotes, June 2, 2019).
The minister talked about God’s blessing, which eventually led to a “praise break; a
pause in the service when the intensity of the music picks up, people raise their hands, and
individuals are encouraged to “let go” and acknowledge all God has done for them. As Eugene
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played along at a fast tempo, I thought about how he found a place in the church. Instead of
sleeping in or hanging out, he was in the service, playing on the drums and exercising his gift
(Fieldnotes, June 2, 2019). Throughout history, the Black church has been a place where African
Americans could receive support, acceptance, and confirmation. As Lincoln and Mamiya (1990)
note:
Black churches have always provided a community and an atmosphere where people
could be affirmed and accepted as they are. One of the major strengths was to provide a
place where the status and dignity of even the lowliest person could be affirmed. A
janitor could become a deacon of the church, and a domestic could be the head usher.
Hence, the invisible person, who were not recognized and who were often rejected by the
larger society, received status and recognition in this institution. (p. 316)
The pastor called everyone to the altar at roughly the midpoint in the service. Altar call in
the Black church is a sacred moment. It is a time where parishioners come together, hold hands,
and pray collectivity. Moreover, it is a time where members have a chance to lay their burdens
down, ask for forgiveness, and turn their troubles over to God. When asked to describe his
church, the first thing Eugene did was talk about prayer in that he said, “You need prayer you
can come there. Like they’ll pray for you, make sure you get through it. They understanding like
they nice.”(Eugene, Interview, May 19, 2019, 21:05) Below is an example of how the members
of Eugene’s church place a strong emphasis on prayer:
The parishioners gathered in front of the pulpit and held hands as the pastor prayed.
Then, in a somewhat shocking move, the children were summoned next so he could pray
for them. The church showed their particular concern for the youth. They anoint them
every week, and petitions God for their safety. (Fieldnotes, June 2, 2019)
It is certainly not usual for parishioners to come together on a Sunday morning to pray
during a church service. It is also not uncommon for members to pray for children occasionally.
Yet, the members of this church have a special place in their hearts for children. The children
were summoned separately for the Children’s Prayer. The Children’s Prayer was on the church
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program, and they anointed the children with oil, a practice in Christianity to invoke God’s
protection. The Pastor was well aware of the challenges the children in the congregation faced as
he said, “We don’t know what they will face when they leave the church.” He also prayed that
the children "rise above their environments” (Fieldnotes, June 2, 2019). He could have been
alluding to the conditions in their schools, homes, or other places. A better explanation is that he
wanted God to protect the children from all hurt, harm, and danger.
I had an opportunity to speak to Eugene after service, and he said he was on his way to
another church. He was going to play the drums in at a second service. As I spoke to him, I
thought about instead of getting in trouble; he was praising the Lord, keeping busy and staying
out of trouble (Fieldnotes, June 2, 2019).
Black parishioners are concerned about the children in their congregation and want to
make sure they receive a thorough and complete education (Barrett, 2010). Thus, it is easy to
understand why the members of Eugene’s church are concerned about his academic performance
and achievement. When asked how his church stresses education, Eugene responded, “They ask
me about it. Basically, it’s somebody different asks me every Sunday. They ask me about school.
Like ‘How your grades? Are you going to the next grade? Are you being promoted? Like little
stuff like that” (Eugene, May 31, 2019, 21:58). From his perspective, the comments are valuable
as they suggest various church members are interested in his school performance and want to
know if he is keeping up with his studies.
The men at Eugene’s church work at the back to school jamboree that takes place at
Baker Park every August. School supplies are stored at the church before so Eugene says he gets
his items “off the top.” Eugene uses his social capital, or his “connections,” to secure educational
materials before other students. One could also argue that he possesses spiritual capital (Park,

160

Matias Dizon, & Malcolm, 2020) in that his religion and spirituality drive his ambitions for
success.
Four out of the twenty students in the study attend or linked to a Black church. One could
argue that this is only a small percentage of students. However, in the present study, I was not
interested in the percentage of students who benefited from church attendance. Neither was I
concerned with statistical power, testing a hypothesis, or comparing groups. Instead, I aimed to
learn about the mechanisms churches use to support Black male students academically. A recent
study uncovered how churches support students. In his research with homeless high school
graduates, Edwards (2019) found that three students benefited from church involvement.
Participants said churches helped them stay focused in school, build strong relationships, and
decompress. Land, Mixon, Butcher, and Harris (2014) conducted a qualitative study to better
understand the experiences of six academically successful Black male students. The results of
their analysis revealed that students had a desire to make their mothers proud, and they received
support from school personnel. Participants also said that attending church enhanced their
character, which laid the foundation for their success.
Summary
This chapter identified the various forms of capital, located in The Terrace, and unpacked
how the students perceive and make use of the resources. How often the students use the
resources depends on their age, interests, and how comfortable they were traveling through the
neighborhood.
Several students traveled outside of The Terrace to access educational capital. There
were various reasons for this, including the belief that their neighborhood does have sufficient
resources, better facilities are available elsewhere, or their parents connected them to programs
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that met in other locations. Also, instead of spending time in various centers or facilities, some
students drew on family, aspirational, institutional, and human capital to make progress in their
classes. Many participants drew on multiple forms of capital at the same time, thereby increasing
their chances of academic success.
The data revealed that Black churches play a role in the academic trajectory of Black
male students. In addition to recognizing their accomplishments in school, churches provided
educational materials, verbal support, and prayer. One particular student worked hard in school
since he knew they would receive money if he received high marks. Money became a motivator
for him.
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CHAPTER 6
IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION
The current study examines how Black males who live in an urban neighborhood make
use of neighborhood-based capital and perceive neighborhood resources. The study also sought
to uncover how Black churches influence their academic trajectories. The Black male high
school students in this investigation all live in The Terrace, a low-income neighborhood located
in a mid-sized city located in the Northeast. Participants described how they utilized
neighborhood resources and shared information about their daily experiences. Churches situated
both within and outside the boundaries of the neighborhood acknowledged these students’
strengths, talents, and abilities, as well as provided educational materials and served as a source
of external motivation.
The findings from this study offer an authentic glimpse into the students’ daily lives,
including how they navigate the social terrain of the neighborhood, contend with multiple
identities, and utilize parks and neighborhood centers. The data provide insight into how the
students’ nuclear and extended family members support them and go to great lengths to ensure
they reach their educational goals. This chapter highlights the implications of the study’s
findings for policy and practice. I discuss how the findings can inform theory and future
research in urban education.
Implications for Policy and Practice
Based on the results of this study, ongoing conversations to take place to ensure that
educators and others do not adhere to negative stereotypes about Black males who live in high
poverty, low neighborhoods. At the same time, it may be helpful to develop initiatives to learn
more about Black males’ world views and how they can overcome social and educational
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obstacles. Black male students should be present at all stages of planning and development of
such programs and help determine the goals and objectives.
All too often, educators, social scientists, and others think that urban neighborhoods are
devoid of resources (Green, 2015). Instead of acknowledging positive students and resources,
research tends to focus on deficits such as crime, poverty, and joblessness that exists in urban
settings (Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Sampson & Wilson, 1995; Wilson, 1996; McBride et al., 2000;
Wilson, 2009). This is unfortunate because all neighborhoods have assets. Instead of looking for
weaknesses in urban neighborhoods, research would benefit identifying resources and strengths
of these neighborhoods and their students (Green, 2015). Becoming familiar with the resources,
programs, and assets in urban communities is essential to activating these resources to improve
the academic and social opportunities for Black males (Milner, 2015).
Urban students may be aware of neighborhood resources, but many do not access them
because they are concerned that violence may erupt while traveling through the neighborhood.
Neighborhood violence addressed if students are to take full advantage of neighborhood-based
capital. As such, politicians, police officers, and pastors have to work together to curb the
amount of crime and violence in urban settings if students are to utilize local neighborhoodbased capital. The community, including community members and organizations, are critical in
addressing crime and violence.
Scholars, theorists, and others need to acknowledge that Black male students have and
employ various forms of capital (Wright, Maylor & Becker, 2016; Wang, Winkler-Wagner, Sun,
& Gaskew, 2018). In other words, adults who work with Black males must use an approach that
recognizes and highlights their positive attributes. At the same time, seeing neighborhoods
through students’ eyes helps researchers connect with Black male students and understand
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structural issues that hinder their ability to learn. A least one group of researchers contend that a
Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory (Spencer & Tinsley, 2008) should be
used when working with Black males because this approach takes into account “The lived
experiences of youth of color and acknowledges the systemic and structural forces” (Sanchez,
Hurd, Neblett & Vaclavik, 2017, pg. 274).
Black churches play a crucial role in the lives of many African American adults, children,
and families. Still, they can do some things to improve the academic trajectory of students,
particularly Black boys. Some churches are financially unstable and struggle to pay their bills,
but somehow they manage to set aside a small amount of money to support college students. Any
amount of money the church provides can help Black male students defray the cost of college
tuition, books, or materials. Black male students can benefit from a relationship with a collegeeducated African American male who understands how difficult it is to secure a college degree.
There is some evidence that church and public school system partnerships are helpful to students
(Jordan & Wilson, 2017). Churches and schools can support each other in their efforts to
promote Black male achievement.
Implications for Research and Theory
Research
Much of the neighborhood-level research centers on how community violence, poverty
and family structure influence student performance (McBride et al., 2000; Williams, Davis,
Miller Cribbs, Saunders, & Williams, 2002; Francois, Overstreet, & Cunningham, 2012).
However, over the last thirty years, more researchers have begun to study neighborhoods from a
more strengths-based perspective (Green, 2015; Milner, Murray, Farinde, & Delale, O’Connor;
2015). Instead of focusing on the problems in neighborhoods, this approach seeks to
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acknowledge the assets and promise of urban spaces. Investors, organizations, and urban
planners have shown an interest in The Terrace and other neighborhoods throughout the city
(Rojas, 2016). They acknowledge that The Terrace has potential and contend that social and
economic conditions in the neighborhood can be ameliorated. This dissertation reminds us that
all neighborhoods have resources. Participants in the study identified nine resources located in
The Terrace and one located just outside its borders. The findings from this study not only bring
to fore the resources that are available in The Terrace but also illuminate how Black male
students utilize the recreation and community centers in the neighborhood.
Research has documented how neighborhoods influence the academic performance of
African American students (Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Nettles, 1991; Gonzales, Cauce, Friedman,
& Mason, 1996; Williams, Davis, Miller Cribbs, Saunders, & Williams, 2002; Byrd & Chavous,
2009; Francois, Overstreet, & Cunningham, 2012). Other researchers are more interested in how
poverty affects adolescent development and how inequalities are passed down from one
generation to another (McBride, et al; Sharkey, 2013). While these studies are informative, this
study specifically sheds light on the neighborhood level experiences of African American males
who live in an urban setting. The findings from my examination illuminate how Black male
students manage to thrive despite the social and economic challenges in their neighborhood
academically. Some students relied on their families, peers, and neighborhood residents for
educational support while others were self-motivated and did not need someone to encourage
them. Several students discussed the specific strategies they used to navigate the neighborhood.
They avoided certain locations, only went outside at certain times of the day, and avoided
conflicts with neighborhood residents.
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Students in the study had to contend with multiple identities. For example, one student
said his life was harder because he is gay, Black, and male. Certain members of his family had a
problem with his sexuality, and a few people in the neighborhood were homophobic. A different
student described how people passed judgment on him because he is articulate and receives good
grades. His demeanor and vocabulary challenge their perception of people who live in The
Terrace. Brooms (2015) argues that it is not uncommon for African American males to “straddle
several cultural contexts—school, neighborhood, community, and identities— in order to strive
toward success” (p. 278). Bryd and Chavous (2009) argue that African American students with a
strong racial identity buffer the adverse effects of living in a poor neighborhood (p. 258). The
findings from this dissertation illuminate how Black males navigate the social terrain of their
neighborhoods and also negotiate multiple identities.
The Black church figures prominently in the lives of African Americans. The church
played a critical role in the education of children after slavery, fought against segregation during
the civil rights movement and continues to reach out to people who are poor, hungry or
unfortunate (Frazier, 1974; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990; Cone, 2004; Franklin, 2007). Several
students said they attend church regularly, participate in various ministries, and occasionally help
distribute school-related items. The church has social, religious, and educational value for these
students. Still, scholars contend that Black churches can do more to help enhance the academic
performance of African American students (Anderson & Toldson, 2010). Barrett (2010) argues
that Black churches should help students generate various forms of capital to improve their
academic performance. Jordan and Wilson (2017) assert that Black student achievement could
increase if more churches partnered with public schools.
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The Community Cultural Wealth framework helped me identify three forms of capital the
students possessed or employed. Students with aspirational capital have clear set goals and plan
to go to college. They know about their church’s scholarship committee and plan to ask the
church for financial support. It is unclear if they understand the college application process or
know how to apply for scholarships or other forms of financial aid. Regardless, they have
aspirations and church members and other concerned adults can help them gain entrance to
college.
Researchers have examined or identified how religious or social capital influences or play
a role in student success (Barrett, 2010; McCray, Grant, & Beachum, 2010). Several students in
the study explained how they used their social networks both within and outside of the church to
secure educational materials or gain access to information. For example, one student only had a
limited amount of information about colleges, so he asked an educator at his high school for
advice. A different educator introduced him to his church, and the student received special
recognition during a Children’s Day service. Thus the student used his social capital to help him
select and gain entrance to college. His connections helped him learn about his church’s
scholarship committee, and he plans to ask the church for financial support.
Theory: Advancing Community Cultural Wealth
I apply Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth to examine how Black male students
make use of and perceive neighborhood-based capital. The study also examined how Black
churches academically support students. Several scholars utilized the Community Cultural
Wealth framework in their research on Black and Latino students (Carey 2016; Brooms Howard
et al., 2017; Murillo, Quartz, & Del Razo, 2017; Wang, Winkle-Wagner, Sun, & Gaskew, 2018).
The present study contributes to this knowledge base in three key ways. First, this dissertation
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helps us understand how recreation and community centers help students leverage their capital.
For example, many students in the study possess aspirational capital, but people at the centers
provide information about college and careers. A mentioned above, participants in the study
described how Mr. Gray, the director of the Greenfield Recreation Center, encouraged them to
do the best they could in school and go to college after they graduate. Other students discussed
how the men of Kappa Alpha Psi ran a mentoring program in two different community centers
and provided scholarships for students. Millner (2011) rightly argues that the social interactions
that place in centers can have a profound impact on a student’s professional and educational
aspirations. The vast majority of the students in the study have hopes and dreams (Yosso, 2005,
pg. 78). The workers at the centers expose the students to educational and career opportunities.
Second, my work extends Yosso’s framework by highlighting how students possess and
employ capital in diverse settings. For instance, one student has both navigational and
aspirational capital. He uses his navigational capital in high school to maneuver through an
environment that is stressful and unpredictable at times. He also uses his navigational capital
during the summer months when he participates in a college preparatory program that meets on a
university campus. A different student uses his social capital in high school to secure information
about college and scholarship opportunities when he is in high school. He employs this same
form of capital when he attends recreation centers or spends time at a local community college.
These students are comfortable regardless of the social environment and use their navigational
and social capital to make educational and social progress.
Third, while Yosso’s (2005) original framework does not explicitly mention religion, my
work extends on her concept of familial capital to help us better understand how “church
families” play a crucial role in the lives of Black males and can influence their achievement. As
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Franklin (2007) argues Black churches serve “As surrogate families where members were
referred to by family role titles such as “sister,” “brother,” and “mother.” most people in the
church could feel part of a larger network of caring people” (pg. 109). Other research documents
how church families provide assistance for each other during hard times, provide transportation
for one another, and even complete household chores when a parishioner is ill (Taylor, Mouzon,
Nguyen, & Chatters, 2016; Taylor, Chatters, Lincoln, & Woodward, 2017). The findings from
this dissertation help us understand how entire church families recognize and promote student
achievement. It also provides a deeper understanding of how churches collectively provide
educational materials and financial support for Black males.
Implications for Future Studies in Urban Education
In the past, only a few educational researchers used Geographic Information System
(GIS) technology to explore urban neighborhoods because the computer programs were
complicated, expensive, and required specialized training (Hogrebe, 2012; Mennis, Mason, &
Cao, 2013). Yet, in recent years more scholars have begun to use this GIS technology because
the price of computers has decreased, and advances in computer software have reduced the
learning curve. More GIS studies are needed since they can provide a bird’s eye view of various
urban areas, demark the geographic boundaries of neighborhoods, and help researchers better
understand the social context in which education takes place. In the future, GIS technology
should be used to examine topics in urban education, such as the distance and direction Black
male students travel to secure educational resources. Such a study is warranted because it will
visually show how far students travel within or outside of their neighborhoods to obtain
resources.
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Scholars view the Black church as both an indispensable and invisible institution
(Johnson, Jang Spencer, and Larson, 2000; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). It played a crucial role in
the lives of African Americans during slavery, helped educate children during reconstruction,
and fought against segregation in the sixties. African Americans today still rely on the church for
spiritual, emotional, and at times financial support. Still, there remains a gap in urban education
literature regarding how churches can provide educational support for middle school students
between the ages of twelve to fifteen years old. Explorations of how church-related educational
programs benefit African American students would be useful. Documenting the voices and
experiences of urban Black male youth are important to help us glean information on how
churches provide educational support them during their middle school years.
Limitations
Qualitative research is useful because it helps researchers “hear” from overlooked people.
This approach calls for researchers to “get in there” and learn about the lived experiences and
social realities of participants. The findings from the study provide insight into how Black male
students draw on neighborhood-based capital and navigate the social landscape. Moreover, the
findings shed light on how Black churches influence their academic trajectories. Still, the current
investigation does have some limitations.
It was challenging to secure participants for the study for several reasons. Although
Baker High is officially considered one school, the students attended in five different buildings
due to school construction. Hence, it was difficult to distribute consent forms as the students
were taking classes in various locations throughout the city. Some students were inadvertently
omitted from the study, not because they did not meet the criteria, but because they were often
absent, on field trips, never returned the consent forms, or simply stopped coming to school. I

171

contacted teachers, guidance counselors, and disciplinarians to help me secure more students.
They connected me with students who met the criteria for my study, and in the end, I secured
enough students to identify important themes and answer my research questions.
Limitations of the participation-observation data collection method included the amount
of time spent in the field and the fact that observations could not be conducted in all the
recreation centers because they were closed or did not have regular hours. I conducted
observations in only two out of four churches, primarily due to schedule conflicts and time
constraints.

Participation-observation data collection took place between March 2019 and June

2019 and consisted of 36.5 hours in the field. More time in the field might have produced a more
thorough or nuanced analysis. Finally, the sheer size of the neighborhood posed problems. The
Terrace is 4.5 square miles, and it was impossible to conduct observations in all sections of the
neighborhood, especially since there were places where students did not feel safe or visit
regularly. The lack of participants from all parts of The Terrace was also a limitation. Although
there are some limitations to this study, the findings provide an authentic glimpse into the
experiences of Black male students and how they utilize neighborhood-based capital.
Conclusion
This dissertation fills a gap in the literature and research regarding how African
American male students who live in urban neighborhoods utilize and perceive resources.
Participants identified parks, recreation and neighborhood centers, and critical resources. The
programs that are available at the centers are crucial since they can influence both social and
academic outcomes for African American male students (Miller, 2011). Participants described
the neighborhood level challenges they faced and the steps they took to avoid confrontations
with negative peers. Yet, more importantly, they shared how staff members and mentors
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encouraged them to do their best in school go to college. Staff members and volunteers who
work with Black males must have the ability to help them reach their full potential. It is also
paramount that workers view Black males from a strengths perspective and recognize their
strengths, abilities, and talents.
The findings from this study also shed light on the various forms of capital Black males
possess. Even though Black males in society and schools are often portrayed as unmotivated and
off track, the participants in this study demonstrated their ability to navigate the social landscape
in The Terrace, draw on neighborhood resources and overcome challenges. Black males in this
study are self-motivated and have a desire to be accepted by their peers. At the same time, their
nuclear and extended family members went to great lengths to ensure their academic success.
Black males shared stories about how the churches academically supported them by
providing praise, external motivation, school supplies, and financial support. The students were
acknowledged when they received high marks or passed to the next grade, and their talents, gifts,
and abilities were recognized. Perhaps more importantly, the church served as a safe space for
the boys where they were accepted and embraced and told that it is acceptable to be smart and do
well in school.
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APPENDIX A
STUDENT CONSENT FORM

Temple IRB Approved
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RESEARCH SUBJECT CONSENT FORM
Title: A Qualitative Study Using Community Cultural Wealth to Understand Neighborhood
Level Experiences of Black Male High School Students
Protocol No.:

25624

Investigator:

PI: Dr. James Earl Davis
Temple University College of Education
Student Investigator: Marc Freeman, Graduate Student
Temple University, Department of Teaching and Learning
Trenton Central High School
Trenton, NJ 08608

Daytime Phone Number:

Cell phone 609-851-9810
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DETAILED RESEARCH CONSENT
You are being invited to take part in a research study. A person who takes part in a research
study is called a research subject, or research participant.
In this consent form “you” generally refers to the research subject. If you are being asked as the
legally authorized representative, parent, or guardian to permit the subject to take part in the
research, “you” in the rest of this form generally means the research subject.
What should I know about this research?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Someone will explain this research to you.
This form sums up that explanation.
Taking part in this research is voluntary. Whether you take part is up to you.
You can choose not to take part. There will be no penalty or loss of benefits to which you
are otherwise entitled.
You can agree to take part and later change your mind. There will be no penalty or loss of
benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.
If you don’t understand, ask questions.
Ask all the questions you want before you decide.

Why is this research being done?
The purpose of this study is to understand the neighborhood level experiences of Black Male
high school students. About 30 subjects will take part in this research.
How long will I be in this research?
Your participation in this study will take up about 3 hours of your time over the period of 1
month.
What happens to me if I agree to take part in this research?
First, you will participate in an audio taped interview to help me understand how you perceive
your neighborhood. Examples of questions include:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Tell me about your neighborhood.
Where do you feel safe?
Where do you feel unsafe?
What are the strengths of your neighborhood?
What are the weaknesses of your neighborhood?

The individual interview will be transcribed. The audio files and transcriptions will be saved on a
password protected computer and accessible only to Dr. Davis and Marc Freeman. Additionally,
you will be given the opportunity to review the transcripts for accuracy.
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Next, I will “join” you in your neighborhood to learn more about your daily experiences. This
portion of the research is critical because it will enable me participate and observe you in your
natural environment, your neighborhood. I anticipate that I will spend 2 hours with you in your
neighborhood and be present when you attend community or recreation centers, local parks and
churches.
Could being in this research hurt me?
There are no reasonably foreseeable risks or discomforts.
Will being in this research benefit me?
The benefit you will obtain from the research is knowing that you contributed to the
understanding of this topic. The finding from this study will help provide insight into the daily
lives of Black male high school who live and go to school in an urban setting.
What happens to the information collected for this research?
To the extent allowed by law, we limit the viewing of your personal information to people who
have to review it. We cannot promise complete secrecy. The IRB, Temple University, and other
representatives of those organizations may inspect and copy your information.
To protect your identity, you will be able to select a pseudonym for this project. If you do not
select a pseudonym, one will be created for you. Your true name, contact information, or other
identifying information will not be linked in any way to your transcripts. Your contact
information will only be maintained to follow-up purposes, and will be saved as a separate file
with members of the research team, Dr. Davis and Marc Freeman
Who can answer my questions about this research?
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think this research has hurt you or made you
sick, talk to the research team at the phone number listed above on the first page.
This research is being overseen by an Institutional Review Board (“IRB”). An IRB is a group of
people who perform independent review of research studies. You may talk to them at (215) 7073390 or irb@temple.edu if:
•
•
•
•

You have questions, concerns, or complaints that are not being answered by the research
team.
You are not getting answers from the research team.
You cannot reach the research team.
You want to talk to someone else about the research.
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Will I be paid for taking part in this research?
For taking part in this research, you will receive a $25 gift card to Darden’s Restaurant. The card
can be redeemed at Olive Garden, LongHorn Steakhouse, and other Darden’s restaurants. The
participants will receive this gift card after they complete the interview and I have spent
approximately 2 hours with them in the field doing participant-observations. Participants who do
not complete the interview or drop out of the study will not receive the gift card.
Statement of Consent
•
•

All children are required to assent.
If assent is obtained, have the child sign an assent form, unless the investigator
determines that the child is not capable of signing.

Your signature documents your permission for you or the individual named below to take part in
this research.

Signature of adult subject capable of consent, child subject’s parent, or
individual authorized to consent to the child subject’s general medical care

Date

Printed name of adult subject capable of consent, child subject’s parent, or
individual authorized to consent to the child subject’s general medical care

Printed name of subject
(not required if subject personally provided consent)

Signature of person obtaining consent

Date

Printed name of person obtaining consent

Signature of assenting subject
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APPENDIX B
IRB APPROVED INTERVIEW PROTOCOL
Interview Protocol
Neighborhood Perception
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Tell me about your neighborhood.
Where do you feel safe?
Where do you feel unsafe?
What are the strengths of your neighborhood?
What are the weaknesses of your neighborhood?
How long have you lived in the neighborhood?
What do you consider to be a neighborhood?
Why did your family move here?

Neighborhood Based Capital (Places)
9. Tell me about the kinds of resources that are available in your neighborhood?
10. What do you think about the resources in your community?
11. In your opinion, what do residents think about the resources in your community?
12. Do residents think these resources are important or valuable for students?
13. How do you or your peers utilize the resources in your neighborhood?
14. What are the resources that aren’t being used in your neighborhood?
15. How do you and our peers utilize the resources in your neighborhood?
16. What does your community expect of you in terms of your education?
Neighborhood Based Capital (People)
17. Who are the important people in your neighborhood?
18. How do the people in your neighborhood support education?
19. What do your parents or guardians expect of you in terms of your education?
20. Which people in your neighborhood stress the importance of education?
21. Who are the positive role models in your neighborhood?
Neighborhood Based Capital (Institutions and Organizations)
22. Are you a member of a church, and if so do you attend on a regular basis?
23. Does the church you attend have a predominately Black congregation?
a. If not tell me about the church you attend.
24. Does the church stress the importance of education and if so how?
25. How does the church acknowledge or encourage student success?
26. What role does the church play in your academic success?
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Aspirational capital
27. Is it important for you to do well and school and if so why?
28. What do you want to do when you finish high school?
29. What steps are you taking to get there (achieve your post high school goal)?
30. Do you have some friends who help you?
31. Which adults in your neighborhood are helping you achieve your goals?
Family Capital
32. How do you help your children and the other children in the neighborhood do well in
school?
33. What kinds of things (computers etc.) do you make sure your son/s have to do well in
school?
34. How do you protect your children from the streets?
35. What do you do when you can’t find the educational resources in your neighborhood?
36. Why do you think it is important for your son/s to do well in school?
Navigational Capital
37. How do you manage to avoid the challenges in your neighborhood?
38. Who taught you how to avoid the challenges in your neighborhood?
39. Where do you go to avoid the challenges in your neighborhood?
40. Are there certain spots in your neighborhood that you avoid?
41. Are there certain spots in your neighborhood that you visit often and if so why?
Gender
42. What does it mean to be Black and male in your neighborhood?
43. In your opinion, what do the people in your neighborhood expect of Black males?
44. How do you feel pressure to “live up” to their expectations?
45. Tell what the people in your neighborhood say about Black males.
46. What kind of things do you hear about Black males?
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APPENDIX C
IRB APPROVAL

1) Abstract of the study
The present qualitative study aims to uncover how 20 Black male high school students make
use of neighborhood-based capital to succeed in school. The study takes place in an urban
neighborhood, which is located in a mid-sized Northeastern city and employs Yosso’s (2005)
Community Cultural Wealth Model as a theoretical framework. Qualitative research will
consist of structured and semi-structured interviews and participant observations in a variety
of contextual settings.
2) Protocol Title
A QUALITATIVE STUDY USING COMMUNITY CULTURAL WEALTH TO
UNDERSTAND NEIGHBORHOOD LEVEL EXPERIENCES OF BLACK MALE HIGH
SCHOOL STUDENTS

3) Investigator
Primary Investigator, Dr. James Earl Davis. Doctoral student, Marc Freeman
4) Objectives
The goal of the current investigation is to fill a gap in our understanding of how urban
Black male high school students draw on neighborhood-based capital to increase student
performance. Such an examination is needed especially since there is a dearth of strengths-based
neighborhood-level research.
Beyond understanding how black males draw on capital, this exploration aims to uncover
how residents perceive neighborhood assets. Interviewing neighborhood residents, including
parents and others, is crucial since adults typically know the location and usefulness of
neighborhood resources (Jarrett, 1997). Hence, the data secured from the interviews will provide
perspective for the study and help answer the research questions.
Lastly, this study expects to fill a gap in our understanding in how the African American
church plays a role in the academic trajectory of Black male students. We know that students
who attend church are less likely to get in trouble with the law, use drugs, engage in sexual
activity and do better in school, yet we know comparatively little about how the Black church
imbues success in African American male high school students.
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5) Rationale and Significance
The underperformance of Black male high school students has concerned scholars and
lawmakers for some time. We know that urban Black males tend to have lower grade point
averages and that students with low GPAs are more likely to be truant, delinquent, engage in
sexual activity, experiment with drugs or alcohol, and less likely to graduate (Hallfors et al.,
2002; Nord et al., 2011; Arum & Beattie; 1999; Hoffmann, Erickson & Spence, 2013). Research
also documents how Black males, especially those who live in the inner city, are more likely to
be suspended or expelled from school (Smith & Harper, 2015; Mendez & Knoff, 2003; Dalton,
Ingels & Fritch, 2015; Arum & Beattie, 1999). In 1990, the average GPA of White and Black
high graduates was 2.73 and 2.42 respectively. In 2009, the average GPA of White and Black
high graduates was 3.09 and 2.69 respectively. This data illustrates that while the performance
of both groups increased between 1990 and 2009, the gulf between White and Black GPAs
actually increased (Nord et al., 2011). Interestingly, African American students have lower
grade point averages regardless of their socioeconomic status. Boosting student performance is
vital as individuals who receive poor marks are more likely to drop out of school, be
unemployed, make less money over their lifetime, suffer health consequences and die early
(Nickell, 1979; Meara, Richards & Cutler, 2008; United States Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2013).
6) Resources and Setting
Only the PI, Dr. James Earle Davis will assist me with the study. His role will be
to provide, guidance, mentoring, and technical assistance.
The participants in this study will all come from the Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood5.
This neighborhood was selected for 3 reasons. First, based on current public school records
Greenfield Terrace has the 2nd highest concentration of Black male students in the city. At
present 64 or 12.47% of the school’s 513 Black male students live here – the rest of the students
live in one of the 25 other neighborhoods across the city. Second, the poverty rate in the location
ranges between 14.9% and 41% and a significant number of abandoned properties can be found
here making Greenfield Terrace one of the poorest, if not the poorest neighborhood in the city.
Last but not least, despite social forces school records indicate that a number of Black male
students manage to maintain a higher than average GPA (3.2 or better) and do well in the
classroom.
In terms of securing the students, I will run examine school data and run a report to
determine which students are African American and male. The data from the report will be
placed into an Excel spreadsheet and will contain such information as the student’s home
address, grade level and GPA. The Excel spreadsheet will be imported into ArcGis, which will
show the residential locations of all Black males who live in the Greenfield Terrace
neighborhood. Once the students have been identified I will simply go down the list and provide
them with parental consent forms and information about my study.
7) Prior Approvals
Prior approval will be needed to conduct research with Black male students who
attend the Trenton Public Schools. I secured this approval in September 2018.
5

Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood is a pseudonym
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8) Study Design
The current study employs a qualitative design. This approach was selected because it
assumes that knowledge is gained through personal experience or by interacting with people
in their natural settings (Mack, 2010, Lichtman, 2013). Additionally, this approach assumes
that “the researcher can best come to know the reality of a situation by being there: by
becoming immersed in the stream of events and activities (Hathaway, 1995, p. 544). Yet the
main reason I selected this approach is because it will give the students in my study a
“voice.” The participants in my study are urban Black male high school students and the
challenges they face, and overcome are often minimized.
a) Recruitment Methods
In January of 2019, I will run a report to determine which students are classified as
African-American and male. The data from the report will be placed into an Excel
spreadsheet and will contain such information as the student’s home address, grade level and
GPA. The Excel spreadsheet will be imported into ArcGis, which will show the residential
locations of all Black males who live in the Greenfield Terrace neighborhood. Once the
students have been identified I will simply go down the list and provide them with parental
consent forms and information about my study.
b) Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Only Black male high school students who live in the Greenfield Terrace will be
eligible for the study. The student’s academic classification or status does not matter:
both regular and special education students are eligible to participate.
c) Study Timelines
Proposed Timeline
Table 1.1
Phases
Phase I
Phase II

Time Frame
January 2019 –
February 2019
February 2019

Phase III

February 2019 –
March 2019

Phase IV

June 2019 –
November 2019

Procedures
Secure IRB Approval
Use school data base in conjunction to with ArcGis to
pinpoint the residential location of the Black male
students who live in Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood.
Secure parental consent
Qualitative research – spend between 30-50 hours in the
field and conduct at least 20 structured and semistructured interviews.
Analyze data, finish writing dissertation,
defend in November of 2019
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d) Study Procedures and Data Analysis
9) Qualitative Data Collection
10) Participant-observation
Participant-observations will take place in a variety of contextual settings. I plan to conduct
the observations in their neighborhoods, yet I also plan to meet with them in their homes,
travel with them as they visit recreation centers or parks, and be present when they attend
church related activities. The observations, which will take place after school between the
hours of 3:00 pm and 8:00 pm, will last anywhere between 45 minutes and 1 hour. At
present the goal is to spend between 30-50 hours in the field. The goal of the observations
will be to uncover how Black male youths growing up in the neighborhood make use of
neighborhood-based capital to succeed in school.
In addition to participating and observing the student’s in the field, I will secure information
about city neighborhoods by examining city records, census tracts, city records and
photographs. I expect to spend at least 30 hours in the field. Participants who complete the
study will receive a $20 gift card to Wal*mart or the restaurant of their choosing.
11) Interviews
There has been much debate in the scholarly literature as to how many interviews are needed
for a high quality qualitative study. Guest, Bunce and Johnson (2006) argue that 12
interviews are needed to reach saturation, or the point where no new themes emerge from the
data. By contrast Hagaman and Wutich (2017) found that while 16 interviews were needed
to identify themes 20 to 40 interviews were needed to reach saturation.
I will conduct 20 formal or semi-formal interviews with the students. As noted above the
interviews will be designed to help explore how the teenagers draw on neighborhood based
capital and understand that Black church supports them in their academic efforts. Since I
work at the high school the plan is to conduct some of the interviews before, during or after
the school day depending on the student’s schedule. Other interviews will take place in the
student’s homes or neighborhoods depending on their availability. The proposed interview
protocol can be found on page 84.
12) Qualitative Analysis
Researchers have stressed the importance of coding in qualitative research (LeCompte, &
Schensul, 2010; Lichtman, 2013). According to Creswell (2014) coding refers “the process
of organizing the material into chucks…and assigning a word or phrase to get a sense of it”
(p. 214). In the current study, I broadly employ Tesch’s (1990) 8 step coding process. The
interviews will be recorded and transcribed into an MS Word document and imported into
AtlasTI. The transcripts will be read line by line and I will place any ideas that come to mind
in the space provided by the program. If I choose to print out hard copies of the transcripts I
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will write down notes in the margins or even on post-it notes. In either case, I will make a
list and similar topics will be grouped together.
The topics will be abbreviated as codes and placed into columns in the computer program
AtlasTi or possibly in a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. A code of “FC” will be used to
categorize family capital and acknowledge how parents, guardians and others encourage
learning and achievement. This code refers to how parents attend back to school night,
school wide events, pay for SAT preparatory classes or reach out to teachers when a school
related issue arises. Along similar lines, a code of “HC” will be used to acknowledge the
various forms of human capital that exists within a community. This may be a college
educated person, pastor or other influential person who lives in the community and is willing
to support the students while they are on their educational journey. A code of “PC” will be
used to highlight how the students utilize the physical capital in their neighborhoods. A local
school, library, community center or recreation center would all fall under this category. A
code of “BC” will be used when the data speaks to how the Black church supports the
scholastic achievement of its adolescent members. Coding in this way will help me organize
the vast amount of data and answer my research questions. These are just a few possible
codes; more will be developed and introduced once I began to examine the field notes,
memos and maps. I will be prepared to recode my data if necessary.
13) Validity or what Guba and Lincoln (1981) refer to as “trustworthiness” will be strengthened
by spending a significant amount of time in the field or what Guba and Lincoln call
“prolonged engagement and persistent observation.” I will increase the strength and
credibility of my findings by member checking and if possible I will have a peer review my
findings, a technique called intercoder relaibhlity. While these techniques are time
consuming they will strengthen the validity of my study. I am aware that due the sheer
volume of the data I will have to “winnow” the data and focus on some documents while
disregarding others (Creswell, 2014, p. 195).
a) Withdrawal of Subjects
While I plan to start with a sample size of 30 participants I know I will lose some
students due to attrition. Some boys will drop out or be “pushed out” of school;
others will move to a different location, get into legal trouble or be transferred to a
school for students with special needs. Hence, I estimate that my sample will
probably consist of approximately 20 students who will complete the study from start
to finish.
b) Privacy & Confidentiality
The current study will not use or disclose any of the subjects Protected Health
information (PHI).
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14) Risks to Subjects
I do not foresee any risks, physical, emotional or otherwise that will harm the participants in
this study.
15) Potential Benefits to Subjects
The students in the study will receive a $20 gift card to Wal*mart of the restaurant of
their choosing. However, they will receive no other benefits or compensation.
16) Costs to Subjects
The students in the current study will not incur any cost or be financially responsible
for any aspect of the study.
17) Informed Consent
The participants in my study are members of a vulnerable population (high school
students under the age of 18). To this end, potential participants must have their
parent or guardian sign the parental assent form to take part in order to take part in the
study.
Non-English Speaking Subjects
All of the students in the current study speak English
Subjects who are not yet adults (infants, children, teenagers)
I will use school records to document and determine the student’s parent or
guardian.
Cognitively Impaired Adults
My study calls for me to work with Black male high school students. A child’s
parent will determine if he is cognitively impaired ad should not participate.
Adults Unable to Consent
This section does not apply to my study
18) Vulnerable Populations
The participants in my study are members of a vulnerable population (high school
students under the age of 18). To this end, potential participants must have their
parent or guardian sign the parental assent form in order to take part in the study.
19) Sharing of Results or Incidental Findings with Subjects
The incidental results or findings will not be shared with the student’s primary care
physicians
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APPENDIX D
SITE APPROVAL
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APPENDIX E
CODEBOOK
Full Study Codebook
AC = Aspirational Capital: Refers to how participants desire to be academically successful
AL = Athletics: Refers to the role that athletics and or high school sports play in the student’s
lives.
AP = Academic Programs: Refers to the academic programs or resources that exist in the
neighborhood
BC = Black Church: Code, which speaks to how the Black church supports the academic
achievement of Black males
BCL = Benefits of College: Code that references how the students talk about college, the steps
they are taking to get there, and why they think a college degree will be useful
BMI = Black Male Identity: Alludes to how the students perceive themselves
BP = Baker Park: A 100-acre expanse of land that was designed by the same person who created
Central Park in NY
CCEN = Community Centers: Refers to the centers in the neighborhood
CC = Community Capital: Broadly speaking the neighborhood resources that are available to
participants
COC = Code of Conduct: Refers to the spoken and unspoken rules that govern behavior in the
neighborhood. The residents know these rules, but others might not be aware of them
CS = Corner Store: Alludes to the role that corner stores play in the community. These stores
provide fast food and other items.
CW = Community Watch: Refers to how community members, often senior citizens, attempt to
watch and maintain order in the community
ED = Education: Code that refers to how education is or is not stressed in the student’s home,
school, neighborhood, or mentoring program
FA = Fathers: Code which alludes to the relationship or lack thereof, students have with their
fathers
FC = Family Capital: Refers to how parents, guardians, and others encourage learning and
achievement
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GF = Gentrification: Alludes to conversations about how gentrification in the neighborhood took
place, what the students know and do not know about the social and economic decline in the
neighborhood
GM = Gang Members: Alludes to conversations about gang members, their presence in the
neighborhood and how they behave/think
GV = Gun Violence: Refers to gun violence that takes place both within and outside of the
Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood
GVI = Gang Violence: Alludes to the gang violence that takes place both within and outside of
the Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood
HC = Human Capital: Refers to the influential education-minded people within the
neighborhood. A person who is willing to provide educational support for students
IN = Institutional Capital: Refers to schools, fraternities, communities, organizations
IM = Impression Management: Alludes to how students try to influence how they are perceived.
MA = Masculinity: Code attached to conversations regarding just what exactly it means to be
male
ME = Mentoring: Refers to how a student or students are connected to formal and informal
mentors
MG = Monetary Gift: Code that refers to conversations about how students who do well receive
monetary gifts from family or church members
MO = Mothers: Refers to how mothers support educational achievement by involving the
students with mentoring, sports, or other prosocial activities
MR = Multiple Resources: Code given to data that suggests students in the neighborhood draw
on multiple resources at the same time
NC = Navigational Capital: Refers to how participants avoid and work around dangerous people,
places and things
NE = Neighborhood Experiences: Code, which alludes to both the positive and negative
experiences students have while living in the Greenfield Terrace neighborhood
NR = Neighborhood Resources: Code which refers to how the students utilize or draw on the
resources (parks, recreation centers, neighborhood centers, etc.)
NC = Neighborhood Center: Refers to any one of the neighborhood centers, including in the area
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NV = Neighborhood Violence: Refers to how the students are exposed to and/or avoid violence
in their communities or in the city
PE = Parental Expectations: Code that alludes to what parents expect of their children.
PI = Police Interactions: Code which alludes to the encounters students have with police officers,
including state police, tactical units, and detectives
PM: Parental Messages: Refers to how parents send verbal and no verbal messages to their
children about school, the neighborhood, or how they should behave
PP = Positive Peers: Alludes to how students associate with or are connected to positive peers
support them in their academic efforts
PR = Physical Resources: Alludes to the physical assets in the neighborhoods
PRJ = Projects: Refers to conversations and perceptions of the housing project located in roughly
the middle of the neighborhood
PP = Parental Influence: Code that alludes to how parents impress certain values on their
children (e.g., the importance of going to college, the military, etc.)
RC = Religious Capital: Refers to how religion, or spirituality can serve a form of capital for the
students in the study
RI = Racial Identity: Code that alludes to how students wrestle with precisely what it means to
be African American
RR = Remote Resources: Alludes to findings that indicate how students travel outside the
neighborhood to access educational resources
SC = Social Capital: Here, I employ Yosso conceptualization of social capital, which alludes to
how students use their “connections” to make educational progress
SE = Seniors: Code that highlights how students view senior citizens in the neighborhood as well
as how these seniors encourage the students and promote neighborhood stability
SI = Social Isolation: Alludes to how students remain inside because they are afraid of
neighborhood violence or would rather stay inside and study
SP = Street People: Refers to the “worldly” people in the neighborhood who the students say
support education even though they have a criminal record, are homeless, or or sell drugs
SPE = Service People: Refers to conversations about helpful people in the neighborhood. These
individuals perform small manual labor tasks for neighborhood residents
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SM = Social Media: Code that refers to how and why students use social media to project a
certain type of image.
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APPENDIX F
Map of student identified neighborhood resources in the Greenfield Terrace Neighborhood.
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