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ABSTRACT 

 

Doctoral program attrition has consistently remained an issue in higher education with 

approximately fifty to sixty percent of doctoral students leaving their degree programs 

without earning the degree. Of particular concern is the disparity between Black graduate 

students’ attrition rates and their peers. Less than half of Black doctoral students earn 

their degree within ten years. To address this challenge, the study considers the variables 

that affect Black doctoral students’ programmatic experiences. Mentors have often been 

cited as primary agent of doctoral program achievement. As key conductors of the 

socialization process, they have the ability to affect students’ experiences within their 

doctoral program. Due to the gap in doctoral degree attainment for Black students, this 

study sought to understand what influence Black doctoral students perceived mentoring 

and race to have on their graduate program experience. This collective case study was 

conducted with 15 current and recently graduated Black doctoral students. Semi-

structured interviews were employed to gain an understanding of their doctoral program 

life. Using socialization theory and Critical Race Theory (CRT) to understand students’ 

expectations of mentoring and the perceived effect mentoring had on their doctoral 

program experience. Many participants automatically viewed their research advisor as a 

mentor. Critical Race Theory was also utilized to explore how racialized experiences 

played a common role in their mentoring and program experiences. Findings of the study 

point to close connections that Black students hope to have with mentors in their doctoral 

program. Black students are looking for mentors to provide detailed guidance through the 

doctoral program and beyond. The ideal is to build trusting relationships that grow 
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beyond the professional. This includes mentors who will take the time to know them as a 

whole person beyond their life as a student. Students placed significant value of their 

mentors for helping to develop their skills as researchers and providing connections to 

build their professional network. Additionally, the findings illustrate that race is a part of 

the doctoral program experience at all times. Mentors who can create an environment to 

listen and understand that experience can often help Black students remain resilient in 

completing their degree. With regard to racialized experiences, often faculty were the key 

antagonists in these moments. Students cited experiences with microaggressions, being 

given less opportunities than White peers and feeling personally violated. Key 

recommendations based on findings include, developing CRT informed training for 

graduate faculty as they are key drivers in creating the academic environment Black 

doctoral students experience, reexamination of how we discuss research advisors.  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The role of African American students in higher education has been significant 

since the first, Alexander Lucius Twilight, received his bachelor’s degree from 

Middlebury College in 1823. In 1876, Edward Alexander Bouchet would earn his Ph.D. 

in Physics from Yale University, making him the first African American1 to earn a 

doctorate. Since the introduction of underrepresented groups into higher education, we 

continue the discourse of how to increase diversity through access and retention of 

students from marginalized groups.  

Diversity persists as a critical challenge for higher education. While it once was a 

binary matter of race, it has advanced to reflect ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, 

religion or political beliefs (Holley, 2013; Parker, 2019). As the definition of diversity 

expands the conversations pertaining to the campus community become increasingly 

complex. As this work will focus on racial diversity, Parker (2019) recently wrote, 

“creating and maintaining a welcoming campus climate for racial diversity continues to 

be a challenge for the higher education community” (p. 264).  

Roger Worthington’s (2012) discourse regarding diversity and inclusion echoes 

that challenge and suggests it is one of the most complicated in higher education practice. 

As the concept shifted, it focuses on three themes that he outlined as identity 

characteristics, focal groups, and core areas. How diversity is defined has expanded 

including identity characteristics beyond race, sexual orientation, and gender. Moreover, 

 
1 The term African American and Black are used interchangeably.  However, the term Black is 

more inclusive of the many different cultural backgrounds of students.  
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higher education’s focal groups are not just faculty, current students, and staff. Inclusion 

pertains to the community in which the university resides. Institutions’ diversity work has 

continued to focus on matters of recruitment and retention, climate, and 

nondiscrimination among others. Worthington’s model recognizes the need for continued 

evaluation as demographics of the U.S. population continue to shift towards increasingly 

more underrepresented groups and an increased pressure to educate a “competitive and 

multi-culturally competent workforce” (Worthington, 2012). 

Evaluating diversity in higher education is increasingly important as the U.S. 

becomes more diverse. Underrepresented minorities (URM) have continued to grow as it 

is projected that by 2050 most Americans will be people of color (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2016, p. 11). URMs can include students of African American, Latinx, Asian 

and Native American backgrounds. This group remains a focus for graduate schools 

looking to increase diversity in their programs and professional fields (Ghose, Ali, & 

Keo-Meier, 2018; Jackson, 2018). Higher education’s pursuit of diversity remains 

important because as Patricia Gurin (1999) remarked that all students, not just minorities 

benefit from a racially diverse campus. The experience prepares students to be members 

of a diverse community outside of the college environment. 

Graduate school Deans agree with Patricia Gurin’s (1999) work that a diverse 

educational environment will benefit students beyond their college experience. The 

importance of educating students for a global environment was stressed among many 

fields. Deans believe graduate school must prepare graduates for a diverse world. The 

multi-cultural environment is one that is seen as creating a richer educational context 

where students not only learn from one another, but faculty learn from students. Faculty 
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have noted that diverse student groups strengthen the academic environment with new 

perspectives. The Council of Graduate Schools (CGS), a national organization dedicated 

to advancing graduate education, routinely evaluates graduate applications, enrollment 

and attrition. Their work confirms that curriculum changes and research have changed 

due to these perspectives (Council of Graduate Schools, 2003). As one professor noted, 

“in research and problem solving, multiple experiences and backgrounds provide unique 

and better solutions, and lead to research on other kinds of problems” (Council of 

Graduate Schools, 2003, p. 18).   

In an effort to enroll a more diverse graduate student body, institutions look not 

only to recruit different populations of students but to provide resources to ensure their 

success. Success is defined as graduating with the degree. Earning a graduate degree 

often leads to benefits that provide value for society and more importantly the individual 

student. The value of a graduate degree for those who are able to complete is favorable. 

Nevill, Xianglei, and Carol (2007), see the societal benefits of graduate education as, 

“well-educated and highly trained professionals contribute to economic and technological 

development. It is important therefore, to understand the potential barriers that prevent 

access to and persistence in graduate education” (p. 1). As an individual, the return on 

investment may notably be financial. According to Baum and Steele (2017), “in 2015, 

average earnings for 35- to 44-year-olds with master’s degrees were 23 percent higher 

than the average for those with bachelor’s degrees ($87,320 versus $71,100)” (p. 2). 

Recruitment and Retention 

 

From fall 2008 through 2018, graduate applications saw 3.9% annual growth. 

From fall 2017 to fall of 2018, doctoral degree applications increased by 4.1% compared 
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to 1.4% in master’s degrees (Okahana & Zhou, 2019, p. 15). Okahana and Zhou further 

detail enrollment increases from 2017-2018, “total enrollment increased 7.3% among 

Latinxs, 6.1% among Asian/Pacific Islanders, 1.1% among Black/African Americans, 

1.2% among American Indian/Alaskan Natives, and 1.2% among Whites” (p. 17). URM 

populations remain disproportionately low in spite of growth in the last ten years. 

Between 2000 and 2017 there was an increase in the number of doctoral degrees 

conferred. The increase of 52% was seen in the following five fields:  health sciences, 

legal studies, education, engineering, and biological/biomedical sciences (McFarland, et 

al., 2019, p. 193).  

Despite the increase in degrees awarded doctoral students are still the least likely 

group to complete their academic programs (Golde, 2000). Trends have consistently 

shown that graduate student completion rates have remained stagnant. Approximately 

50% of doctoral students are leaving their graduate programs without a degree (Cassuto, 

2013). Lovitts’ (2001) work previously captured this stating that the fifty percent attrition 

rate in doctoral programs dates back to at least the 1960’s. For decades, students at the 

doctoral level have been struggling to earn a graduate degree. The attrition rate is worse 

when evaluating URM students. Degree and educational attainment trends consistently 

reveal the uneven rates at which different ethnic groups attend and graduate. Jaschik 

(2014) found poor attrition rates, stating the following concerning diversity and doctoral 

completion rates: 

Only 44 percent of Black and Latino Ph.D. students in STEM 

(with STEM defined to include behavioral and social sciences) 

earned a doctoral degree within seven years, according to the new 

study. That's only slightly more than the 36 percent who leave their 

programs. Another 20 percent are still in their programs, without a 

Ph.D., after seven years. (para. 3) 
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If historical trends are an indication of future completion rates, less than 50% of 

URMs will finish their degree within 10 years. As Jaschik (2014) wrote, “across all 

disciplines, the 10-year doctoral completion rate for students of all races and ethnicities 

was 57 percent, while the rates were 51 percent for Latinos and 47 percent for African 

Americans” (para. 5). 

Why should higher education professionals and policymakers be concerned with 

graduate student attrition rates? Retention is a matter of accountability. While this work 

focuses on diversity, accountability is necessary to mention. Institutions have experienced 

greater calls for accountability within higher education. As Deming and Figlio (2016) 

discussed, a variety of measures, from report cards to sanctions, have been employed to 

generate accountability among institutions for student outcomes. However, the demand 

for accountability has not yet affected doctoral program attrition rates. Within graduate 

programs accountability is often placed on the doctoral student (Craft, Augustine-Shaw, 

Fairbanks, & Adams-Wright, 2016). In Craft et al.’s analysis of graduate policies of 

education programs they found that academic policy documents tended to place 

responsibility on doctoral students for progression with little mention of methods to hold 

faculty accountable regarding adequate advising or conduct (2016).  

The continued avoidance of accountability leads to the cost of doctoral attrition. 

As Xu (2015) stated, “attrition from graduate education carries economic, social, and 

emotional costs; however, to date only a very limited number of studies have examined 

the factors that influence student persistence to degree attainment in graduate education” 

(p. 393). The cost of attrition not only includes monetary expenditures such as loans, 

assistantships or fellowships invested into a student, but time and effort expended to 
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teach them. Students, faculty, institutions and arguably society feel this cost (National 

Science Foundation, 1997).    

Recruiting and retaining students from underrepresented backgrounds, 

specifically Black students, may require different resources or efforts on the part of 

doctoral programs and the institution’s administration. Once URMs are on campus, 

mentoring and academic advising may be an essential tool to acclimating students to the 

culture of their graduate school, their department, and their future profession (Golde, 

2005). The importance of faculty of color, specifically Black faculty, cannot be 

underestimated. Research has found that Black faculty, along with other faculty of color, 

are more likely to mentor students, provide support and spend additional time with 

students (Antonio, 2002). Institutions must understand the need, of increasingly diverse 

doctoral students, for faculty who have the time and ability to mentor them through the 

process of doctoral education. Understanding student expectations of the process through 

the program may benefit both the institution and Black doctoral students looking to 

complete the doctoral degree. 

 

Statement of the Problem  

 

The significant issue of this work is degree completion of African American 

doctoral students. As previously reported, doctoral student attrition rates have remained 

at about 50% as far back as the 1960’s (Lovitts, 2001). African American doctoral 

student attrition rates have been found to be lower. The PhD Completion Project has 

found that only 43% of African American doctoral students in STEM programs graduated 

in ten years, with social sciences only graduating 47% in that same time frame (Sowell, 

Allum, & Okahana, 2015).  
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To further understand attrition, it is important to understand doctoral students’ 

program experiences. A high-quality doctoral program is composed of many experiences 

that reside both inside and outside of the classroom. The classroom can provide essential 

knowledge and competency to students but may not be enough to familiarize them with 

upcoming professional responsibilities or prepare them for leadership roles. Researchers 

studying mentor programs have found many benefits to mentees, “including advantages 

in job placement, research skills, research productivity and self-efficacy, and 

collaborative publications. Others have reported improved student retention, 

achievement, and degree completion” (Noonan, Black, & Ballinger, 2007, p. 251).  

 This study will utilize socialization as a lens for undertanding Black doctorals 

students’ programmatic experiences. Socialization is the process through which an 

individual learns to adopt the values, skills, attitudes, norms, and knowledge needed for 

membership in a given society, group, or organization and is also informed by 

institutional practices (Barker, 2016; Gardner, 2008). If students can not integrate into 

their academic environment they may choose to withdraw from their graduate programs 

(Tinto, 1993; CGS 2004). Gardner (2008b) argues that doctoral student attrition is a 

result of not “fitting the mold”. Her argument is built upon graduate education catering to 

a “normative mold” shaped by that of a single, young, White male student body 

(Gardner, 2008).  While undergoing the process of socialization, students who do not fit 

that norm may have a more difficult experience adapting to the culture of their new 

environment. In light of the differing experineces of Black graduate students, Critical 

Race Theory will be paired with socialization as a method of understanding Black 

doctoral students’ experiences. Critical Race Theory is a framework used to analyze and 
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challenge how racism has shaped social structure, institutions, and practice.  This 

framework is paired with socialization theory as race and gender certainly plays a role in 

our educational systems. Research continues to highlight the different experiences Black 

student have in higher education. The reproduction of inequity in Black student’s 

experiences are often established through policies grounded in colorblindness and the 

falsehood of meritocracy. This “curriculum and culture” reproduces an envrionment that 

remains unwelcoming to graduate students who do not fit the normative mold of White 

male students (McGhee, 2020, p. 634). This experience along with specific research 

questions of this study necessitate the need for using CRT. A critical tenet of CRT is the 

prevailing nature of race and racism in all of our societal structures (Ladson-Billings, 

2013). This pairing of CRT and socialization aids in contributing to the understanding of 

Black students’ mentoring experiences in doctoral programs. Further discussion of the 

theoretical frameworks are presented in the next chapter. 

Faculty mentors are the primary agents of socialization and may be a direct line of 

defense against graduate student attrition (Schlosser, Knox, Moskovitz, & Hill, 2003). 

They are the face of the institution and the knowledge bearers for students. They can help 

encourage, guide and mentor students personally and professionally. A doctoral advisor 

has been defined as “the faculty member who has the greatest responsibility for helping 

guide the advisee through the graduate program” (Schlosser, Knox, Moskovitz, & Hill, 

2003, p. 179). As the student body diversifies, students may need more than guidance 

“through the graduate program”. Often the terms advisor and mentor are used 

interchangeably. However, there is a distinct difference between an advisor and a mentor. 

The advisor is often assigned by the program and more transactional in nature whereas 
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mentors are often selected by mentees (Jones et al., 2018). The mentor-mentee 

relationship develops over time and may last long after the completion of the doctoral 

program. Mentorship is increasingly important for doctoral students. Some have found 

that mentoring can lead to higher salaries, happiness in careers, and a stronger 

professional identity (Johnson & Huwe, 2002).  

Purpose 

 

The continuing level of doctoral student attrition is problematic. There is a 

continuing gap present in Black doctoral student achievement which is of particular 

concern (Herzig, 2004; Williams, Burnett, Carroll, & Harris, 2018; Roberts, Gutierrez, 

Grey, & Stanbrough, 2021). Given the importance of mentoring in doctoral education, the 

purpose of this qualitative study is to specifically explore the influence mentors had on 

Black students’ doctoral program experiences. As this study focuses on minoritized 

students it is necessary to critically examine the role of race and racism in their 

educational experiences.  

Based on the need for further research specifically of Black doctoral students’ 

educational experiences, this study utilized the frameworks of socialization theory and 

Critical Race Theory. A core ideology of doctoral education is that of socializing doctoral 

students through acceptable norms and behaviors into their academic environments and 

future professions (Barker, 2016; Gardner, 2008). But the challenge is appreciating how 

socialization is disrupted when students do not identify with the sense of norms 

historically established by the White institution. This is where the use of Critical Race 

Theory provided the foundation for emphasizing the everyday confrontation Black 

doctoral students have with race and racism. CRT also provided the path for highlighting 
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Black doctoral students’ perspectives, experiences, and expectations in order to challenge 

the dominant view of meritocracy. The conceptual model that frames this study is 

available in APPENDIX A. The research questions guiding this study are: 

Research Questions 

 

• What were Black students’ expectations of mentorship in the doctoral program?  

• How do Black doctoral students perceive mentoring and its impact on their 

program experience? 

• How does race factor into the mentorship and doctoral program experience of 

Black graduate students? 

 

Implications of Study 

 

 Although Black doctoral students share similarities with their peers in the doctoral 

program experience, they have unique encounters and ways of perceiving their academic 

environment based on their racial background (Posselt, 2018). It is not enough to simply 

recruit more students of color. Institutions need to support recruitment efforts with 

resources that address Black students’ needs (Williams, Burnett, Carroll, & Harris, 2018; 

Phelps-Ward, 2020). The faculty-doctoral student mentoring relationship can offer 

individualized assistance promoting student development and socialization. But, the 

mentor-mentee pair may have conflicting expectations of how this is accomplished 

(Posselt, 2018). The most important aspect of doctoral education is that of a faculty 

mentor. They have consistently been recognized as the primary driver of doctoral 

student’s integration into the academic unit (Felder, Stevenson, & Gasman, 2014; Golde, 

2000). Because of this it was important to understand not only who was mentoring 
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doctoral students and where mentors were found but what students’ expectations were for 

mentorship.  

As race was an ever-present influence in this study it was important to understand 

how doctoral students felt race shaped their experience with mentors. How can that 

influence, both positive and negative, challenge practices and behaviors in graduate 

education?  Understanding how race has played into these relationships provides another 

window into the campus climate for graduate students. Many studies address the 

successes and dysfunctions of mentoring relationships, but this study contributes further 

to the understanding of the influence racialized experiences have on Black doctoral 

students. Doctoral students function in the campus community differently than 

undergraduate students, faculty, and staff. It is important to understand how race affects 

these important relationships.   

There is not enough research dedicated to the perceptions of Black doctoral 

students around race and mentorship.  The goal of this study was ultimately to help 

inform practice within higher education. This study contributes to the scholarship on how 

race influences mentor-mentee relationships and the program experiences of Black 

doctoral students.  
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter encompasses a review of literature relevant to the doctoral student 

mentorship experience with a particular focus on that of Black doctoral students. The 

content areas that are examined include: a discussion of the theoretical framework used 

as a lens to understand the experience of Black doctoral students, specifically 

socialization theory and Critical Race Theory; an examination of the meaning of 

mentorship; faculty development and interactions affecting doctoral students; student 

expectations and an examination of Black doctoral students’ experiences. 

This review will begin with the presentation of the theoretical framework to 

establish how Black doctoral students’ experiences will be framed. Socialization theory is 

utilized to provide a foundation for the mentor-mentee relationship between that of a 

doctoral student and their mentor. Still, additional theories such as Critical Race Theory 

(CRT) will be applied as it is central to how we make meaning of their experiences in 

graduate school and in relation to their mentors. CRT will provide a lens to understand 

how Black students make sense of their experiences in the doctoral program.  

Theoretical Framework 

 

Socialization theory is key to understanding the impact of mentorship on Black 

doctoral students’ persistence. Its use assists in understanding the processes and 

experiences of doctoral students while also providing an examination of how students 

who do not fit these models may be strained. As this study focused on the experience of 

Black doctoral students it was critical to integrate CRT with that of socialization. CRT 
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provided part of the lens in understanding how Black doctoral students experienced could 

be racialized and contribute to the power dynamic within the mentor-mentee relationship. 

Socialization is woven into every aspect of a doctoral student’s path from the 

application phase through graduation (Gardner, 2008). As previously stated, socialization 

is the process through which an individual learns to adopt the values, skills, attitudes, 

norms, and knowledge needed for membership in a given society, group, or organization 

(Barker, 2016; Gardner, 2008; Weidman et al., 2001). Socialization of doctoral students 

is the process of indoctrinating them into the culture of their institution, department and 

eventual professional discipline. Those who want to join the academic culture/group will 

work to learn the accepted behaviors and rules and  integrate into the group while others 

will not.    

There are specific phases that continue to characterize the distinctive nature of 

doctoral education. These stages align with Weidman et al. (2001) developmental stages 

of socialization – anticipatory, formal, informal, and personal. Scholars have generally 

defined these phases as admission and adjustment (anticipatory), comprehensive 

examinations (formal), and dissertation research (informal). Anticipatory socialization 

marks the preliminary connection to students’ future career as they begin the doctoral 

program. At this stage students are seeking instruction and guidelines, becoming aware of 

expectations. The formal stage occurs as students engage with peers and faculty during 

coursework but before they are considered independent. During the informal stage 

doctoral students begin to transition toward professional identities with greater autonomy 

as they understand the expectations of them. Finally, the personal stage concludes with 
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students internalizing the cues received and accepting the values taught to them (Portnoi, 

Chlopecki, & Peregrina-Kretz, 2015). 

These milestones remain significant to doctoral students as they must go through 

their programs, regardless of discipline, in a similar linear fashion. These phases are 

essentially meant to transition doctoral students from a consumer of knowledge to that of 

a creator as an independent researcher (Barker, 2016; Gardner, 2008). As doctoral 

students experience each of these phases they are being socialized into their program, 

discipline, and institution.  

  A key to integrating into the doctoral program has been the academic advsior or 

mentor (Ellis, 2001; Gardner 2008b). One need only ask a doctoral student or graduate 

about their program experience and the conversation will inevitably lead to a discussion 

of the research advisor. This relationship can be the most impactful during the pursuit of 

the doctoral degree. The research advisor, and occasionally mentor, is often the principal 

character in socializing a graduate student into the culture of the department and, 

ultimately, the discipline (Lechuga, 2011).  

Both Ellis (2001) and Gardner (2008) found that the connections doctoral students 

make with faculty can affect satisfaction within their programs and support retention 

efforts. In Ellis’ 2001 study, she interviewed both current doctoral students and those 

who graduated. Her participants conisisted of Black males, Black females, White males, 

and White females across three different disciplines. Her objective was to better 

understand if socialization and satisfaction within the doctoral program was influenced 

differently among the different groups of participants.  Ultimately, the participants 

revealed that race had a significant influence on the key topics of concern. The impact of 
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mentoring was cited as the most signficant aspect of doctoral students’ experience. 

Developing a good working relationship with a faculty mentor was vital to integrating 

into their academic and social environment of the department (Ellis, 2001). Gardner’s 

study echoes this with reiterating the importance of faculty on graduate school 

socialization stating, “for doctoral students, the correct choice of an advisor can result in 

retention, higher satisfaction in their degree programs, and successful careers in the 

future” (2008). Each of these studies point to the fact that mentoring and race play a 

significant role in doctoral program socialization. Race informs our understanding of how 

the socialization process for Black doctoral students may differ from that of their White 

counterparts. 

Portnoi, Chlopecki, and Peregrina-Kretz (2015)  expanded the framework of 

doctoral student socialization. They sought to understand what agency doctoral students 

had over their own socialization. They conducted a mixed methods study where students 

across two large research institutions were invited to particpate in an online survey with 

the opportunity to volunteer for an interveiw. They had 440 survey participants, 58.2 

percent of whom were White with the remaining makeup as follows: African American 

students (2.5%), Asian (11.6%), Latina/o (10%), multiracial (3.5%), other/declined 

(14.2%).  

Students were formally socialized by their academic departments through 

mentoring, courses and professional development activities. They found that doctoral 

students also possessed agency in the socialization process. That agency was exerted in 1) 

engaging dissertation advisors, 2) enlisting peers, and 3) owning their status as scholars 

(2015, p. 10). Students typically engaged faculty in  terms of departmental politics, career 
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development and changing advisors when the relationship was not deemed to be 

productive. Peers were found to be equally as helpful in socializing doctoral students and 

helping them to engage. Doctoral students often developed relationships with peers to aid 

in navigating the department, motivation and social support. As students accomplished 

various milestones in the program it often reinforced their self-confidence as independent 

researchers (Portnoi, Chlopecki, & Peregrina-Kretz, 2015). While the findings on 

doctoral student agency are helpful the study’s participants were overwhelmingly White. 

The experiences detailed in Portnoi et al.’s study are largely detailing the experiences of 

those who Gardner refered to as fitting the “normative mold”. They acknowledged that 

research should be done on other groups of doctoral students to keep exploring how 

students utilize their agency in socialization. The limited numbers of Black participants in 

research such as this is why it is important to couple socialization with that of Critical 

Race Theory. The socialization process for students of color students will undoubtedly 

also include racialized experiences.  

While socialization studies have established that socialization into academic units 

is essential for all graduate students, when applied to students of color these perspectives 

can be problematic (Taylor & Antony, 2000). Socialization theory does not factor how 

the relationships between URM students and faculty are shaped by race. Given the lack 

of focus on students of color in the socialization process and the need to include 

racialized experiences Critical Race Theory is a framework to consider the significance 

of race in Black doctoral students’ socialization. CRT had its early beginnings in Critical 

Legal Studies (CLS). Scholars, Derrick Bell, Alan Freeman, and Richard Delgado 

developed CRT from the work done in CLS. They created a discourse that focused on 
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issues of race and racism in the law (Bell, 2018). CRT would be introduced into 

education’s dialogue by Gloria Ladson-Billings and William Tate (1995). The five tenets 

at the heart of Critical Race Theory are: (1) the prevalence of racism, (2) race as a social 

construction, (3) interest convergence, (4) storytelling, and (5) white privilege. Since its 

development, CRT has influenced other fields including the social sciences and 

humanities. (Crenshaw, 2001; DeCuir & Dixon, 2004, p. 26; Decuir-Gunby, Chapman, & 

Schutz, 2019; Yosso, Parker, Solorzano, & Lynn, 2004). Essentially the five tenets of 

CRT look at the pervasiveness of race and racism to position race as vital to 

understanding a person’s experience. As part of this experience, it looks at how other 

forms of subordination intersect to create that understanding. The experiences created by 

intragroup identities was coined as intersectionality by Kimberlé Crenshaw. In 

Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex:  A Black Feminist Critique of 

Antidiscrimination Doctrine, Feminist Theory and Antiracist Politics, Crenshaw strove to 

deconstruct how marginalization continued within the dialogue among socially 

constructed systems that perpetuate existing forms of inequity (Carbado, Crenshaw, 

Mays, & Tomlinson, 2013; Crenshaw, 1991)   The knowledge created by that experience 

is valid and significant to “understanding, analyzing, and teaching about racial 

subordination” (Yosso, Parker, Solorzano, & Lynn, 2004, p. 26). Critical race scholars 

often rely on storytelling and narratives to provide a voice to communities of color that 

exhibit strength in their perspectives. In education research relaying these stories is 

challenging White privilege and reveals deficit-based research that distracts us from 

building knowledge of the experiences of people of color (Yosso et al., 2006).   
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The intent of this study is to integrate CRT with socialization theory as a lens to 

view African American doctoral students’ experiences with mentorship within higher 

education. As Decuir et al. (2004) explained it is imperative to consider race when 

studying Black students’ experiences in education given racism’s subtle presence. 

Particularly, CRT will be used to examine the permanent and subtle nature of racism in 

conjunction with the additional subordination that the mentor-mentee power dynamic 

creates for Black doctoral students. This case-study analysis will specifically look at the 

pervasiveness of race and racism and investigate the influence of mentoring on doctoral 

students’ program experience. As intersectionality is a significant principle of CRT, 

student’s intersecting identities may be explored as a variable. Race is intertwined within 

all aspects of our lives and in society. Race and racism act together with other forms of 

subordination (Decuir et al., 2019). As Black students in doctoral programs their 

mentors’ efforts toward socialization in their programs and professions with undoubtedly 

be affected by their intersecting identities.  

What is Mentoring? 

 

As mentors are considered as the primary instruments of socialization one would 

conclude that higher education has defined the role of a doctoral student’s mentor. 

However, there is no one definitive definition of mentorship. Mentoring, specifically at 

the graduate level, also lacks clarity. That clarity is complicated further by the 

interchangeable use of the terms “advisor” and “mentor” within graduate education (Scott 

& Miller, 2017). However, two words can describe much of how mentorship is defined – 

relationship and process. Wright-Harp and Cole (2008) defined mentoring as, “a process 

whereby one guides, leads, supports, teaches, and challenges other individuals to 



19 
 

facilitate their personal, educational, and professional growth and development through 

mutual respect and trust” (p.8). According to their work, mentorship is a pivotal role that 

requires a great commitment on the part of the mentor and consists of various roles.  

These roles echo what Zelditch (1990) specified as, 

Mentors are advisors, people with career experience willing to share their 

knowledge; supporters, people who give emotional and moral 

encouragement; tutors, people who give specific feedback on one's 

performance; masters, in the sense of employers to whom one is 

apprenticed; sponsors, sources of information about and aid in obtaining 

opportunities; models, of identity, of the kind of person one should be to 

be an academic (p. 1). 

 

Noonan et al. (2007) study’s participants defined mentors as “helpers and guides”. 

Their study explored the nature and outcomes of a mentoring program created for 

doctoral students in special education. They included both faculty and student “protégés” 

to provide feedback. They interviewed three groups, one with 4 student mentees, one 

with 4 peer mentors and one with 8 faculty mentors. As part of the study, respondents 

were asked to define mentorship. Among the responses reported were, “a mentor could 

be defined as someone who is “more knowledgeable,” “has more and/or recent 

experience,” gives insight,” “shares knowledge,” and “clears confusion”” (Noonan, 

Black, & Ballinger, 2007). Interestingly, students in the earlier stages of their doctoral 

program, defined mentors in terms of short-term needs whereas faculty were focused on 

future benefits. In both Noonan and Jones’ studies informal and formal modes of 

mentoring were discussed. Informal mentoring, unlike formal mentoring, is not assigned 

by a department, and not narrowly defined with specific goals (Jones et al., 2018). 

Informal mentoring is preferred as it is often associated with greater career related 

benefits due to increased social support. In Noonan’s student mentee group, their 
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definition of mentoring was comparable to Jones’ formal mentoring focused on short 

term specific goals. 

The International Mentoring Association (IMA) contributes to how mentoring is 

defined as a best practice. They define mentoring as incorporating three core concepts. 

Mentoring is perceived as a series of tasks completed to encourage the professional 

development of another, a trusting and supportive relationship in which partners can 

receive feedback and challenge, and is a process mentors use to support and guide 

mentees developing them into lifelong learners and effective professionals that can make 

career transitions (International Mentoring Association, 2019). 

IMA’s mentoring language applies concepts of effectiveness, development, and 

collaboration. Mentoring students effectively is a measurable action. Mentoring is a 

process that can be learned. Both the mentee and the mentor are learning from the 

relationship. Wright-Harp and Cole stressed that in addition to IMA’s mentoring model, 

an ideal mentor should be cognizant of and willing to learn the varying influences that 

diverse backgrounds have on students’ success (Wright-Harp & Cole, 2008). All students 

may benefit from a solid mentor relationship. Productive and encouraging mentor 

relationships can not only provide professional development opportunities like publishing 

and presenting, but they too can provide a deeper sense of connectivity. Minority students 

in particular benefit from this type of mentor as they navigate and transition to their 

doctoral program and campus. However, they have historically found it difficult to secure 

such relationships (Williams, Burnett, Carroll, & Harris, 2018). Mentoring requires 

support of doctoral students that is outside of the typical requirements of the research 

advisor. 
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Peer Mentoring 

 

While faculty interactions are critical to doctoral student success, engagement 

with the university community is helpful as well. In Holley and Caldwell’s (2012) 

qualitative case study of the University of Alabama’s “Tide Together” mentoring 

program, they found that doctoral students benefitted greatly from peer mentoring. Peer 

mentoring in this context refers to more advanced students aiding new doctoral students. 

The program targeted underrepresented students and focused on personal and 

professional development that would lead to degree completion. Over twenty doctoral 

students took part in program with eighteen women and nineteen African American 

students (Holley & Lee, 2012). 

They found that in addition to the importance of faculty selection, peer mentor 

interactions were a significant aspect of the mentoring program. These relationships 

resulted in direct benefits to the peer mentors and mentees. Students articulated the value 

as building a support network within and outside of their academic units. Peer mentors in 

particular wanted to build a community in preparation for the dissertation and this 

program provided them that opportunity. Mentees found it helpful to engage with 

students outside of their academic unit. They said, “I wanted to build positive peer 

relationships as an additional means of support and learning, and [be able] to access 

different perspectives on professional and academic matters,” (Holley & Lee, 2012). It 

was found that peer mentors provided additional psychosocial and emotional support. 

While the most positive results happened when the mentor-mentee established a 

friendship beyond the program, indirect benefits could also be seen in the larger student 
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body as participants shared the institutional and academic information they learned with 

others. 

Peer mentoring’s importance in the doctoral journey was once again exhibited in 

Scott and Miller’s (2017) paper, Stories of a Transformative Mentorship: Graduate 

Student Glue, in which they reflected on their personal experiences of peer mentoring. 

The peer mentoring relationship is compared to that of glue. Scott, as the peer mentor, 

was looked up to as the adhesive for the mentees. The support network that was created 

helped to cement mentees to their doctoral programs by using what they call the “P’s” of 

glue – purpose, planning and positivity (Scott & Miller, 2017).  

They were able to reinforce each other’s purpose for the pursuit of the doctoral 

degree through the inevitable challenges. Planning among peer mentor-mentees included 

discussions of course selection or navigating the department. It is stated that peer mentors 

can be more direct with mentees in terms of the guidance they provided compared to the 

professionalism required of faculty. The positivity among the mentor-mentee allowed 

students to express the emotional side of pursuing the terminal degree while always 

reinforcing their ability to “do this!” In the end, they suggest that faculty be utilized in 

fostering and role-modeling these peer-to-peer connections to enhance doctoral students’ 

time in the program (Scott & Miller, 2017). Peer mentoring allows for graduate students 

to build a less formal resource to progress through the doctoral program. For Black 

doctoral students in particular, peer mentors may sometimes fill the gap that remains if 

they have limited opportunities to develop a mentor relationship with faculty. Developing 

peer mentoring relationships with more advanced doctoral students or those in other 
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departments may help Black doctoral students find ways to have their socialization needs 

met (McGaskey, Freeman Jr., Guyton, Richmond, & Guyton, 2016). 

Faculty Development and Mentoring 

 

 In some ways, graduate student mentors may have one of the more challenging 

positions in higher education. “The career goals of doctoral students are vastly more 

diverse than those of past eras, and the ongoing proliferation of adult students is likely to 

introduce a host of new demands on traditional models of doctoral program delivery”, 

wrote, Nordyke, Daniel, Anderson, Braunstein, & Fairholm (2011, p. 211). Despite the 

progression of higher education and the student population, doctoral education is still 

centered on the apprenticeship model. In Ann Austin’s study, Preparing New Faculty to 

Face Changing Expectations in a Shifting Context, she wrote, “I am concerned that we 

are not adequately preparing current graduate students who aspire to the faculty for the 

demands, challenges, and expectations that they are likely to face in the near future” 

(2003, p.120). She performed a longitudinal qualitative analysis over four years 

interviewing doctoral students twice a year. In a specific example of apprenticeship and 

teaching, she noted, “often are arranged more in response to the institution’s needs to 

teach undergraduates rather than the needs of an individual doctoral student to develop 

over time as a competent and experienced teacher” (Austin, 2003, p. 120). Ultimately, 

themes emerging from the analysis about doctoral student preparation included, a lack of 

explicit expectations, feedback and an unorganized preparation for academia leading to a 

lack of understanding of what a faculty career entails. 

Austin’s themes are just as important today. If higher education continues to 

produce aspiring faculty without the proper preparation, how can the same institution 
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expect them to aid in retention of students using effective mentoring?  It is concerning 

that though mentorship is often cited as an essential function of doctoral education, it was 

not found to be a part of the initial socialization into the professoriate. Previous research 

has asserted that faculty have been provided little training to advise or mentor students. 

Somehow, their graduate education experience has been expected to provide them with 

the necessary skill set to mentor graduate students, to socialize them into their field, to 

navigate the institution, and counsel them through the mental rigor that graduate school 

will put them through (Selke & Wong, 1993; Wright-Harp & Cole, 2008).  

As doctoral education progresses, some institutions have focused on coaching 

mentors. In 2006, The Merits of Training Mentors, researchers shared results of the 

development and evaluation of mentorship training. The workshop did not focus on 

faculty but specifically for doctoral students who mentor undergraduate students at the 

University of Wisconsin - Madison. They surveyed 85 mentors and 84 mentees across 11 

research universities. They created this program because various training programs were 

being developed to help prospective faculty but saw a gap in mentor training. 

The goal of the seminar was to address communication skills with an “aim to help 

the mentors recognize and reconcile differing expectations about time commitment, 

independence, and skill proficiency” (Pfund, Pribbenow, Branchaw, Lauffer, & 

Handelsman, 2006, p. 473).  Not only did mentors report a shift in their behaviors, but 

faculty facilitators revealed they had better understanding of students’ needs post 

seminar. Pfund et al. (2006) reported that participants of the seminar were “significantly 

more likely to discuss expectations with their undergraduate researchers, to consider 

issues of diversity, and to discuss mentoring with peers and faculty than were those who 
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did not participate” (p. 474). In addition to the benefit to the mentors, undergraduate 

mentees expressed a difference in mentoring after the seminar citing increased 

availability, independence, and interest in them (Pfund et al., 2006). This is just one 

method of coaching future faculty mentors.  

Johnson and Huwe (2002) outline several types of dysfunctions within mentoring 

of graduate students, one being that “not all graduate school professors are competent to 

mentor—either by virtue of incompetence in their field or by virtue of inexperience with 

graduate student development and mentorship management” (Johnson & Huwe, 2002, p. 

46). In terms of cross-race mentoring they outlined two strategies that mentor/mentees 

may use to address different racial backgrounds - denial and suppression/evasion of any 

discourse about race, and direct engagement/ active discussions about differences during 

the mentoring relationship. Johnson and Huwe assert, the most effective examples of 

cross race mentor pairs are those in which the mentor and mentee share the same strategy 

for dealing with racial differences. Dysfunction is cross race mentorships is less about 

which strategy to utilize and determine more by their shared belief of which strategy to 

use. 

Research by Thomas, Willis, and Davis (2007) states, “good mentors are 

knowledgeable and sensitive to the issues their students face” (p. 181). It is important to 

the mentor/mentee relationship that faculty are culturally competent and knowledgeable 

about all students’ experiences on their campuses. “Faculty do not always have the 

competencies nor training required to effectively mentor any student” (Thomas et al., 

2007, p. 182). It is important to provide faculty with the tools to successfully mentor 

minority students to avoid barriers to what Thomas et al. call functional mentoring. 
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Functional mentoring, or a healthy mentoring relationship, can be created when the 

mentor is knowledgeable, accessible, visible, and has power. The mentor is expected to 

be a knowledgeable professional who is accessible to the mentee and has power within 

the profession and institution to aid in the mentees’ career (Thomas, Willis, & Davis, 

2007). 

The Role of Faculty Interactions, Perceptions, and Composition 

 

While many studies of student attrition focus on student characteristics that may 

predict success, Golde’s (2000) study refocused the lens on the stories of students who 

left their doctoral programs. His case study highlighted the voices of three doctoral 

student’s experiences that lead to their attrition. Interviews revealed factors that drove 

their decision to leave the program. Golde used Tinto’s Integration Model, in particular 

the parallel experiences of academic and social integration. He determined that faculty 

are the primary instrument in doctoral student’s academic and social integration (Golde, 

2000). Finally, he asserted that Tinto’s theory needed modification as the stories 

highlighted that students who are fully integrated into their departments can still be 

prompted to leave the program due to relationships with their faculty advisors.  

Another factor commonly discussed along with graduate student attrition is that of 

time to degree. Ferrer de Valero (2001) led a qualitative study interviewing graduate 

students and faculty to understand the departmental factors that underline completion and 

time to degree rates. Her findings detailed a disconnect in faculty and student perceptions 

of factors that influence student success. Seventy-five percent of faculty versus forty-five 

percent of graduate students felt that student motivation was the primary cause of student 
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success. Graduate students typically felt that departmental factors were a central factor in 

determining the time it took to graduate (Ferrer de Valero, 2001). 

Doctoral student interactions with faculty hold true for all students, however, 

scholars have alluded to the presence of faculty of color as helpful to the retention of 

students of color. In 2007, Nelson remarked on the lack of faculty of color in higher 

education. He argued that students of color can progress through the higher education 

system and never have a professor of color. In 1985, African Americans comprised 

approximately 4.1% of faculty positions (Walker, Wright, & Hanley, 2001). As of 2019, 

only 6% of faculty at universities were African American (U.S Department of Education, 

National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). The hiring of a diverse faculty has often 

been determined to aid in the effort to increase student diversity (Ghose et al., 2018; 

Jones, Perrin, Heller, Hail, & Barnett, 2018). However, a balance must be created for 

expectations of all faculty working toward a diverse and inclusive environment. With so 

few African American faculty, diversity initiatives and mentoring of African American 

students has often been allocated to them. In Caroline Turner’s (2002) Women of Color in 

Academe, an African American faculty member relayed her experiences of having to 

decline committee work on Black students’ dissertations. She was in the difficult position 

of having to balance her own work over the student’s desire.  

Walker, Wright, and Hanley (2001) developed the “growth relationship” method 

while pursuing doctorates in psychology. They found that with so few African American 

faculty available, those who did exist were often overloaded with responsibilities and 

therefore unavailable to students. They pursued mentorship with a professional in the 

field, a practicing African American psychologist. Their experience within their program 
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along with having an outside professional as a mentor, lead them to conclude, 

“community professionals can provide students with a nonacademic perspective, the 

opportunity to benefit from additional support and resources, and successful role models 

with whom they can identify to thrive academically and professionally” (Walker et al., 

2001, p. 581).  

Jones et al. (2018) recommended that administration recognize activities that are 

not typically factored into the tenure and promotion process. Jones et al. articulate how 

faculty of color are disadvantaged in the tenure process due to a decrease in scholarly 

productivity. This decrease in scholarship is often linked to the disparate time focused on 

mentoring underrepresented students (2018). In order to have more African American 

professors to aid in guiding doctoral students through completion, more students must 

complete their terminal degree.  As Davis (2008) explains,  

A nexus exists between the recruitment and retention of faculty and 

students in that institutions that are successful in recruiting and 

retaining Black faculty do a far better job of recruiting, enrolling, 

and graduating Black students than those with few or no Black 

faculty members (p. 279). 

 

Student Expectations 

 

An important theme that intersects with the need for faculty mentor education is that 

of student expectations. If students’ expectations are not aligned with the culture of 

mentoring in their department, they may not be as committed to the program and decide 

to withdraw. Bloom’s study on graduate student expectations resulted in five significant 

aspects of advisors that can augment a graduate student’s experience (Bloom, Cuevas 

Propst, Hall, & Evans, 2007). They are: (1) care for students and their success, (2) be 

accessible, (3) individually tailor guidance for each student, (4) serve as a role model, and 
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(5) proactively integrate students into the profession (Bloom, Cuevas Propst, Hall, & 

Evans, 2007, p. 31). 

These expectations align with Selke and Wong’s (1993) Mentoring-Empowered 

Model. They created a framework that allowed them to provide advisors with 

characteristics that are “essential to creating a developmental context for graduate student 

advisement” (Selke & Wong, 1993, p. 21). These authors felt it was imperative that 

advisors be nurturing as they took on five roles of mentoring, creating a space for 

openness and acceptance. The five roles are that of role model, socializer, counselor, 

teacher, and encourager. This could lead to trust building in the advisor-student 

relationship. Essentially, they concluded that if advisors were aware of students’ need for 

acceptance, they could structure courses and advising work from this perspective to allow 

for student growth (Selke & Wong, 1993).  

The strength in using a student development model, is it allows advisors to build a 

common core of knowledge, language, and principles. It provides a framework on how to 

tailor behaviors so that advisors can meet the expectations of students and become 

mentors. Being able to build a positive relationship and meet expectations may lead to 

less attrition. As Barnes, Williams and Archer noted (2010), “44% of “all but 

dissertation” students in their study cited poor relations with their advisor or committee 

members as one of the primary reasons for not completing their degrees” (p. 36) . Some 

may see the Mentoring Empowered Model as flawed as it does not address the varied 

experiences of students of different racial and ethnic backgrounds. 
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Black Doctoral Students and Campus Climate 

In looking to create campus communities that are inclusive and more reflective of 

diverse experiences, it is important for institutions to understand the connection of the 

campus climate to that of the greater society (Mwangi, Thelamour, Ezeofor, & Carpenter, 

2018). Black students pursuing a doctoral degree are often attending a predominantly 

White institution (PWI). Often racial events in the broader U.S. society are reflected on 

campuses and negatively affect students’ experiences. Scholars argue that higher 

education institutions need to acknowledge their part in reaffirming systemic racist 

structures. Students’ perceptions of their campus climate affect “a number of student 

outcomes, including retention, academic success, and graduation” (Mwangi, Thelamour, 

Ezeofor, & Carpenter, 2018, p. 457). 

Morales (2014) evaluated how the racial microaggressions that Black students 

often face on campus associate gender, race, and class. Her qualitative study utilized in 

depth interviews with sixty-two Black students from a variety of socio-economic 

backgrounds at a PWI in California. She found that Black students were exoticized, 

hypersexualized, and viewed as aggressive. While each of these classifications 

manifested differently for her participants based on their perceived gender many of the 

interactions assumed a lower income status of students.  

Female students being exoticized relayed stories of being expected to know how 

to cook soul food, be experts on Black music and dancing. Morales called this position of 

Black women, a cultural carrier, as they were expected to be the keepers and 

disseminators of Black culture to their fellow students (Morales, 2014). Male students 

were often exoticized through the assumption that they were athletes, assuming that they 
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were at the institution based on their physical ability rather than academic skills. Black 

men were viewed as hyper-masculine with non-Black students showing interest only 

when that image is upheld. This image of hyper-masculine Black males also leads to the 

hyper-sexualization of these students. Multiple male participants discussed avoiding 

trouble with White female students and an overall mistrust.  

A female participant would describe her encounters while she dated a fellow 

student who was White. His peers would say he “has jungle fever”. Morales wrote how 

her participant felt that they were making her out to be more promiscuous than other 

students. The final category of microaggressions in this study was the view of Black 

students as aggressive. Kelly, a Black RA on campus, was told to smile in meetings 

though no one else was smiling during the late-night meeting. Kelly would be told that 

she was intimidating. For male students, the aggressive microaggression manifests itself 

as viewing them as threatening.  

Morales’ study is not alone. While she evaluated the intersectionality of 

microaggressions faced by Black students other scholars have begun to explore the Black 

experience in doctoral programs. Often the experience of African American doctoral 

students has been described as isolating, alienating, and lonely (Felder, Stevenson, & 

Gasman, 2014; Johnson-Bailey, Valentine, Cervero, & Bowle, 2016). Scholars evaluating 

African American doctoral students have reported common themes in the Black doctoral 

student experience.  

Previous research has described Black doctoral students’ experiences as one of 

“survival”. Felder, Stevenson, and Gasman (2014) used racial socialization theory to 

frame their case study of 11 African American doctoral alumni who attended an elite 
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PWI for a doctorate in education. Racial socialization allowed Felder et al. to investigate 

the intersection of race with student socialization. Use of racial socialization allowed for 

richer conversation of how race factors into doctoral student socialization. A participant 

described their experience as being in a “swamp”. The struggle to find a “dry spot” or 

“supportive faculty” was difficult throughout their program (Felder, Stevenson, & 

Gasman, 2014).  

Johnson-Bailey et. al. found similar stories of survival among their participants. 

They conducted a mixed method questionnaire of African American alumni spanning 

1962-2003 at a PWI in the South. Critical Race Theory, their conceptual framework, 

guided them to using respondents own words to fully voice the experiences students had. 

Their respondents (n=678) detailed enduring feelings of invisibility and disconnection. 

Black students have communicated that it is difficult connecting with faculty 

without acknowledgement of who they are or a belief in their ability. Students have 

expressed feeling as though faculty questioned their intellectual abilities. Often faculty 

assume research topics will be centered around stereotypical “Black” topics or the lack of 

scholarship in race related research (Felder, Stevenson, & Gasman, 2014).   

Ellis (2001) delved into understanding the doctoral experience of Black and 

White students overall. She found that students’ experience of their doctoral program was 

greatly influenced by the contact students had with their advisors and mentors with all 42 

participants citing that a good mentor was critical. Students, most often Black, who often 

could not find supportive mentors within their programs would find mentors outside of 

the institution. Black students often had the most trouble connecting with faculty in the 

classroom.  Black women reported the lowest satisfaction levels in their programs and 
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had the most trouble in the classroom environment. Scholars agree that to foster a 

positive space for African American doctoral students, diversity is needed. It would be 

helpful to have faculty, staff, and peers of the same race (Felder, Stevenson, & Gasman, 

2014; Jones, Perrin, Heller, Hail, & Barnett, 2018).  

As this issue persists research is needed to further contribute to understanding 

Black doctoral student degree completion. Credle and Dean (1991) assessed the 

connection between an institution’s commitment to a diverse campus community with the 

retention of Black students. They created a model for improving Black student retention. 

Their strategy included a variety of measures incorporating: 1) examine the institution’s 

mission and become more proactive to a diverse student community, 2) assess the 

campus atmosphere and create programs to build cultural competence and services for 

students transitioning to PWIs, 3) determine students’ academic preparedness, 4) develop 

mentoring programs that build students’ skills personally and professionally. The authors 

recognized that higher education institutions are creating barriers for Black students if 

they do not address their needs and the campus atmosphere. 

 

Summary 

 

The findings of the literature review outline a doctoral program experience that 

was built in a particular manner to serve one type of student. The foundation of doctoral 

education is that of a linear nature in which a student is “mentored” by faculty member in 

an apprenticeship model before graduating into their profession where they will 

perpetuate a similar cycle. However, the landscape of doctoral education is becoming 

increasingly more diverse. Not only are more students of color entering programs but 
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students in general are looking to pursue more assorted career paths (Nordyke, Daniel, 

Anderson, Braunstein, & Fairholm, 2011). This chapter contains a review of the pertinent 

literature on mentoring within doctoral programs and the experiences of Black graduate 

students. Black doctoral students often struggle to find mentors within their programs 

(Williams, Burnett, Carroll, & Harris, 2018). This is a crucial issue as faculty mentors are 

the primary agents of socialization within a doctoral program (Golde, 2000). Without this 

guidance students can be intellectually isolated by not being afforded the same 

opportunity and knowledge as their White counterparts (Esposito, et al., 2017). The 

research has illustrated that Black students’ race impacts their entire experience within a 

doctoral program. Challenges include more than a lack of mentorship. Students feel their 

doctoral programs are an experience that they must “survive”. An introduction to 

socialization theory started this chapter to build the foundation for the importance of 

mentoring of doctoral students. Critical Race Theory is paired with socializations theory 

to understand the pervasiveness of racism in all structures including higher education. 

CRT is helpful to provide context when discussing theories of student persistence and 

integration. Many of the core theories that have been created do not account for the 

experiences of students of color. An overview of what mentoring entails was described to 

help frame how I make meaning of Black students’ experiences with mentoring in the 

doctoral program. The studies reviewed in the above literature do not specifically speak 

to Black doctoral students expectations of mentorship in their programs. My study 

addresses this by specifically exploring expectations of mentorship with Black doctoral 

students. This examination will establish greater understanding of their perception of how 

mentorship and race influenced their doctoral program experience. This study contributes 
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to the deeper understanding of Black graduate students’ experiences in doctoral 

programs.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

  This dissertation study utilized a collective case study method to examine the 

influence of mentor relationships on Black doctoral students. A collective case study was 

used to center the study on a particular aspect of the doctoral program but allow for 

multiple participants voices to demonstrate the issue (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To 

examine Black doctoral students’ perception of the impact of their mentor, it was 

appropriate for this study to employ a dual lens of socialization and Critical Race Theory. 

I selected representative cases to help build awareness of the affect the mentor-mentee’s 

relationship has on their doctoral program experience. Bounding the case study around 

fifteen Black doctoral students in different doctoral programs provides different 

perspectives on the issue. The design of this study is anchored in three research questions. 

Research Questions 

 

• What were Black students’ expectations of mentorship in the doctoral program?  

• How do Black doctoral students perceive mentoring and its impact on their 

program experience? 

• How does race factor into the mentorship and doctoral program experience for 

Black graduate students? 

 

 

Participants 

 

This chapter describes the participants, participant demographics and data 

collection, the pilot test, and data analysis. The chapter concludes with a discussion of 

positionality and how trustworthiness would be established in the study. Participants were 

recruited from social media interest groups that require doctoral degree participation as a 

requirement to join and snowball sampling (Creswell & Poth, 2018). To initially solicit 



37 
 

participation, a recruitment message was posted in social media organizations to 

members (APPENDIX B). The post explained who I was, the degree I was pursuing and 

the institution which I attended. The study’s purpose was described along with the time 

commitment outlining the time it would take to complete the preliminary questionnaire 

(APPENDIX C) and two interviews (APPENDIX D). The post ended with a link to the 

consent form for the questionnaire (APPENDIX E). The first social media group used 

included a Facebook group named Phinished/FinishEdD (Dr/Future Drs). The group’s 

purpose is to be a resource and source of motivation to doctoral students. Another group 

utilized was the Black PhD/Graduate Network on LinkedIn. This group is open to Black 

graduate students, faculty, and staff. Its purpose is described as being a “safe place” to 

ask questions about doctoral programs, provide encouragement to students and assist in 

networking prospects. Due to the large number of posts within these groups, I found 

snowball sampling to be more effective in recruiting participants (Mertens, 2015). In 

order to demonstrate interest in the study participants completed a consent form for a 

preliminary questionnaire. Once complete, I followed up through email to provide the 

link to the preliminary questionnaire. The questionnaire’s purpose was to vet participants 

to ensure they fit the criteria of the study. Once eligibility was determined the consent 

form for the interview was sent. 

Chain or snowball sampling was utilized in two ways. First, participants were 

asked to suggest others that may be interested in participating in the study. In addition, I 

asked professionals who were knowledgeable of the study to nominate individuals who 

fit the profile of the case study (Patton, 2015). I initially sought to recruit 20 participants 

for the study. However, recruitment of participants was more challenging than anticipated 
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as the coronavirus pandemic began shortly before data collection for the study. COVID-

19 is an infectious disease caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus which is a part of the 

coronavirus group (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2022). As of October 

2021, 249 million people across the world have been diagnosed with the disease among 

whom approximately 5 million people have died (World Health Organization, 2021). 

Throughout government lockdowns and other measures to manage the spread of COVID-

19 participants were balancing additional or changing workloads, dissertation work, or 

childcare issues. One of the primary changes many experienced was the move to work 

from home and virtual schooling. Due to the pandemic, interviews were held exclusively 

through Zoom, a video conference service. With the increase of virtual meetings during 

the pandemic the phenomenon of Zoom fatigue was coined. Zoom fatigue is still being 

examined but it is characterized as the exhaustion that results from virtual meetings 

(Fauville, Luo, Queiroz, Bailenson, & Hancock, 2021). 

Participants were selected based on the following criteria to aid in selecting 

doctoral students who can describe their experiences with mentors and in their doctoral 

programs. The criteria included 1) both current doctoral students and those who have 

graduated from their doctoral program, 2) identify as having a mentor and 3) current 

students were initially to have completed their comprehensive exams to allow for more 

experience in the program. Due to the slow pace of recruitment this criterion was 

removed. When potential participants were identified, I followed up with each of them 

through email which included the appropriate links to CONSENT FORMS (APPENDIX 

E) or questionnaire (APPENDIX C), and a copy of the STUDY FLYER (APPENDIX F).  
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While 20 participants initially expressed interested through consent form, only 16 

completed all phases of the data collection process. Participants included 15 Black 

doctoral students or graduates and one participant who identified as White. Originally, a 

comparative racial analysis was thought to be possible. But as the study focuses on Black 

doctoral student voices the inclusion of data from White participants was not deemed 

helpful.  

Participant Demographics and Data Collection 

 

The fifteen participants in this study represented a variety of age groups, fields, 

institution types and locations in the U.S. Most participants in the study (10) were in their 

30’s between the age groups of 31-35 and 36-40 years old with three under 30 years old 

and at least one aged 41-45 years old and one between 56-60 years old. Over half of the 

participants had graduated from their doctoral program with a handful still in pursuit of 

the degree. There was one outlier in the data collection process (Joe) who was a first-year 

doctoral student at a historically Black College/University (HBCU). This participant is 

indicated with an asterisk in the data tables. Because the impact of mentor-mentee 

relationship and race was explored in this study demographic information is included 

about each participant’s mentor. A table with demographic information and profiles for 

each participant are presented in the next chapter (Table 4.1). Institutional characteristics 

for each participants’ institution are included in APPENDIX G.  

A preliminary questionnaire, interviews, and memos were gathered as part of data 

collection. Participants were informed of the study’s purpose using a study flyer and 

again during the scheduled interviews. First, participants were asked to provide 

demographic information through the preliminary questionnaire. The purpose of the 
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questionnaire was two-fold. First, provide demographic information and secondly to 

assess participant eligibility. The questionnaire requested information about age group, 

their race and gender, mentor’s race and gender, degree, program, and institution. This 

information was used to evaluate each participants’ institution through the use of IPEDS. 

The participants had to indicate they had a mentor during their doctoral program to 

participate. A copy of the questionnaire is attached in APPENDIX C. 

Eligible participants were invited to two semi-structured interviews lasting 

between 30-60 minutes. Most participants asked for an adjustment to one extended 

interview lasting anywhere from one hour to 2 hours. Ultimately, 21 interviews were 

completed with 16 participants, fifteen of which are used in this study. The interview 

protocol was broken down into three major topic areas – graduate school planning, 

mentorship and expectations and race and mentorship, to facilitate a connection to the 

overarching research questions (APPENDIX D). The semi-structured format enabled 

questions to be adjusted based on the participants’ responses. At one point in the data 

collection period questions were fine-tuned providing more in-depth responses or 

understanding of the impact of the mentoring experience. The interviews required 

participants to reflect on their own ways of defining mentorship and the expectations they 

may have had of mentors as well as their thoughts on how the relationship influenced 

their development and time in the program.  

Data collection occurred over a period of fourteen months, during which the 

COVID-19 pandemic occurred. Initially, interviews were thought to occur primarily in 

person with the option of other services. However, Zoom was utilized for all interviews 

and recordings. Participants were provided a link to the scheduled virtual meeting room. 
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Attendance in the room was controlled with a waiting room to ensure only the participant 

and I were in the space. Immediately after, either I or a third party, transcribed 

interviews.   

Pilot Test 

 

 At the start of data collection, a pilot test was conducted in order to test the 

appropriateness of the interview protocol and recruitment tools. The pilot test was 

completed after Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval was received with individuals 

who match the inclusion criteria. A copy of the IRB approval for this study is attached in 

APPENDIX I. Insights from this process were used to modify procedures as necessary. 

Two participants were selected using the designed recruitment process. The primary 

modification at that point were the number of interviews per participant. The original 

intent was to have two interview sessions with each participant. In the pilot test, the 

participants asked to do the interview in one sitting based on their schedules. This was 

often requested and is thought to be an effect of COVID-19 on participants’ schedules.  

 

Data Analysis 

 

Data analysis happened throughout data collection as a constant comparative 

process. Open coding was utilized throughout the data collection process to provide the 

first round of themes present in the data. Open coding is an analysis process in which 

themes are determined to represent data (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Twenty-nine code 

names or labels were given to each concept along with a description. This assisted 

understanding both individual and group perspectives among the participants. Coding 

was conducted with the support of qualitative research software, Dedoose Version 9.0.46, 
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a web application for managing, analyzing, and presenting qualitative and mixed method 

research data (2021). Los Angeles, CA: SocioCultural Research Consultants, 

LLC www.dedoose.com. 

Memoing and axial coding followed the open coding phase. After every four 

interviews a memo was created. This process allowed for ideas and themes to be gathered 

across small groups of participants. It also provided an opportunity to document the data 

collection process.  

The process of axial coding in conjunction with theoretical coding brought forth 

six categories used to analyze the data. The categories identified were faculty and 

mentoring, peers, program experience, needs/expectations, socialization and normalcy of 

racism. The last two categories were created through the use of the theoretical 

frameworks guiding this study – socialization theory and Critical Race Theory. Data was 

examined for language that described actions and behavior indicating socialization and 

experiences. Data was also examined using CRT to explore experiences around race.  

 Positionality  

 

My professional experiences as a higher education administrator within graduate 

education and personal experience as a Black woman shaped this study. I work at a small 

private institution as the Director of Graduate Education. The issue of graduate student 

success is of great importance to me. I have worked within graduate education for 

fourteen years with both master’s and Ph.D. level students. Prior to this study my 

professional interests have centered on advising of graduate students. It is a unique 

relationship within higher education blended between being both peer and subordinate. 

The power, both perceived and real, of advisors is distinctive at the graduate level.  

http://dedoose.com/
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As a doctoral student, I have needed the support of others to aid in my 

persistence. As a part-time student I have not progressed through my program with a 

consistent cohort. This experience can often be isolating. As a first-generation college 

student, I often could not use my family as a resource to discuss my doctoral program.  

My program did not offer formal peer mentoring as part of the program experience. What 

I did have was a very encouraging academic advisor who evolved into my research 

advisor. Having a Black advisor oversee my work was helpful to me, allowing me to 

express my thoughts and ideas in an unguarded way. In addition, I had a mentor who was 

a senior colleague. He provided me with an accountability partner.  We discussed my 

experiences in the doctoral program and he helped me to think through career decisions. 

As an African American doctoral student, the potential for bias as related to this 

research topic was possible. I fit the criteria for this study, however, my experience 

within my doctoral program differs from the narratives of many of the participants. That 

difference in experience allows me to have some distance in perspective. Given my 

professional role within graduate education I have a depth of experience in terms of 

working with graduate students. By allowing participants to review data early in the 

process and communicating with my research advisor I limited bias in the research. 

Trustworthiness of Data 

 

As a measure to increase reliability and credibility of data, member checks, an 

audit trail and reflexivity were employed. As a method of member-check confirmation, 

participants played an active part in addressing internal accuracy of the study. Following 

each interview, I drafted and sent transcriptions to each participant to check accuracy. 

This form of member checking ensured their words were captured accurately. This 
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allowed them to clarify the data and ensure it is reflective of their experiences. 

Participants were given the opportunity to correct data or misconceptions.  

The use of memoing described above was used to confirm trustworthiness of the 

data. This created an audit trail that can be examined at any time. The iterative process of 

coding and memoing allowed for the tracking of how the data and themes evolved with 

appropriate evidence to corroborate the narrative being built. 

As Creswell (2018) suggested, researchers may be upfront at the start of a study 

to help the audience recognize the stance in which the researcher has come to a study. By 

providing context around their own lived experiences and biases I clarified how my 

interpretations have been molded. Participants were made aware of my position regarding 

the study during introductions at the start of each interview. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

The ability of administrators to create a campus or program climate conducive to 

a diverse student population is of particular importance in higher education, but, 

especially important in doctoral programs that continue to graduate only half of the 

students entering (Cassuto & Weisbuch, 2021; Lovitts, 2001). The purpose of this study 

was to identify the influence of mentorship and race on Black doctoral students’ program 

experience. The results of the data analysis are presented in this chapter. The following 

section presents answers to each research question as substantiated by the data provided 

from the participants. The chapter is organized to include the following sections:  1) 

Participant Profiles; 2) Results - Research Question One– direction and closer 

connection; 3) Results - Research Question Two – Significance of Mentors; 4) Results - 

Research Question Three– Racial Experiences; and 5) Summary of Findings. 

Participant Profiles 

 

While participant information was briefly introduced in the previous chapter a 

more comprehensive view will now be explored. All individuals responded to the study 

invitation indicating consent to be sent the preliminary questionnaire. The questionnaire 

requests information about the degree, discipline, race, and mentor status. In reviewing 

the data, participants who were either current doctoral students or recently graduated and 

indicated they had a mentor were invited to participate in the interview portion of the 

study. Ultimately, fifteen of the participants are reflected, bounding this study around the 

general graduate school experience of Black doctoral students with mentors. Table 4.1 
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provides demographic information about each participant and their doctoral program 

experience. 

Table 4.1 Participant Demographic Information 

 

Sean 

At the time of the interview Sean was in his fourth year of a Ph.D. in Counseling 

Psychology at an institution in the Midwest. He has since graduated. His research focused 

on perceived school climate and achievement gaps. Prior to enrolling in the Ph.D. 

program, he was in the Army. While in school he balanced the responsibilities of the 

Ph.D., an assistantship, and a family. Sean’s experience in his Ph.D. program was colored 

by a three-year long contentious relationship with his original research advisor. The 

relationship was characterized as lacking support and being racially charged. If it had not 

been for another faculty member taking over the research advisor role and becoming his 

mentor, he would have transferred to another institution. Sean was originally hesitant to 

Race Gender Age Program Degree Mentor Race

Mentor 

Gender

Black Male 31-35 Counseling Psychology PhD White Male

Black Male 21-25 Psychology PhD White Male

Black Female 21-25 Clinical and Counseling Psychology PhD White Male

Black Female 56-60 Educational Leadership and Administration Ed.D. Black Female

Black Male 26-30 Criminal Justice PhD White Male

Black Female 31-35 Higher Education Administration Ed.D. White Female

Black Female 36-40 Educational Leadership PhD White Female

Black Male 31-35 Higher Education Leadership Ed.D Black Male

Black Male 31-35 Counseling & Student Personnel Services PhD Black Male

Black Male 36-40 Higher Education Leadership and Policy Studies PhD White Male

Black Male 41-45 Theology D.Min. White Female

Black Male 36-40 Educational Leadership and Administration Ed.D. Black Male 

Black Male 36-40 Curriculum and Instruction PhD White Male

Black Female 36-40 Organizational Leadership Studies PhD White Male

Black Male 31-35 Higher Education Leadership and Policy Studies PhD Black Male
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discuss his struggles with his new mentor because his mentor was White and unsure if he 

would be set up for "success”. He was hesitant to trust that a White faculty member 

would act in his best interest as a Black student. He explained to his mentor, “you're a 

White guy. I'm Black. I don't know if you're a part of the system. I don't know if you're 

going to set me up to fail. I don't know if I can actually trust you." Sean later recalled his 

positive experiences with peer mentoring with a White classmate. Both the peer and 

faculty mentor took the approach of explaining the strategies to be successful and made a 

personal investment in Sean. Sean is also a peer mentor for several students of color in 

his program. 

Joe 

Joe is a full-time Ph.D. student at a historically black college/university (HBCU) in the 

Northeast. At the time of the interview, he had concluded his first-year of his doctoral 

program and working part-time as a graduate assistant. His professional goal is to become 

a professor and do research focused on minority populations. He was the only participant 

attending an HBCU. Joe never felt that race affected his program or mentor experience. 

He did not feel race impacted his relationship with his mentor. He felt that having a 

White mentor within the HBCU environment made racial experiences with his mentor 

less likely. It may have been quite different if he was at a PWI. As a first-year student his 

expectations of his mentor were task oriented, where he wanted a mentor to keep him 

focused on specific milestones with timeframes. 
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Yvette 

Yvette identifies as a first-generation college student. At the time of the interview, she 

was in her last year of her Ph.D. program in Clinical and Counseling Psychology at 

university in the South. Her family instilled in her the importance of an education. Her 

desire to pursue the Ph.D. was reinforced by her undergraduate experience. She felt she 

was often in spaces that did not appreciate her identity as a Black woman having 

undergone encounters with microaggressions. Yvette wants to work in an academic 

setting to be able to create space for and help students like herself.  Her experiences in 

her doctoral program have primarily been positive. Yvette portrays her mentoring 

relationship with a White male as task oriented and supportive. Her mentor is personable 

and often inquires about her well-being. Though her experience was consistently 

described as positive, Yvette cited the pressure of being a person of color in a 

predominantly White space. She is one of two Black people in her program of thirty 

students. She had recently experienced being targeted in class by a faculty member 

saying she was disengaged due to her body language. She described the differences in 

experience among White and Black classmates. She described having to always be 

mindful of her body language, how she dresses and acts. She pointed out that her White 

peers could attend class or go to the counseling center dressed casually while she could 

not. In class, those same peers could be on their phones and were not cited for looking 

inattentive.  

Charlene 

Charlene has been a kindergarten – twelfth grade (K-12) professional for over thirty 

years. She is currently a principal in the same school district she progressed through as a 
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young student. She has chosen to work in what she describes as “tough communities” and 

has always made it clear that she chose to work in communities that look like her. It is 

important to her to advocate for Black and Brown children. One of the reasons she 

pursued her Ed.D. in Educational Leadership and Administration was her children. They 

had started doctoral programs and she wanted to show them you can accomplish anything 

regardless of age. She recently graduated from a private institution in the Northeast. 

Charlene faced struggles with her research advisor and committee through the 

dissertation process. Conflicting feedback and a lack of flexibility for working 

professionals were some struggles. She felt that students with research topics focused on 

Black culture/issues were typically rejected. White students progressed through their 

program more easily and at higher rates than Black students. At the time, Charlene was 

the only person of color from her cohort to graduate. If it had not been for her mentor, a 

former colleague, and a change in her research advisor, she felt like she would not have 

graduated.  

John 

John, recently graduated with his Ph.D. in Criminal Justice. He attributes his pursuit of 

criminal justice to two influences: 1) family who work in law enforcement and 2) 

witnessing the impact of inequity in education. He went to a predominantly White high 

school in a different neighborhood than where he lived. Being in a different educational 

setting provided him distinct opportunities than his friends. He feels that those 

opportunities are what provided him different options than those of his friends. Aware 

that access to a better education may determine an individual’s path has developed a 

passion for the field of criminal justice fueled by the desire to help prevent Black men 
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from entering the system. While in his bachelor’s program, he saw a flyer for the Ronald 

E. McNair2 program. His intention was to go for the free pizza, but he would go on to 

join the program that prepared him for the Ph.D. track. In describing his experience in his 

doctoral program, he could not distinguish the program versus mentor experience. His 

troubled experience with an initial advisor and lack of representation in his program was 

isolating. He often felt pressure to overcompensate as the only Black person in his 

academic department. He was often evaluated less favorably than his White counterparts. 

A change in mentors helped his experience greatly. A personal connection outside of the 

academic department happenings was important to him to build a strong mentor-mentee 

relationship.  

Danielle 

 Danielle is a higher education professional in the Northeast. She went to a historically 

Black college/university for her undergraduate degree. Her undergraduate institution had 

a scholarship program for qualified students to pursue graduate school which lead her to 

getting a master’s in Public Administration. While working she wanted to change paths 

and was advised to go into a doctoral program.  If she could have, she would have gone 

to an HBCU but due to family circumstances, she decided to stay locally for the doctoral 

program. Though she characterizes her experience in the degree as positive overall, she 

highlights the lack of diversity in her program and institution. She describes building 

relationships with peers and faculty but lacking the experience of having people who look 

like her and being able to have less guarded discussions. Her only mentor during her 

 
2 Robert E. McNair is a federally funded TRIO program aimed at assisting underrepresented and 

first-generation college students prepare for doctoral studies.   
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doctoral program was her research advisor. She expressed frustration that her 

expectations of mentoring were not met though the relationship was somewhat helpful. 

As a first-generation college student, she also describes her experience of not knowing 

what to ask due to her limited experience with mentors at the time who had gone through 

the doctoral process. 

Lisa 

Lisa graduated with her Ph.D. in Education from a large research institution in the 

Northeast. Through the Robert E. McNair program, she learned about doctoral programs 

and that she would pursue that path one day. After her undergraduate experience, she 

worked in the nonprofit sector and earned a master’s degree. Lisa entered a full-time 

Ph.D. program in a cohort of five. She was the only person of color in her program with 

very little access to faculty of color. She made a point of creating a community for herself 

in what she described as a “very White place”. The community she built expanded across 

disciplines allowing her to gain broad insight into the Black graduate student experience. 

Lisa recalled the experience of being the only person of color as uncomfortable, often 

having to go above and beyond the work of her White peers. Having multiple mentors 

was important to Lisa. Her research advisor who is counted as one of her mentors was 

able to ensure she progressed through the program. However, it was important to her to 

have mentors who could also understand the cultural aspect of her experience. 

Aaron 

Aaron comes from a large family. He was the first of his siblings to go to college and the 

first to complete a doctorate. He graduated with his Ed.D. in Higher Education 

Leadership from a southern institution in a small city. His journey through higher 
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education as a student was a winding one leading him to change institutions. He worked 

full-time through his master’s degree primarily working in higher education in a variety 

of areas. Upon entering his doctoral program, Aaron faced a few challenges. He 

expressed feeling imposter syndrome as he was younger than the rest of his cohort with 

less experience. He would take time off from his program but returned and completed the 

doctoral program. Aaron met his mentor outside of his academic institution though he 

was working in higher education. He developed a close relationship with his mentor. He 

described a relationship of trust with his mentor being a “mirror of truth” for him. He 

admired his mentor’s philanthropic spirit and capacity to uplift others. He hopes to follow 

in the steps of his mentor. 

Mark  

Mark grew up in the south and graduated in 2018 with a Ph.D. in College Student Affairs 

Administration from an institution in the south. He is now living in the Northeast region 

working in higher education. His research and practice have centered on public health 

initiatives with a focus on community well-being among marginalized students. Mark 

originally thought he may pursue a Ph.D. in Epidemiology after earning his master’s in 

Public Health. He changed course as he recognized an interest in working in higher 

education and connecting research to practice. He worked full-time while engaged in his 

doctoral program. While he went to a predominantly white institution, the College of 

Education where he was enrolled was much more racially diverse with a reputation for 

graduating many Black students with the Ph.D. Mark commented that he had experienced 

microaggressions from students outside of his college who would discredit the rigor of 

the College of Education. He described his mentoring experience as very positive with 
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two Black professionals highlighted for the mentoring they provided him. He appreciated 

that his mentors shared many of his identities and experiences. One mentor has mentored 

him since his undergraduate program. His mentoring relationships were described as 

something more than transactional. His mentors cared about him as a whole person often 

trying to help support him beyond school matters.  

Greg 

Greg described himself as a military brat. He has lived abroad and has familiarity with 

other cultures. He loves his work in the area of diversity, equity and inclusion and 

currently works at an institution out West. With the aim of pursuing his Ph.D. in Higher 

Education Leadership and Policy Studies, he moved with his family from the Midwest to 

the South. His academic experience was valuable and constructive. However, the 

interpersonal side of his experience was depicted as labored. He was the youngest person 

in his cohort of five and the only one who had a family. Greg was often unable to 

participate in social activities with his peers due to familial obligations. He often 

struggled with maintaining his composure when experiencing microaggressions in class. 

He was mindful that if he reacted, he would be seen as the “angry Black man”. He met 

both of his mentors, one Black and the other White, within his doctoral program. They 

offered personal and professional support often letting him vent about his stresses during 

the program. 

Robert 

Robert is a recent graduate having earned his doctorate in Theology from a small 

institution in the Northeast.   He is a minister at a small Presbyterian Church as well as 

Chaplain at an established medical center. He pursued his doctorate specifically to 
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enhance his skills as a Chaplain and pastor. His experiences in his doctoral program 

reflect those at his second institution. He indicated that he had previously attempted a 

doctorate but left the program due to health reasons. Now at his second institution, in his 

early 40’s, he was vocal about how the community he built in his program helped sustain 

him. His community consisted of other minority students and his two mentors both of 

whom are white. His mentors included his research advisor and a fellow pastor he met 

while working. During his reflections he recalled how nervous he was to be assigned to 

his research advisor as she was well known in her field. While nervous he knew she 

would challenge him. Challenge him is exactly what she did always letting him know the 

strengths she saw in him and of what he was capable. In his interview, he expressed how 

each of his mentors mimicked dynamics he had in his relationships with his parents. 

Lawrence 

Lawrence is a 41-year-old Assistant Principal. He has been in K-12 education for over a 

decade and loves teaching history to young kids. He graduated with his Ed.D. from a 

moderately sized university in a suburban setting in the Northeast. His motivation for 

pursuing the Ed.D. was to help his career progress with a vision to help enhance social 

studies curriculum and be in a position to increase Black leadership in schools in his 

state. While Lawrence was clear about the positive aspects of his doctoral education, he 

described an experience of struggle and doubt but ultimately one of endurance. While 

engaged in the Ed.D. program, he balanced full-time work as a K-12 History teacher and 

his family with three kids. He described a team of mentors that helped provide him with 

the resolve to persist often with varying methods. Peer mentors played a primary role and 

were a combination of challenge, encouragement, and belief. 
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Sam 

Sam is an international student originally from Jamaica. He has an undergraduate degree 

in English and taught at his former high school before coming to the United States to 

pursue graduate school. Education and the school environment had a significant impact 

on Sam’s experience of school from an early age. This experience has shaped his 

viewpoint on education, equity, and policy. At the time of the interview, he recently 

graduated from a private research intense predominantly white institution in the 

Northeast. One of only two Black students in his doctoral cohort, he would describe his 

experience in his program as challenging and traumatizing. He detailed experiences of 

program practices being applied unfairly to Black students. His experiences as a Black 

student often described not being seen or treated as a whole person. While going through 

this he was also adjusting to the U.S. as an international student with little support. This 

treatment within the doctoral program took a psychological toll on his well-being. His 

persistence prevailed despite the early negative encounters in the doctoral program. He 

noted the value of his various mentors. While two faculty mentors, in particular, aided his 

progress, Sam shared that Black mentors provided a sense of community and contributed 

to Sam’s well-being. 

August 

August graduated with her Ph.D. in Organizational Leadership Studies. She works in the 

field of health administration. August always wanted to be a doctor and pursued a 

Bachelor’s in Biology. During her undergraduate studies, she realized she did not want to 

be a medical doctor. She would go on to earn a master’s in Health Administration but 

wanted to do more. She realized there was a need for further improvement in leadership 

development. She worked full-time while engaged in her Ph.D. degree. One of her 
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primary challenges in her program was around her age as she was the youngest member 

in her cohort by at least ten years. She often felt she stuck out due to her age with 

multiple faculty commenting on her age. She described a positive relationship with her 

research advisor as one of her mentors though originally nervous owing to his status in 

his field. Her expectations for a mentor within the doctoral program focused on someone 

who could guide her through the program milestones. Her mentor exceeded those 

expectations as they are still in contact today discussing career opportunities. She did 

express needs for other mentors, specifically Black women, who are instrumental in her 

professional life. 

James 

At the time of this interview, James had recently graduated with his Ph.D. in Higher 

Education Leadership and Policy Studies from a large public institution in the South. He 

previously attended a historically Black college or university (HBCU) for his bachelor’s 

degree and a PWI for his M.A. in History. He is one of five kids. Most of his siblings 

attended college. He revealed the expectation was for all of them to go on to college 

though resources were limited. Limited resources affected James’ graduate school 

experience because he had to work full-time as a Social Studies teacher in addition to 

being a Graduate Assistant during his Ph.D. program. His reflections of his grandmothers 

as domestic workers in Georgia cemented the importance of a college education. For 

James, education had allowed his grandmother’s children and grandchildren to change 

the course of their lives and families. He dreams of being the President of a specific 

university so he can help change the trajectory or other Black students’ lives. James is a 

member of a fraternity and discussed how this organization afforded him opportunities to 
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find mentorship from other Black men. Having mentors to guide him through the Ph.D. 

experience was critical to his success. 

Research Question One:  What Were Black Students’ Expectations Of Mentorship 

In The Doctoral Program?  

 

To understand the program experience of Black doctoral students it was important 

to first begin by examining their expectations of mentorship when entering their 

programs. Before exploring their specific expectations of mentorship, creating context for 

how these expectations may have been shaped was valuable. Participants were invited to 

discuss why they decided to attain a doctoral degree which identified the motives and 

goals that drive them. Each of them would also define mentorship which created a 

framework for how their expectations of mentorship were formed. This section will 

explore contextual data detailing the reasons for pursing the doctorate and how 

mentorship is defined. These inform the theme of expectations that is articulated by 

participants. 

Pursuit of the Doctoral Degree 

 

Doctoral student attrition is often said to be affected by students’ motivation with 

motivation being the critical factor of a student successfully completing their degree 

(Sverdlik & Hall, 2020). Scholars have typically examined doctoral student motivation 

by understanding why students pursue their doctoral degrees, classifying both internal 

and external factors. Internal factors may include the desire for knowledge or research 

experience. External factors typically named include employment opportunities (Sverdlik 

& Hall, 2020).  In this study, participants had a chance to articulate the factors that 

affected their motivation while in their programs.  
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Before discussing participants’ expectations, it was important to learn about their 

background and why they had chosen to pursue a doctoral degree. The vast majority of 

participants described reasons centered around current or aspirational careers. The 

doctoral degree was a credential that would directly help many of them to progress in 

their profession. Mark explained:  

Well, I wanted to pursue a doctorate degree because I knew that I was a 

researcher…So pursuing a Ph.D. was wanting to get more training and 

research, and to also, I think the other piece was just build my resume as 

well, because I knew I wanted to continue working in a university setting. 

And I wanted to build myself up to be able to advance in the university 

setting. (Mark, Ph.D., 2/16/2021) 

 

Multiple participants hope to be university presidents some day and felt that the 

additional education would be necessary. James shared, “since I've been 19, I've wanted 

to be a college President. Well, no, that's not true. I wanted to be a college President at 

[Southern State University] since I've been 19 years old”.  

Other participants described the pursuit of a doctorate as part of being a role 

model and being able to be in a position to impact other’s lives. This motivation was 

often linked to their own experiences growing up. Both Greg and Charlene discussed 

their children as part of the drive to get their degree. Greg has young children and 

articulated: 

One was for my kids. I feel like as a Black father, I wanted to make sure 

that I was a end-all be-all resource for my kids, and that they see me 

achieve the highest level in anything I've done in my life. And so in 

academics, I just decided, "Hey. Let's go for the Ph.D.." After, I was 

suggested and influenced and encouraged by some colleagues at my 

previous institution to do it. So, I did it. (Greg, Ph.D., 2/23/2021) 

 

Charlene, whose children, though of adult age, wanted to provide them with a model of 

determination. She said: 
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I think the fact that my boys were starting to work on their doctorate, I figured it 

was a good way to show them that it doesn't matter your age but perseverance. 

Both of them completed theirs before I did, you know. Just having it as in 

showing them that you can accomplish anything regardless. (Charlene, Ed.D., 

8/23/2020) 

 

In concert with familial reasons for getting his Ph.D., James further described 

how drastically education could change the path of an entire family history. He was 

impacted greatly by the elders in his family. He wanted to create new opportunities for 

himself and generations that followed. James explained: 

As a result, I saw what attending college did for my family. My 

grandmothers both were the help, for lack of a better word, domestic 

workers in Savannah, Georgia. My grand aunts all were the help. I vividly 

saw, like people who saw that movie, that was the '70s. No, I saw that in 

the '90s. I saw us going to those big houses in Savannah. Those white 

communities were picking my mom and my aunt, whoever I was with, or 

my aunts or uncles, picking my grandmother up from work serving those 

white families. I saw going to college how it changed the trajectory of my 

grandmother's children as well as the grandkids, so I said, "We need better 

opportunities.” (James, Ph.D., 7/9/2021) 

 

It is important to address that Critical Race Theory will primarily be the focus in 

the last research question. However, in participants’ articulation of why they wanted to 

obtain a doctoral degree race is present from the very beginning. It is necessary to 

acknowledge that race and racism are always in our experiences. Using both socialization 

theory and CRT allows for a bridge to explore Black doctoral students’ experiences. 

Through their words we understand the desire for socialization in their programs and with 

their mentors. However, we will also comprehend the challenges that impede 

socialization when we use CRT to challenge the normative assumptions of socialization 

practices (Gildersleeve, Croom, & Vasquez, 2011).  
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Mentorship Defined  

 

  To better understand participants’ expectations of mentoring, they were first 

asked to articulate how they defined mentorship. There were key ideas that recurred 

throughout their descriptions of mentoring:  relationship, reciprocity, connection, trust, 

and guidance. Participants were in agreement that mentorship entails a goal-oriented 

relationship between two people. Mentorship is seen as providing knowledge to doctoral 

students that leads to their growth.  

 

I think mentoring and mentorship is a reciprocal relationship, a reciprocal 

interaction. So, I think often folks think of it like this person knows 

everything and is guiding the other person, but I think it goes both ways. 

And so, I think I've had mentors who definitely, I look up to and who may 

know more about a certain topic or a certain thing or have more 

experience in one thing than me. But I would say that I also see where I 

was able to teach them something too…I think a mentor or mentorship 

also requires that the mentor recognizes that they can't give the mentee 

everything. And so sometimes it's not just about you giving something to 

them, but also connecting them to the things that they need, whether it's 

resources or in the form of other people, in the form of programs, in the 

form of knowledge, whatever that is. (Lisa, Ph.D., 2/21/21) 

 

I define mentorship as one who's looking to get to... who sees potential in 

you and is speaking to the future potential of you and not the current 

present of you…And so when I see the future potential, I have to draw the 

skills, talents, give you the confidence, maybe give you some guidance on 

how to navigate the landmines that I fell on or things I'm aware of. So, 

give you my wisdom since I've been through that path, but also speak to 

your unique self and help you stay true to your unique identity while also 

making you fulfill your potential. (Greg, Ph.D., 2/16/21) 
 

Working with that individual and creating the kind of capacity where 

there's trust involved in the work. It's the mentor checking in on the 

mentee and the mentee accepting that nurturing or that advice or that trust 

because there is an investment, there's an investment of time. There's an 

investment in getting to know that person, there's an investment of 

success. (Lawrence, Ed.D., 6/14/21) 
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Based on the feedback from participants I would define mentorship for doctoral 

students as a mutually beneficial relationship between a senior person and the doctoral 

student which provides individualized guidance to the student in regard to advancing 

through their program and career. The depth of the mentorship and that relationship is 

further defined as participants discussed their expectations of a mentor. This brings us to 

our first theme from data collection. 

Expectations 

 

Direction and Closer Connection. The theme of expectations is best illustrated as an 

overarching category of direction and closer connection. Doctoral students’ expectations 

have been categorized into a few topic areas based on frequency of the topic and impact it 

had. In listening to current and former students discuss their expectations it came down to 

a few recurring themes: availability, effective guidance through the program, career 

guidance and a personal connection. Each of these areas is a component of the broader 

theme of students looking for direction from and a closer connection to mentors. It is 

important to note that participants were a mix of both part-time and full-time students 

while in their program. Regardless of enrollment status they were looking for similar 

qualities. Participants expected mentors to provide in depth guidance and direction 

leading to personal relationships. 

 Availability 

 

Availability was often implied in descriptions of their expectations of a mentor. 

When it was not explicitly discussed, often, examples of their positive mentoring 

experiences would reveal a mentor who was very much involved in the mentee’s program 
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experience. This finding supports the work completed by Bloom et. al (2007) that lists 

accessibility as a crucial characteristic of graduate advisors. Additionally, it supports 

previous research that suggests graduate students desire regular progress checks and a lot 

of interaction (Bryson & Kowalske, 2021). Both Yvette, a full-time Psychology Ph.D. 

student, and Charlene, a part-time Ed.D. student, reflected on availability. For Yvette, she 

indicated her mentor was her research advisor. She worked in his lab and described an 

experience where she often communicated with him. He provided opportunities for her to 

get a fellowship and felt he advocated for her. She described a balance in the mentoring:  

Someone who can provide knowledge and wisdom, not really, hands off, 

but not really overbearing as well. So, allowing me to kind of have that 

space to kind of grow in my professional development, also just being 

available cause sometimes for other people they don’t always have 

mentors who are always available (Yvette, Ph.D., 7/1/2020) 

 

Yvette’s experience was much different than that of Charlene’s. Charlene was 

working full-time as a principal while pursuing her Ed.D. Charlene’s primary mentor 

while in her program was a colleague. Her mentor’s willingness to give up her weekends 

to aid Charlene in her dissertation work was greatly valued. However, Charlene’s 

experience within her program was difficult and lead to a change in her research advisor 

and committee. The approach of the new faculty was appreciated: 

They knew I worked a full-time job. Um, they wouldn't meet with me in 

the evenings. Well, five o'clock, four o'clock is the earliest I could leave 

my job to come to work like that. Whereas when I got the new committee 

person, a new chair, she was like, well, I can meet you at seven, meet you 

at six, you know, so flexible in terms of us meeting, going through the 

work. (Charlene, 8/23/2020) 

 

Similarly, to Charlene, Sean also had to switch research advisors while 

undergoing his Ph.D. in Psychology. The importance of mentors giving their time to the 
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mentee to aid in skill acquisition is best exemplified when he described the differences in 

approach of his research advisors in teaching him a new skill. When working with his 

initial research advisor on a manuscript she asked him to use a certain method with which 

he was unfamiliar. When he let her know that he was not aware of it she instructed to him 

to find a book on it and then work on it to which he did. However, he describes the 

approach with his new research advisor and mentor as: 

[Tom] on the other hand was like, "I see. I want you to use a multilevel 

model to run these linear regressions, and I need the output." "All right, 

[Tom]. I don't know how to do that." "Oh, you don't? Okay, well, come...". 

He would tell me, "Come to my office." And I'll come in his office or he'll 

come to mine, and we'll sit down and say, "All right, well, here's the 

dataset. What do you think it should look like?" (Sean, PhD, 6/1/2020) 

 

This expectation was meaningful as it could often impact the development of the 

mentor-mentee relationship. This in turn affects the mentee’s program experience while 

pursuing the doctorate. Participants with the strongest mentoring relationships commonly 

described frequent interactions with their mentor. These interactions fostered discussions 

about their program, careers, and personal lives.  

Program Guidance 

 

Participants hoped for mentors who would be accessible to them to aid in guiding 

them through the doctoral program process. Perhaps August said it best. She said, “I 

wanted someone to guide me through the process because I didn't know”. Most students 

entering a doctoral program are experiencing this type of program for the first time. 

Mentees expressed the need to be walked through some of the doctoral program process 

as they were unsure of what was necessary. They didn’t always know the right questions 

or what to ask for to help them in their program experience. As Danielle noted:  
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I think I expected her to tell me everything I didn't know. And so, yeah, it 

was just like, you, you are the Ph.D., you are the expert in higher ed. I am 

the student and I think sometimes when people are Ph.D. students, we 

expect them to be doctors already. They are not, they are Ph.D. students. 

And so, it's like, I don't know what I don't know. I need you tell me what I 

don't know or show me what I need to do to get to where I need to be 

(Danielle, Ed.D., 10/1/2020) 

 

 Others expressed a similar sentiment. The finding was that students wanted 

mentors to aid in developing specific skillsets and knowledge for both the program and 

beyond. There was an expectation from more than one participant that going through the 

doctoral program would provide the knowledge that would help them in understanding 

what was necessary to pursue academia if they were to choose that route.    

 

I wasn't sure what to expect. In fact, I think I came with a very 

determined, personal goal to do well and that would have been done with 

or without mentors. You know what I'm saying? I was not looking to say, 

"Oh. I want this of you. I need you to be able to provide me these things." 

However, as I look back on my experience, I think my expectations were 

that I would have wanted someone to kind of show the lay of the land, 

kind of provide navigational guidance on how to kind of go through that 

on the front end, right?  And to also provide opportunities for 

collaborative publication, to also provide opportunities for exposure and 

development as a scholar, in retrospect. (Sam, Ph.D., 7/1/21) 

 

I expected my faculty mentor to teach me how to publish, teach me how to 

teach a course, how to design a syllabus and a rubric, what the tenure 

process looks like. And I expected her to guide me through the dissertation 

process. Those were my expectations for a faculty mentor. Unfortunately, 

I got the exact opposite for both. So, my faculty advisor was trash, while 

my peer mentor was really great. That was a really great experience. 

(Sean, Ph.D., 6/1/2020) 

 

Both Sam and Sean were able to articulate very specific items they had 

hoped to learn from their faculty mentors. This confirms findings that doctoral 

students craved faculty who would provide feedback on concreate tasks like 

publishing, networking, and writing (Bryson & Kowalske, 2021). In Sean’s case, 
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while he was unable to get that from his initial research advisor, he was able to 

learn from a more senior student that was assigned to him as a peer mentor. Peer 

mentors can be an invaluable resource for doctoral students. His peer mentor was 

very involved with him and assisted him by providing knowledge about future 

coursework and in preparing to present research at conferences. As Sean touched 

upon, the dissertation is a key area in which doctoral students expected mentors to 

support. As the culminating experience of the doctoral program, dissertation 

support is key to finishing the program. For August, the feedback of her mentor 

was instrumental: 

He was able to identify my areas of opportunity. A lot of times we 

don't always get good feedback from people in general, but he was 

able to give me feedback and say okay, well this is, I see what 

you're going with, don't try to boil the ocean. Would you maybe 

take it in piece and chunks, from his expertise level, this is where 

you should be going. And if you want to be done in this time, do 

this. (August, Ph.D., 7/5/21) 

 

Though Lisa was not completely unfamiliar with research it was important 

for a mentor to give the time to help develop a deeper understanding of the 

research process. Lisa highlighted the prospect of a mentor being in her life 

beyond graduation. The mentoring process can go beyond a person’s life as a 

doctoral student and see them through the various stages as a professional in their 

field. She describes: 

I wanted someone who could, of course help guide me through the 

doctoral process, learning about research, how to create/conduct a research 

project by yourself. That's something that was totally new to me. I wasn't 

new to research, but a dissertation project is no joke as you are learning. 

And so, I expected to be connected with somebody that helped walk me 

through that process. I think also someone that would help me think about 

after the dissertation, after the Ph.D. program, what kinds of opportunities 

are out there? What should I be looking for? What makes sense for me? 
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Somebody to sort of help through that process as well. But I think also 

somebody who, well, I think this encompasses both of those things, not 

just short term and just getting through degree completion, but also 

thinking long-term too. Like not just me as a student, but me as a 

professional and being willing to be in my life for as long as it may take. 

(Lisa, Ph.D., 2/21/2021) 

 

Career Guidance 

 

Developing mentor-mentee relationships that last beyond the doctoral program is 

a key finding in terms of students’ expectations for this type of relationship. Several 

participants had graduated from their doctoral programs and were highlighting the need 

for this continued relationship.  

Even now when I have questions about faculty things or even when I have 

a consulting consideration, if people ask me to consult for something 

because I have a Ph.D., I'm like well, [Dr. Jones] how much should I be 

charging? I don't know. So, my initial expectation was for him to get me 

through my program. I did not expect for him to be so engaging that I 

would consider him after my program was over. So, I'm grateful for that. 

(August, Ph.D., 7/5/21) 

 

Both August and James are thankful to still have the guidance of the mentors that 

saw them through their doctoral programs. August can utilize her mentor as she embarks 

on a new path in consulting. James is illustrating how a mentor can help former doctoral 

students transition into their professional life.  Where strong mentor-mentee relationships 

have been cultivated mentees trust their mentors to assist them in pivotal career decisions. 

I can still call them. I'm in a situation right now. I'm going to probably call 

[Brother Richards] soon. I just got a job offer and I'm tossed. My current 

job right now is trying to do somewhat of a counteroffer, I guess, but I'm 

like, what should I do? I need that guidance. We need that post guidance. 

For a career, next decisions, every opportunity isn't a great opportunity. 

They have met my expectations because they're just present. They're 

present, they're available, they're accessible, and they're always authentic. 

(James, Ph.D., 7/9/2021) 
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August and James have experienced encouraging examples of their mentors 

transitioning with them to post-doctoral life. However, not everyone was able to acquire 

that level of support from their doctoral mentor. Danielle, who described her research 

advisor as her mentor while in her doctoral program, does not go back to that mentor for 

career advice. She felt unprepared regarding a choice between life as an administrator or 

faculty within academia. While her research advisor helped in terms of providing 

academic advising and assistance in the stages of the program, she felt a void. She 

connected with a new mentor post-graduation and had this to say:     

I don't think she prepared me to be an administrator or faculty member or 

to know the difference between the two in terms of what I needed to do to 

be either track. Whereas my second one, or I guess my, who I would call 

my mentor gave me more options. Like kind of gave me a sheet, was like, 

this is everything you need to do to do these tracks. And because at the 

time I didn't know what she's going to find. You're going to do both. So, I 

was like going down both lists, like I got everything that you have options, 

even though it was a long roundabout way. Now I feel like I have options. 

Like I can be an administrator or if I want to go to that to a tenure track 

position I can. When I graduated from the program, I don't think I could 

have done either one. (Danielle, Ed.D., 10/1/2020) 

 

Personal Connection 

 

As mentioned earlier, strong mentor-mentee relationships develop trust so that 

mentees feel comfortable discussing life after graduation with their doctoral mentors. It 

was found that mentees wanted to be able to foster personal and close connections with 

their mentors. This close relationship could be incredibly impactful on doctoral students, 

especially those of color (Gray, 2013). For Robert, his research advisor’s mentoring was 

very helpful to him in his program. He described their relationship as developing into a 

mother-son dynamic. She expected a great deal from him and was always there to support 

and uplift him. He described his expectation of a mentor as, 
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Someone that could see the kind of student that I was, and to have... I 

guess this is kind of my wishlist that I've always been fortunate to get, 

have enough of a gift for teaching to where you can connect with me and 

teach me the way that I need to be taught. (Robert, D.M., 4/2/2021) 

 

 Robert’s wish reflects the need for individualized guidance that can be fostered 

when getting to know doctoral students on a personal level and not just as a student. 

Aaron also revealed how he felt his mentor was like a father figure. He built a 

relationship of trust with him where he felt like his mentor was a “mirror of honest truth”. 

He admired the way in which his mentor approached philanthropy and mentoring. Aaron 

noted: 

There was certain people on our tennis team that came from not so good 

households or who were financially were not like in the right place. He 

would buy them stuff. He would offer up ... He would give his whole 

heart. He would try and get you a job even in his institution that he think 

you may be a fit at. In other ways, he went beyond the scope of just being 

a professional but just a caring human being for other people when things 

may go bad. (Aaron, Ed.D., 2/6/2021) 

 

Participants’ reflections highlight how Black doctoral students are looking for 

mentors who look to mentor the whole person. John wanted to be able and has had the 

chance to build a personal relationship with his research advisor. John, like others, 

changed research advisors while in his doctoral program. He referred to both as his 

mentor and the difference in his experience with each. His second mentor took the 

initiative to share his own personal stories with John to nurture that friendship. Reflecting 

on his experience he indicated that he expects an intimate and comfortable relationship to 

develop with a mentor.  

 

My advisor, my mentor, if I come with you with a problem, or if I say, 

"Listen I'm trying to apply for this scholarship. I need a recommendation." 

I shouldn't feel like, we should have a relationship, like me and you, we 

laughing, we joking. When things get tough, me and my advisor, we go to 
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the bar, we'll have a drink. You know what I'm trying to say? We'll talk 

about some things, talk about some experience and laugh... I needed 

somebody who I could drink with, somebody I could talk with, somebody 

I could be real. My advisor, we got close…We sharing those, and we 

bonded, so I feel like that's what make him a mentor. The advisor is like, 

yeah stuff we doing in the department, but I need to know you outside of 

that. (John, Ph.D., 9/9/2020) 

 

Sean similarly cites the importance in his mentor knowing him outside of what is 

happening in the program. His mentor always asks about his well-being outside of what 

is happening in the doctoral program and is aware of the challenges Sean faces outside of 

academic life. 

I think this research is really important primarily because, what, 3% of the 

population has a Ph.D. and 3%, a fraction of a fraction look like us. So it's 

already hard enough to say, "Oh, I have a mentor that looks like me." That 

may or may not happen but having a mentor that actually cares, who gets 

it, is important…And so, in the conversations we've had, Zoom meetings 

start with, "Hey, work and school stuff aside, how are you?" And that's 

huge that he actually cares. He knew that I'm tired of being 700 miles 

away from my significant other, and so he asked me, "Are you going to be 

in Cleveland next year?" (Sean, Ph.D., 6/1/2020) 

 

Sean’s mentor, aware of circumstances, pushed him to rethink his institutional 

funding so he could be closer to his family. The mentor provided Sean’s funding 

allowing him to work remotely and be present with his family while finishing his doctoral 

program. Sean, similar to those above, discussed how he has developed a relationship 

beyond doctoral student and research advisor. He knows his mentor’s family and plans to 

invite him to his own wedding. Sean’s comment above, emphasizes the struggle Black 

doctoral students have in not only finding a mentor who may look like them but care 

about them. Black doctoral students may not have the opportunity to find a mentor who 
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reflects their identity or background. But they should find mentors who holistically care 

about them. 

While the above participants were able to develop a personal relationship with 

their mentors it is worthy to note that not all mentees were able to do so. For those who 

did not have that type of relationship, they habitually characterized the mentor-mentee 

relationship as professional. Their doctoral program mentor may have been professional, 

but they often found additional mentors after their program that were more intertwined in 

their personal life. 

Research Question Two:  What Effect Do Doctoral Students Perceive Mentorship 

Had On Their Program Experience?  

 

The expectations outlined above offer us an indication of just how important 

socialization is in doctoral programs. Socialization is the process by which doctoral 

students are introduced to the skills and values necessary to join a particular group 

(Gardner, 2008). The expectations described by the participants reflect mentee’s desire 

for mentors to socialize them into the given disciplines and future careers by mentors. 

Scholars have found that improper socialization may be one of the reasons doctoral 

students withdraw from their programs. Socialization affects each area of a student’s 

experience. For students of color, adopting the “acceptable” norms of their academic 

department and mentor may be impeded as socialization assumes a normative approach 

with little room for individual experiences (Gardner, 2008). This brings us to the next set 

of broader themes: the significance of mentors and resilience of doctoral students. The 

significance of mentors will be examined through the themes of networking, research 

and skill development, and accountability. The resilience exhibited by Black doctoral 

students will be explored through subthemes of thoughts of dropping out and feelings of 
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imposter syndrome. Each of the overall themes along with their subcomponents will 

allows us to consider the value of mentors and reveal the resilience of doctoral students. 

Significance of Mentor 

 

 Participants in the study were asked to reflect on their relationships with their 

mentors over the course of their program. They were asked about how their mentors may 

have met their expectations and how they helped them to develop as professionals. These 

discussions lead to sub-themes that define how significant mentors were in providing 

value to each mentee’s doctoral program experience.  

We have talks about life, manhood things, relationships, about having a 

wife, children. He introduced me to a lot of the big people in the field, 

relationships. Mentally we help each other out mentally, emotionally. 

Yeah, it's been useful. My scholarship, I feel like I wouldn't be the scholar 

that I am without him and having that different aspect, different awards 

that I've won and my skillset. (John, Ph.D., 9/9/20) 

 

John’s description of his mentor-mentee relationship embodies the areas of 

networking, research & skill development and accountability. 

 

Networking  

 

One of the basic value-added areas that multiple participants discussed was how 

their mentors connected them to other professionals who would be helpful to them at 

various stages in their program. For Yvette, her mentor would ensure she had access to 

events that would lead her to build her professional network. She explains: 

So, he has allowed for me to really connect with, some, some real, you 

know, I guess you can say kind of top tier professionals in our field. So, 

he's established those connections. He's made sure I've had funding to 

conferences. (Yvette, Ph.D., 7/1/2020) 
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 For James, it was crucial for his experience that his mentor provided him with an 

expanded network to help with his dissertation research. James’ mentor was providing 

him with access to new perspectives and knowledge to aid in his dissertation completion. 

Those new contacts continue to serve James and he has remained connected to those 

individuals post-graduation. 

By encouraging me, telling me I can do it, telling me, "Okay, [James], 

that's not possible. That's not going to work. Let me let you talk to 

somebody else." That's when I got in touch with [Richards]. Dr. [Wilson] 

and [Richards] are contemporaries. There were at [inaudible 00:35:26] 

together, because [Wilson] was at [college name], [Richards] was at 

[college name]. He was like, "[Richards] is in your field. Maybe you 

should talk to him." Even just connecting me with other people. (James, 

Ph.D., 7/9/2021) 

 

In reflecting on whether she would have progressed through her program without 

her mentor, Lisa indicates that her mentor not only suggested new connections but 

provided direction on how to ask for what she needed. 

Perhaps, because she was very supportive, and she does international work 

and is a firm believer in having that experience and it's possible that I may 

not have finished or done the work that I did without her. Yeah, for sure. 

She told me about where to pursue money, who to ask for, how to ask for 

it, even preparation for certain things that I needed. "Well, think about 

this. Maybe you should do that. Ask this person." And that was helpful. 

(Lisa, Ph.D., 2/21/2021) 

 

 The importance of mentors assisting mentees with networking is instrumental in 

not only helping mentees adjust to various phases in their programs but their profession. 

It introduces them to a network of professionals that will follow them throughout the 

course of their careers. This is just one facet of how this positive experience mentees 

experienced aided in socialization. 
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Research and Skill Development 

 

In addition to being guided toward professional and academic contacts, mentees 

valued the opportunities they had when they saw their skills and research developing.  At 

the time of the interview, Yvette had worked for four years with her research advisor 

while in her Psychology program. She describes: 

He’s allowed for me to have the assistantship that I've had for four years 

now at the counseling center. I never thought and really in a million years 

that, um, I would enjoy counseling center work, but I absolutely really, 

and truly adore that. So, um, by him having the funding opportunity to 

have me there for this long, I mean, I've been able to do, I mean, just a ton 

of different things, like make connections with different offices on 

campus. I mean, you know, establish a peer support program. So just that 

one decision to put me there has made my world just like change because 

I've had so many experiences in other areas. Um, he's also allowed for me 

to create my own research interests that really, and truly like I came in 

having the same research interests as he did about gender role 

socialization, um, you know, masculinity and femininity issues. But since 

I've been at the counseling center for so long and just kind of my own 

personal experience, I've been able to create my own research to kind of 

looks at, um, the intersection of race and gender experiences, particularly 

among African Americans. And he's allowed for me to do that. So, um, 

being able to just kind of create my own research niche, um, and putting 

me into contact with people who also share the same research needs, um, 

and then also being able to publish. So, he is a publisher guru, you know, 

always pumping them out. So, you know, being able to set me up for 

academia with having publications, being able to guest lecture for class, 

you know, different things like that, it's going to make my vita stand out 

for a potential academic position. He's definitely played a tremendous role 

in that. (Yvette, Ph.D., 7/1/2020) 

 

 This experience has provided Yvette with the confidence that her mentor has 

given her the necessary experience in her program and for her career beyond the Ph.D. 

Similarly, John appreciates what his mentor-mentee relationship has brought to him and 

his program experience. He, too, was able to develop skills and feels that this experience 

is specific to having this particular mentor. 
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He exceeded my expectation. When I first thought of what it could be, he's 

a quantitative researcher, straight up and down. I thought that's something 

I would never be able to fully grasp, and he's brought me along the way, 

brought me up to speed, and I feel like we make each other better, in that 

particular regard. He exceeded my expectation on a personal level, on a 

social level. Me and him, I just won an international people award for my 

conference, and he helped me develop the methods, and being the 

architect of that. I appreciate him then because I don't think I would have 

got there with somebody else. (John, Ph.D., 9/9/20) 

 

Multiple participants are still in contact with their doctoral mentors. August still 

receives guidance from her research advisor after the Ph.D. on ways in which she can 

continue developing her skills as a professional. This is aligned with students’ 

expectations for post-graduation guidance. 

It's, "August, there's an opportunity for you to present at this conference. 

Are you interested?" I'm like, "Of course I am." "Great. You can get a 

journal out of it." Okay, so we just go back and forth like that. It's on an as 

needed basis, so whether I hit him up via email or on social media, he's 

there. (August, Ph.D., 7/5/2021) 

 

Accountability  

 

Pursuing a doctoral program requires an immense amount of work and time. As 

study participants recalled the value their mentor brought to them and their program 

experience, they would often say “I graduated” or “I got out”. It was crucial to have a 

mentor that walked with them to the finish line. Lisa recalled how her research advisor, 

and mentor, established a structured process for their work together and to keep her on 

track. 

Oh, man. She was just on top of everything. We're going to hit these 

benchmarks at this point in time, we had the standing meetings. I had to go 

with her, I had something to update or not. It keeps you accountable. She 

held me accountable, and the thing was it kept me focused. Like, look, a 

good dissertation is a done dissertation. (Lisa, Ph.D., 2/21/2021) 
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Greg, too, developed accountability in his relationship with his mentor. He valued 

the time and work his mentor put into him while he was a doctoral student. Like others, 

frequent communication between the student and their mentor was a factor in developing 

and keeping that accountability with each other. Greg’s mentor knew him well enough to 

know when to push and when to provide him with some room. He trusted his mentor as 

well that he would not be in a position to defend his dissertation until he was ready for 

the milestone. 

We stayed in contact weekly because there would be times when he... I tell 

him I need my space; he'll back off and be like, "Hey. Okay." And then 

there's times where he knew he needed to put the pressure on me and 

check in on me and be like, "Hey. You need to have this in by this date," 

and he was really good at giving me thorough revisions, really being 

mindful, always encouraging me, saying like, "I'm not going to put you 

out there if you're not ready. And so, when I think it's time for you to 

defend, just know you're ready. I'm not going to put you out there if you're 

not ready," Those kind of things. And so, we stayed in constant 

communication throughout that program. (Greg, Ph.D., 2/23/2021) 

 

Mark felt a sense of accountability to his mentor. He was his mentor’s first 

doctoral student. He obtained a new job and moved out of state while at the start of his 

dissertation. Mark’s mentor was concerned about his degree completion and kept 

encouraging him to finish the process. Mark’s sense of accountability to his mentor gave 

him a push to finish as he was as invested in his mentor’s success as his mentor was in 

his. 

And then I was like, you know what, I have nothing left but my 

dissertation and I can do this. And he was concerned the entire time 

because it was a year and a half after that move that I finished. And I just 

remember him like, "Are you going to submit chapter two, is it coming?" 

And I was like, "I just moved and I'm still getting a job. And I don't know 

if I can deal with this." And he was like, "This is what I was afraid of. I 

told you to be afraid of it because I wasn't sure I was going to finish 

anyway." He didn't let up either, he still had high expectations and still 

made sure that I decided to complete. He's like, "You're too far in, you've 
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already started your research. Let's do this." But I also ended up having to 

go through another RFP approval process. There was a lot happening. 

(Mark, Ph.D., 2/16/2021) 

 

Each of these sub-topics is a factor in socializing Black doctoral students into 

their chosen degree programs and profession. There is a great deal of positive that 

students my gain from mentors. Building a relationship that develops another person, 

personally and professionally, takes time and intentional work. That work will allow 

mentors to get to know their students on a level that will allow both to succeed. Aaron’s 

reflection of mentoring’s impact on him is an example of a doctoral student adopting the 

values of his mentor. 

I wanted to follow in his footsteps in the sense of giving people chances. I 

want to get into a place that not only do I just want to stop in higher 

education, I want to go outside of that and give more into society, to give 

more into communities that are broke, give more to my family, give more, 

to leave something behind other than myself and be bigger other than 

myself. Those are the things that [Dr. Johnson] led me to understand that 

eventually get there. It would take some time, but no wrong path would 

throw you off your ego. (Aaron, Ed.D., 2/6/2021) 

 

 

Resilience 

 

The merit that mentors often brought to their mentees was not just specific tasks 

but as an emotionally supportive role that could aid the student in tapping into their own 

resilience. Two key areas that were unearthed were around the thought of quitting and 

imposter syndrome. During the interview process participants were asked if they ever 

thought of quitting their doctoral program. Inevitably, each person would sigh. While the 

seriousness of that thought was not the same for everyone there was an implicit 

acknowledgement of the fortitude needed to complete the doctoral program.  
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Thoughts of Dropping Out 

 

Contemplating leaving the doctoral program happened at various times in the 

program for students and for different reasons. Some were adjusting to their doctoral 

program; others were having negative experiences in their programs. It is common for 

doctoral students to struggle within their programs with socialization or even assistance. 

However, Black doctoral students’ race will play a marked part in their interactions with 

faculty and their perceptions (Gildersleeve, Croom, & Vasquez, 2011). Greg struggled a 

bit at the start of his Ph.D. program. He had moved his family to a new state to pursue 

this degree and started to question if it was worth it.  

Without a doubt. First semester. Yeah. First semester. Not because 

everybody was leaving, because like, "This thing is hypocrisy." You give 

me an article. I told you I'm a little different. All right? So, second class of 

first semester. We come back and I ask the professor, [Dr. Harris] at the 

time. I said, "Yo, I'm confused. Are these articles written for White 

people? Because everything that's in there, I know this as a Black person. I 

don't need to read this article to know the lived experience of Black people 

in education. I know this stuff." I was like, "What is this for?" (Greg, 

6/1/2020) 

 

The curriculum was a challenge for Greg as it was focused on teaching a White 

audience about diverse experiences in education. Weidman et al. (2001) indicate that at 

the personal stage within the socialization process students should internalize the values 

and ideas taught to them by their academic department. Greg is struggling to adapt to the 

curriculum as it is focused on teaching a White audience. This along with other situations 

lead Greg to really think through if this was the right decision for he and his family. He 

revealed: 

And so, I just remember being like, "Do I need to do all this conforming 

and back bending just to get a piece of paper when I know what I know?" 

And I did think about that and thought to myself. I moved my family 

down here, and that's one of the reasons why I did not stop is because if I 
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stopped our careers and moved our family down here... So, we stopped 

two careers to do one and a quarter because I wasn't getting paid nothing. 

And if I quit now, then you just moved your family, stopped everything 

for nothing. All right? But there's been plenty of times where they had to 

talk to me like, "Hey. Just take some time. Don't quit." Okay. (Greg, 

Ph.D., 6/1/2020) 

 

At times the doctoral program can feel overwhelming. James explained, 

“sometimes I've just felt it was just too much, but I knew I had to. Failure wasn't an 

option, but sometimes I just wanted to throw in the towel, but I just didn't. But I wanted 

to. (James, Ph.D. 7/9/2021). Charlene expanded on this with how her mentor interacted 

with her at these times: 

I was getting really discouraged. And she said, “You can't”. And that was 

her thing. “You can't let them win”…And we just, she just really, when I 

say sat and worked with me, we would spend, and she actually pushed me. 

Cause there would be Saturdays, I would go nine o'clock to 6:00 PM. I'm 

like, “I'm done”. She's like, “We can go for another two hours”. Literally 

work like nine to seven, eight o'clock at night. She was determined to get 

me through. (Charlene, Ed.D., 8/23/2020) 

 

Imposter Syndrome 

 

Mentors may be a great source of encouragement for doctoral students as they are 

experiencing low points in the process. This harkens back to Selke and Wong’s (1993) 

five roles of mentoring. A vital role is that of an encourager. Mentees needed just that. It 

was found that many mentees experienced imposter syndrome in their programs. 

Imposter syndrome was first described in the 1970s by Dr. Pauline Roxe Clance and Dr. 

Suzanne Imes (1978). It describes individuals’ feelings of self-doubt and lack of 

belonging in spaces that they have earned. These feelings are often a result of being in 

unwelcoming predominantly White spaces (Yosso, Parker, Solorzano, & Lynn, 2004). 

Many of the participants expressed this feeling as well as wondering if they were up to 
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the challenge of being in their profession, knowing what they will have to deal with as a 

Black person. Aaron discussed how he did not fit the mold of the rest of his cohort: 

Really, it was really like a mental thing because it was like I had just 

started the program. I was doubting myself to knowing that I was ready 

because a lot of them in their careers, or whatever, I feel like I didn't really 

belong. Because they had 15, 20 years of experience with it. I only had 

like three to five years of experience, and these people have been in 

education for so long. Some of these people are my parents' age. Like 

wow. (Aaron, Ed.D., 2/6/2021) 

Other participants expanded on this feeling of self-doubt. Each of those 

highlighted here did have faculty contribute to their seeing another perspective. Robert’s 

mentors provided reassurance that he had the skill set to accomplish the degree: 

They help me address the areas that are really in my head and heart. But I 

kind of say, "I don't know if I can go to that place. I don't know if I'm good 

enough to do all that,". Um, Rev be like, "Boy, please handle it". And 

that's really...he'll say it, but it's not as clean as I have said it. Dr. Day will 

say it just the way I just said it. "You have this, you could do it." (Robert, 

D.M. 4/2/2021) 

 

Greg’s doubts came from comparing himself to his cohort members. Unlike Greg, 

his peers were White and from the South. He also was one of the only students in the 

cohort with a family. His intersecting identities were different from those of his cohort, 

and he discussed in his interview his need for his mentor to understand his difference as a 

Black man, father and first time Ph.D. student. 

Well, part of it was until this day... Part of it was I really believed I was 

the dumbest out of the 12. I was like, "I can't rock with these folks." And I 

realized that they had strengths I didn't have. A lot them were from 

[location], so they know state policy, and I realized I knew [location] 

policy because I'm from [location]. So, I was like, "Okay." There's a 

familiarity that they already have connections down here. They already 

knew some of the professors at the university. So, they had that... 

Everything's new for me, and I got a family, and I'm trying to adjust. 

Right? So, I'm trying to adjust to [location], city of [location], the 

university, get my kids together. So, all of it. (Greg, Ph.D., 2/23/2021) 
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His story continues with a faculty member’s response to his questioning his 

acceptance into the program: 

And so, I was like, "I'm the dumbest one out of all these people." Real 

talk. I remember asking one of the program... I'm like, "Am I an 

experiment? Because I'm the dumbest one. I know that." And to this day, 

they're brilliant. Don't get me wrong. I don't like some of them, but I'm not 

going to sit there and say that they're not smart. Some of them are hella 

smart. And I remember the person I was speaking to. She said, "We 

wouldn’t have accepted you if didn't see potential and brilliance." She 

said, "You're just brilliant in a different way. That's different than what 

these people have experienced..." And so that encouraged me to stay on. 

But I think it was hard because I know that I went to her a lot like, "I'm not 

in the right program. I’m dumb." And not dumb as far as like I couldn't do 

the work. Dumb as far as like I'm not speaking the same way you all speak 

and like my interpretation and presumption [inaudible 00:29:01]. You all 

don't want to deal with. I'm trying to hit the elephant in the room and you 

all trying to do all this superficial research and stuff. (Greg, Ph.D., 

2/23/2021) 

 

Greg’s experience highlights the effects of being othered in his academic 

environment. Students of color tend to scrutinize their abilities and presence in White 

environments when imposter syndrome is paired with bias as they question their 

belonging and confront stereotypes (Cokely, McGlain, Enciso, & Martinez, 2013). This 

experience can interfere with the socialization of Black doctoral students. The key tenet 

of socialization is being able to integrate students into a department, institution, and 

profession through a shared set of values. How is this achievable when the very 

environment can isolate students and cause them to doubt themselves?  Sam’s experience 

echoes the issue of othering in higher education. His rethinking his ability was focused on 

whether he could deal with and observe this very thing:   

It was also helpful in making me realize from a White male perspective, 

that you've got this, that you are brilliant, that your students in the future 

and university are going to benefit significantly from you, which 

contrasted with the traumatizing experience in that first year. And 
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contrasted with my constant questioning of my competence and my 

suitability or aptness for a profession in the academy. That has been very 

helpful for a number of reasons, because mainly, and I just mention this 

one, my questioning of my competence is not about my competence in of 

itself. It's about whether I'm suited for this world of academia. Whether I 

will be able to tolerate all that I'm witnessing, and whether or not I'll be 

able to meaningfully contribute without having to deal with all of the stuff 

that I'm missing. (Sam, Ph.D., 7/1/2021) 

All but one of the participants of this study have since graduated from their 

programs. They showed incredible resilience to complete the program, some having to 

take a break from it before returning to their studies. Faculty and mentors played a role 

both good and bad in their contemplation of leaving and dealing with imposter syndrome. 

Although students make the decision to persist, mentors have a sizable role in directing a 

student at a fork in the road. It is necessary for doctoral programs to examine how the 

academic environment they have created affects students of color from multiple lenses.  

Research Question Three: How Does Race Factor Into The Mentorship And 

Doctoral Program Experience Of Black Students? 

 

As this study is focused on the experience of Black doctoral students, it is 

necessary to note that students often discussed their identity as Black and how it was 

interwoven into their experiences in their program or with their mentors. The experiences 

are varied based on the individuals that comprise the mentor-mentee pair. This study used 

socialization theory and Critical Race Theory (CRT) to better understand Black doctoral 

students’ experiences. As we explore the influence race had on participants’ experiences, 

the idea of community and day-to-day racism is illustrated. Black doctoral students can 

often struggle with socialization’s premise of adopting the norms of an academic program 

having to adapt their natural way of being and communication (Gildersleeve, Croom, & 

Vasquez, 2011). Their experiences suggest that doctoral students face challenges that can 
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undermine socialization in their doctoral programs. A key component of CRT is 

acknowledging that their stories are vital to our insight, education, and analysis of race in 

education (Williams, Burnett, Carroll, & Harris, 2018). The racialized themes that 

emerged based on the research question include: 1) building community, 2) Black identity 

and mentor experiences, 3) skepticism of White faculty, 4) academic and research 

differences, 5) personal violations, 6) faculty policing body language, 7) 

microaggressions in the classroom, and 8) pressure to overperform. 

 

Building Community 

 

Participants of this study primarily attended institutions that would be considered 

predominantly White institutions (PWI) and ten out of the fifteen had a mentor who was 

White. Participants shared how they were very much aware that they were in spaces that 

did not reflect their identities. Minoritized students can often feel that they do not belong 

in certain academic settings when there is a lack of diversity particularly within the 

faculty body (McGee, Griffith, & Houston, 2019). There was a need to create a sense of 

community with other Black and Brown students or professionals for their well-being. 

Respondents were asked a variety of questions about their general experience in the 

programs and access to mentors who looked like them.  

Multiple participants brought up how they were always in White spaces 

throughout their education, therefore, it didn’t occur to them that Black mentors would be 

available in graduate school. Yvette discussed the differences of looking for Black 

mentors in her professional life versus in her Ph.D.: 

 

But when I first started off my Ph.D. I never really thought about it 

much…From an academic setting, I never thought about it much because 
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I've always been in PWIs. And I've always been the one Black person in a 

room. So from a professional standpoint, I always knew that was going to 

be the case because of where I was. From a professional standpoint, like 

from a personal point when I'm at my job, my primary job I seek those 

women out because they are there. And they have done well. I want to find 

out how and why. (Yvette, Ph.D., 7/5/2021) 

 

Danielle discussed being familiar with spaces that lacked diversity. Though she 

said it did not bother her it was always in the back of her mind. She originally wanted to 

attend an HBCU for her terminal degree, but for personal reasons, went to a PWI for her 

Ed.D. She recognizes the discomfort all White spaces can create in students of color. 

 

Because I went to predominantly white institutions K-12, I'm comfortable 

being in non-diverse rooms, areas, people, teams, units, all those things. 

So, like, that's why I said it was in my subconscious, but it never bothered 

me. But if you're not used to that and you go into a program, um, when 

you were in the minority, it can be very uncomfortable at times. 

Sometimes it was uncomfortable. You have to like assert yourself, speak 

up, advocate for yourself. (Danielle, Ed.D., 9/9/2021) 

 

The establishing of same race peer groups has been consequential for Black 

students to process their experiences. Gildersleeve et al. (2011) noted that the support 

networks created by students of color help them to resist a “dehumanizing culture” that 

breeds imposter syndrome, expects adoption of norms that disqualify non-dominant 

ideologies and often question their race-based research. These peer groups can aid Black 

graduate students in preventing isolation (Ellis, 2001; Taylor & Antony, 2000). Robert 

revealed that for him race was often a factor for him in his doctoral program. He was 

routinely the only student of color in the doctoral courses. Finding master’s level students 

who could share in his identity provided him with a sense of community. He said:  

Two things that helped me the most in this program that really helped my 

experience. One, and I think it really goes along with what you're saying. 

It was actually the minority students. Um, as you already have seen in the 

doctoral program, I did not find another African American male until I 
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was in one of the colloquial courses where we really focused in on the 

proposal. (Robert, D.M., 4/2/2021) 

 

Being the only student of color in most of his courses meant for him that race was 

a constant factor in his program experience. The community he built provided him with a 

necessary exchange of reassurance. 

I'm gonna say at least once a semester… Because, like I told you, I looked 

out and I didn't see anyone like me in the program until I got to the 

colloquium and then I saw the one guy. (Laughs)  

It was just really the, the mix of being with them was just... it, it 

encouraged me because there was a lot of, I'm gonna say unofficial 

mentorship happening, between-... myself and, you know, the minority 

students in the master's level program…And just that kind of 

encouragement and helping people bridge that work grad school balance. 

Um, so e- even though it was like a lot of that, it was just encouraging, and 

it gave me some more life that I need. (Robert, D.M., 4/2/2021) 

 

Lisa shared a very similar experience to Robert being the only Black person in her 

program. Participants have found immense value in creating community for themselves 

in order to provide additional support to persist through their programs. 

And so I realized that I had to create community for myself within that 

space. And [college name], it's a very White place, just to keep it real. But 

there were some really nice pockets of folks who were like-minded and 

were looking for other people to connect with, particularly Black folks 

from all over. And because [college name] is a little bit more hard science 

heavy, a lot of the folks were in engineering spaces and STEM fields, 

which was great. And so, it expanded my understanding of Black folks in 

grad school and what kind of work they were working on [crosstalk 

00:07:45]. So that part was amazing, and it really helped me to get through 

and finish. (Lisa, Ph.D., 2/21/21) 

 

After a difficult first year experience where his race was related to his treatment 

as a student, Sam would describe his experience in his program as “challenging and 

traumatizing”. Though he would find mentors later in his program his experience led him 

to look outside of his institution for the mentorship and community he was lacking. 
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Because of that experience, I started pursuing spaces and scholarship and 

people beyond my institution to cultivate a better, more culturally centered 

sense of myself, a better, more culturally centered sense of a scholarship 

that I'm invested in and want to do. And a better understanding of the field 

and the experiences of people like me in the academy. And so through 

ARA I was able to meet a couple people who is mentoring for a number of 

different groups. I was like, "Yes. My people. My people." Right? And 

when I go in those spaces and literally kind of have a cathartic encounter, I 

recognized like, "Oh my God, this is what I've been missing." And so that 

trauma helped me in my program, but it repositioned me to look outside 

my program. And having looked outside of my program, I was 

repositioned in terms of the kind of mentors and spaces and people and 

scholarship I was able to get connected to, to then be able to complete my 

program. (Sam, Ph.D., 7/1/2021) 

 

Black Identity & Mentor Experiences 

 

The experiences participants had in their programs varied but racial identity as 

part of that experience was consistent. Mentors and faculty play a role in the experiences 

of Black graduate students in assorted ways. These are some highlights of how this 

intersection of their racial identity and the mentorship relationship had a positive role. 

Both Charlene and Mark had Black mentors guiding them. Race was still a factor having 

Black mentors, but, in terms of role modeling behaviors and attitudes for their mentees. 

For Charlene her mentor was a vital role model. She set the standard that 

Charlene strove as a Black woman in her field. She portrayed her mentor as: 

Again, she was key in terms of me finishing, you know, she, she just 

believed that, you know, as women of color, this is the bar you want to set. 

This is the bar you strive for. And, you know, I would just say she, she 

was key. I even dedicated my dissertation to her, you know, her and my 

mother. (Charlene, Ed.D., 8/23/2020) 

 

Mark’s mentor was able to socialize him specifically as a Black scholar. He 

allowed Mark to grow more comfortable with analyzing and doing research from a 

perspective that was not acceptable in his previous graduate work. 
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I think it was a factor, but in similar ways that it was a factor with my 

cohort members. That they were another person that I could debrief things 

with, without feeling guarded or feeling that they'd be guarded when the 

topic was about race. And I also felt pushed to lean into that truth of my 

racial identity and how that influenced how I was approaching the work. 

And I felt affirmed in doing that, without feeling like I needed to fit my 

approach to work with scholarship into what is the traditional box of what 

everyone think what research is. And not that I do anything drastically 

innovative, but I feel comfortable exploring different ways of knowing 

that I had never been exposed to prior to my doc program. Or if I had been 

exposed to it, it was like, "That's not true science or true knowledge, 

construction of true meaning making, it's not real. That's not the gold 

standard if you will." Because most of my training was in the natural 

sciences prior to my Ph.D., so I was always taught about the "This is the 

way to do research. These are the frameworks." (Mark, Ph.D., 2/16/2021) 

 

Mark’s mentor was also able to provide a safe space for him to communicate his 

feelings. His mentor also enabled him to use his racial identity as an asset for his 

research. He was encouraged to view his work in ways that he had previously been 

discouraged from doing. Having this shared value system served to strengthen their 

relationship. Mentors do not have to be Black for them to have this positive impact on 

Black doctoral students. Multiple students portrayed positive encounters and relationships 

with White mentors. Those mentors were able to provide space for their students’ voices 

to be heard and gave them the resources to be successful. Greg describes what he needed 

from a mentor and what he received. 

I don't know. Yeah. I mean, I guess. Yeah. Because I needed someone 

who understood, number one, as a Black male, this is the first time I'm 

doing this. Number two, I'm not like these other students. I got a family. I 

got a family. Childcare is difficult. You're moving from across the country 

and bringing a wife and two kids at the time. I had that. I had a lot of stuff 

going on. I had seven deaths in four months while I was doing the 

program. Started with my dad, and then my wife's grandma, and then the 

cousin, and then an aunt and uncle. And so, when you tell people that, 

people might think, "Oh. You just trying to get away from the work."  But 

I never paused in any of my studies, throughout all those setbacks. So, you 

just need someone to talk to about the stresses of that, stresses of being 

Black and wanting to say something. Dr. Williams’s White. Dr. Allen was 
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black. But they just listened, and you get the stress out. They check on 

you, "How you doing? Stay with it. You good." So, it is what it is. (Greg, 

Ph.D., 2/23/21) 

 

Greg’s primary mentor was his research advisor who was White. His research 

focused on leadership in diversity and inclusion in higher education. He relayed how he 

had Black professionals outside of his institution provide feedback on his research 

because they would understand in a way that his mentor and faculty could not. Although, 

his mentor first questioned why it was needed he ultimately gave him the space to get that 

perspective realizing he could not provide it. Greg’s mentor was able to acknowledge the 

role of race and identity in his research and encouraged him to grow a network that could 

assist him. 

Skeptical of White People 

 

Though White faculty and students can become valuable mentors and peer 

mentors for Black students, it was found that students expressed a hesitance or skepticism 

about White colleagues being supportive or able to develop them into the professional 

they hoped to be. John was studying in a department where he was the only Black person 

and having a contentious relationship with his first research advisor. When a peer 

suggested he speak to a new faculty member, another White person, he was doubtful due 

to his previous experiences. 

 

She talking about this guy named Brian, White guy named Brian. I'm 

seeing her, they going to bars together, they going to their house. He really 

helping her, you know what I'm saying? I'm nervous because boy, he’s 

White I'm like, "Man I don't know how that's going to work," because my 

department, old White men, they don't really be trying, really to get down 

with us. (John, Ph.D., 9/9/2021) 
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Mark too expressed a lack of confidence in White faculty being invested in his 

success when looking for a mentor. His uncertainty was centered around a difference in 

perspective. He appreciated finding a Black research advisor to mentor him as he felt it 

developed him into a better researcher and professional. 

 

"I don't know if I trust you. Are you really here for my success? What are 

you really trying to do here?" And a lot of the White faculty were late in 

their career. Some of the foundational people like student affairs and 

higher-ed and had a way of thinking about doing the work and a way of 

thinking about doing student development that didn't always align with my 

perspective. And I feel that if I connected with them, I probably wouldn't 

have developed my critical lens as fully as with Dr. Matthews. Because he 

would be like, "Yeah, these are the theories, but they're trash and let's talk 

about why." And who wasn't involved or included. And I was like, "What? 

I could do that?" (Mark, Ph.D., 2/16/2021) 

 

Sean, too, communicated a lack of trust in White people in his academic space. 

Like John, he was battling with his initial research advisor and needed to make a change. 

He finally broke and spoke to a White faculty member whom he had a couple of classes 

with. This is what happened: 

I took a shower, went to sleep, got up, went to the office and he said, 

"Well, what do you need to feel supported?" And so, I told him all of this 

stuff that happened. He was like, "Why didn't you tell me this a long 

time?" I said, "Well, Tom, you're a White guy. I'm Black. I don't know if 

you're a part of the system. I don't know if you're going to set me up to 

fail. I don't know if I can actually trust you." And he was like, "You've 

been in my house before. You've played with my kids." He was like, 

"We've drunk whiskey together." I was like, "That has nothing to do with 

you letting me be successful.” And so, after we had that heart-to-heart in 

his office, we were in there for like three hours and he said, “Figure out 

what can happen to make you be successful.” (Sean, Ph.D.,  

 

After this open discussion Sean change research advisors, and now has someone 

he considers a mentor. Students are arriving at the doctoral programs with a life of 

experience already. This experience may not lend itself to automatically trusting that any 
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person in their department is going to work well with them and work toward their 

success.  

Academic and Research Differences 

 

The mentorship encounters above highlight encouraging vignettes of what 

mentors can provide to their mentees. Conversely, other encounters with mentors or in 

the doctoral program illustrate the overt and covert ways in which racism is evident in 

educational environments. Understanding the ordinary nature racism plays in day-to-day 

experiences can provide awareness into how difficult it is to overcome these actions. 

Racism supports our social and educational institutions making legal action only possible 

in the most obvious circumstances (Williams, Burnett, Carroll, & Harris, 2018). 

Danielle, though she described her relationship with her White mentor, also her 

research advisor, in a neutral tone, outlined ways in which she was advised differently 

than her peers. She noted that her mentor did not meet her expectations. She did not help 

her to understand the different career paths that were possible in higher education. Her 

mentor guided her White peers to publish and attend conferences while she was not 

provided the opportunity. All her cohort members were directed to get a master’s degree 

in transit, and she was not. Danielle even had to go to the director of the program because 

her advisor would not allow her to transfer in credits for a course that she had allowed her 

cohort members to do. With all that Danielle is still careful with how she characterizes 

the behavior. 

But I don't, I don't look at it as a slight, but I do raise a little eyebrows say 

out of a cohort or my cohort. It was a small cohort, a little one. It was four 

White women and me, but you're still cool with the four White women 

and you’re a White woman. So, I feel like there's an implication there, but 

I'm going to go with you. (Danielle, Ed.D., 10/1/2020) 
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Danielle’s experience echoes Esposito et al. (2017) work highlighting the “hidden 

curriculum”. When doctoral mentors do not provide Black students with knowledge or 

opportunity it hinders students’ ability to grow (Esposito, et al., 2017). Yvette, like 

Danielle, considered her research advisor to be her mentor. She spoke highly of their 

relationship and the opportunities that he had provided her. But she did note that does not 

mean that she has not received what she called “subtle messages”. At the time of the 

interview, she was senior member in the lab. She pointed out that her mentor’s research 

focuses on men and masculinity issues and prior to her the lab consisted of all White 

men. She is the first woman and Black person in the lab. She’s worked in the counseling 

center for four years and had been promised a research assistantship. She had just found 

out that her mentor gave the position to a second-year doctoral student who is a White 

male. 

There’s another White male who's about to be a second year in the 

program that he gave the research position too. And not me. Um, now we 

can say, you know, there could be numerous reasons there with me again. 

You would think because I'm the senior member that I would get that 

particular assistantship. Because I am the senior member and I'm the one 

that's going into my last year and doing my dissertation. My research isn't 

the agenda that he has. I feel neglected and have to finish my last year at 

the counseling center while this White male takes the research role 

because there's White male’s research is very similar to the mentor's 

research. (Yvette, Ph.D., 7/1/2021) 

Both Danielle and Yvette, allude at the subtle racism that they experience in their 

programs at the hands of their mentors. As Black women their experiences are all too 

common. Experiences like this often cause students to internalize bias leading them to 

question how they will be treated in their programs. The result of this harms their 

educational experience (Patterson-Stephens, Lane, & Vital, 2017). In Yvette’s situation, 

we are exhibiting the intersectionality of her identities. Both race and her identity as a 
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woman may be simultaneously at play as she is both the only Black person and female in 

her lab. Charlene and James on the other hand was very clear about his experience with 

his research advisor and committee member becoming uncomfortable specifically 

because of race. Charlene and other Black peers felt their faculty did not believe in the 

Black students often holding them back from graduating. 

They'll never admit to it, but you know, I really have…think there were, 

some issues around people of color. And I heard that from when I had 

talked to a couple other people that had graduated like [Lawrence] and 

another young lady, she said she really felt like they didn't think we were 

smart enough to do it. And I know her name was [Wanda]. She was the 

only one out of her cohort that finished. I don't know. Took her six years 

but she refused to let them win. (Charlene, Ed.D., 8/23/2020) 

 

James and his research committee had disagreements about his data. His research 

demonstrated that hiring more White faculty negatively affects graduation rates of 

students of color.  

How do you write that up, so that it is palatable? This was one of those I 

think, where race played a role in mentoring me. How do you navigate 

these White spaces? Dr. Li became immediately uncomfortable.  

She alluded to it. Like, “[James], you really can’t prove it.” Well, yeah, I 

can because I pulled the data. A side note, a slight deviation. When I 

pulled up, when I told you in the previous interview about just what my 

summary statistics stated about the number of the mean number of faculty 

by race at institutions across the country, she was like, she didn’t believe 

that. She said, “Justin, run these numbers again, they don’t seem right.” 

Because to her, and this is where my mentor came in, I told my mentor, I 

called my mentor and I was like, “Man, she’s saying my data is not right.” 

I’m like, “Man, this is coming from the ... “I’m thinking, I’m panicking 

because I’m thinking I did something wrong. But then as I’m talking to 

my mentor…but my mentor said, “You done fucked this White woman’s 

world,” because in their mind, they’re like, “Oh, we’re making such racial 

progress.” In fairness, our program is very racially diverse. But again, the 

[college’s] health program, higher ed program is the exception, not the 

rule. (James, Ph.D., 7/9/2021) 
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Black doctoral students often have to justify their research to faculty. The 

vignettes above clearly illustrate the ways Black students are discouraged in the academic 

endeavors highlighting the encrypted approach in which intellectual abilities or perceived 

“fit” are used to preserve Whiteness in academia (Patterson-Stephens, Lane, & Vital, 

2017). James’ particular situation highlights this as well as some faculty’s discomfort 

with discussions centered on race. Sam would describe these challenges as, “it was 

challenging in the way of my black maleness in a predominantly white institute and 

historically white institution and in a program that is also very much white-centered. His 

program performs evaluations with students at the end of each year after finals. In his 

first year, he underwent what he portrays as an ambush. He and the only other Black 

student in the cohort were required to have their evaluation meeting prior to finals. When 

he arrived, the meeting quickly turned from the routine assessment to discuss his 

assistantship and what that faculty member had to say. Sam depicts this moment as 

traumatizing in his program. He was discredited and was told they had “knowledge” of 

the event and not the “gossip” that he was providing. When he attempted to discuss his 

disability and international student experience in terms of adjusting in his first year, he 

again was told that his words did not count. They explained the issue to him as his 

“sabotaging the assistantship”. The whole time he did not have an advisor present as 

other students would have had. Both he and his Black peer had similar experiences in this 

first “assessment” meeting.  

And so eventually they brought in the incoming chair. So now you have 

these three White folks with me sitting there and I feel bombarded, and he 

wanted me to explain why I felt that the person's treatment of me in the 

assistantship was discriminatory. I'm like, "Why do I need to prove my..." 

And I gave the example of the emails and stuff, and I just started crying, 

yo. Real talk. [crosstalk 00:34:07] as I am, because I just felt like there 
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was nothing that was going to come out of this meeting that would all go 

well for me. There was no way I could provide any explanation, any 

context, there's nothing. So why do you have me here? Make your 

decisions and just... So that was really painful. (Sam, Ph.D., 7/1/2021) 

 

Personal Violations  

 

Sam would later describe his experience as “belittling and condescending”. The 

assistantship that he was supposedly sabotaging was assigned to a White female faculty 

member. Sam was one of only two Black students in his program and the only Black 

graduate assistant this faculty member had. She would not let him have keys to an office 

though his peers were allowed to have them. She micromanaged him going through his 

emails when she did not believe him that he didn’t receive an email. He describes one 

issue: 

 

Another issue was, she'd have me taking trash and recycle to the 

basement, rolling the totes, those totes that you have outside when a 

garbage truck comes to pick up. And while there's nothing wrong with that 

kind of labor, it was the issue of why was I the one of the two assistants 

she had who was doing that, as a Black man? And so that was problematic 

for me and brought it to the attention of the program director. (Sam, Ph.D., 

7/1/2021) 

 

Greg had similar assignments when he was first assigned as a graduate assistant. 

His initially looked at his first research advisor as though she would be a mentor. 

However, he found the work she was giving him to be a violation. She would have him 

perform manual labor, moving furniture to and from apartments for an international 

student program. He discussed this feeling with his new mentor saying: 

  

But I was her assistant at the time, and moving furniture in setting 

apartment rooms? What does that have to do with research? Hire a team 

for that. You know what I'm saying? So, I was feeling some type of way 

about that and I felt like... and I remember saying these words to Williams 



94 
 

when I was talking to him. I was like, "This is a violation of my identity." 

Would you go ask someone else to do that? You know what I'm saying? 

 

I feel like people... One was because I didn't know what was in the 

confines of the...being new to the doc program. I did feel like you ain't 

pressing no one else like that. You know what I'm saying? So, there's 

things I felt like were what I call violations. In the street, you would never 

let that happen. And so, I had to let him know like, "You can't just ask 

people to do things." I'm not about to shuck and jive just because I'm a 

student getting a degree. That ain't fair. And so I think he heard that and 

we made changes and stuff like that, but yeah. That was the only time I 

was like, "I think you need to understand how this looks as a Black person 

being asked to do these things." It seemed like this was out of the 

responsibilities of my position. (Greg, Ph.D., 2/23/21) 

 

Both Sam and Greg experienced their intersecting identities as Black and graduate 

assistants eliciting multiple forms of subordination at play. CRT’s main premise of the 

centrality of race and racism is at work in these circumstances. Vital parts of the 

centrality of racism are whiteness as property and intersectionality. While 

intersectionality was framed to highlight the unique position of Black women, 

(Crenshaw, 1991), the approach has been suggested for examining the experience of 

Black men (Howard & Reynolds, 2013). For instance, in examining Sam and Greg’s 

experience as Black male graduate assistants, intersectionality utilizes race but identifies 

additional structures of discrimination such as gender. These faculty mentors used their 

privilege to exert power over each of these students in ways that were specific to their 

race as their peers were not treated in the same manner. The physical nature of these acts 

highlights the “intragroup differences” that can exist for Black graduate students 

(Howard & Reynolds, 2013). The exploitation of Black male labor, that is outside of the 

parameters of their position, forces us to examine the intersection of their race and 

gender.   Often these identities may be perceived as distinct and separate with little 

interaction. The following sections will further illustrate this premise.  
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Faculty Policing Body Language 

 

In the same way that faculty violated students with the tasks they required of 

them, accounts of their bodies being policed we recounted. Students recalled moments in 

which simply being in the classroom instigated meetings with faculty. Sean illustrates 

what happened in an IQ testing class in which he admittedly was not paying attention 

fully. He received a phone call. He left the class to have the conversation and then 

returned to finish class. He said: 

I'm not a slave, so I'm not about to tell you where I'm going. I don't work for you. 

I had an issue where my fiancé who's coming downstairs now had called me 

back-to-back. So, I knew it had to be an emergency because she knows I'm in 

class. So, I walked out. I addressed it and I came back. Apparently, she didn't like 

that. (Sean, Ph.D., 6/1/2020) 

 

This moment in class was brought up in his evaluation meeting with his advisor. 

He felt that the meeting was to discuss his “perceived shortcomings as a student”. This 

example was used to express that the faculty member felt as though he stood over her in 

class. 

 

So really that's powerful that you think I stood over your shoulder in a 

lecture, but I didn't participate. Those two things are mutually exclusive. 

And so, when I got my feedback from my old advisor, Katherine, it was 

after practicum class…. And essentially, she was saying that my presence 

is too large in the room, and I need to bring that down. And I said, 

"Katherine, do you know why my presence is large in the room?" "Well, 

no, what do you mean?" "I'm in every room the only Black person, so I 

stick out like a sore thumb." In every doc class I've taken, except for three 

stats courses and advanced qual, I was the only Black student. So yeah, 

I'm going to stick out. (Sean, Ph.D., 6/1/2020) 

 

Yvette, too, had classroom “behavior” brought to her mentor from a faculty 

member teaching her practicum course. The faculty member perceived her to be 
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disengaged in class and clinical work based on how she sat in class. This event initiated 

the following: 

 

So, um, like I said, you know, me sitting in class with my hands up to my 

face on my legs crossed coming across a professor as being disengaged, 

not interested, but then my White counterparts over here, texting on their 

phone, being on their computer, looking down, picking at their fingernails, 

nothings ever being said about that…  

 

That just kind of sparked a whole kind of conversation about how, you 

know, African American individuals are often culturally misrepresented. 

And so, we just kind of had that whole discussion about how, you know, 

it's already enough to be in these spaces in places as a minority individual. 

And now you're telling me I need to watch out for it. Cause that's being 

perceived as something. I gotta watch what I say. I gotta watch how I 

dress, you know, so it just kinda got into that kind of whole conversation 

about our program, kind of having this double standard for students of 

color. And I mean, we have like 30 some students and there's only two 

African Americans and that's me and another individual. (Yvette, Ph.D., 

7/1/2020) 

 

Microaggressions in the Classroom 

 

Faculty were not the only members of the department that would incite negative 

experiences for participants. They described having to deal with microaggressions from 

peers as well. Both Danielle and Greg spoke of how they dealt with these moments. For 

Danielle, she was matter of fact about it. It was understood that it would happen. 

 

It's like microaggressions. We experienced microaggressions. We 

see them, we hear them when you're in the minority. It happens. 

And I don't think that's just about race. If you're the only female in 

a room, microaggressions will happen. If you're the only one that 

looks like you in the room, microaggressions will happen. 

Whatever that is. So, it happened. (Danielle, Ed.D., 10/1/2020) 

 

For her it was typically about her research focused on HBCU’s. She always 

focused her course work on the topic and classmates would show a disinterest or wish 
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that she would discuss something new. Greg had a more difficult time. He understood 

that everyone would not always agree in classroom discussion. But he felt that peers 

would intentionally attempt to be disrespectful towards him in class. He would frequently 

want to confront those who were doing this but would rethink his actions due to fear of 

the perception. 

 

But people missing the microaggressions on the slight comments and the 

slick comments they make in the class or whatever. And so I had a hard 

time with that. I had a real hard time with that because when I tell you I 

want to hit people... I had a real hard time with that. And so that's part of 

where I became... It was a Black issue. So, I felt like my White colleagues 

might be able to if they're frustrated with someone or with the program, 

they can speak freely about it and be angry, and it's like, "Okay. You're 

upset." If I did that, then it's like... if I come with that passion, that East 

Coast whatever, then all of a sudden, "You're really aggressive." I'm being 

assertive. I'm not being aggressive. Those kind of things. (Greg, Ph.D., 

2/23/2021) 

 

He was specifically aware of his appearance and how it may affect how those who 

surrounded him perceived his actions. 

I'm a relatively big dude. I'm 6'5", over 225 pounds. So, I knew that just 

my presence and then the way I carry myself. I carry myself a certain way. 

Then people are going to be like, "You're threatening. You're 

intimidating," or whatever. So that was hard to swallow that day in and 

day out. That was the hardest part of my program. It's to swallow not 

checking people and knowing. Now I got my paper, so I promised myself, 

if I ever see this one individual, I'm checking them! (Greg, Ph.D., 

2/23/2021) 

 

Pressure to Overperform 

 

Each of these stories details the normalcy of racism in the Black doctoral student 

experience. At all times, they are conscious of their “other” status within their program. 

They adjust their actions based on the environment of their program. They often feel that 

they need to work twice as hard to be seen as equally qualified as their White peers. 
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Experiences like these, with faculty and peers, often leave students of color questioning 

themselves and their abilities. As examined earlier, participants exhibited feelings of self-

doubt. Yvette connects how her educational environment led to those feelings. 

You know, like why is it that it's okay for other individuals to say things 

and do things, but when it comes to students of color, we're held at a 

different standard. Um, so I think that just again, um, trying to navigate 

those intersecting identities in a predominantly white program can be 

indeed challenging cause you again, to have those kinds of imposter 

phenomenon symptoms, like, like should I be here?  Do these people even 

see me as a scholar? Or see me as a academician? You're just constantly 

having those thoughts. And so I think that that's really the main thing is 

just trying to feel validated if that makes sense. (Yvette, Ph.D., 7/1/2020) 

Being in environments that lack diversity do not just contribute to self-doubt. It 

frequently caused participants to feel pressure to overperform. All but one participant was 

in an environment in which they were minoritized. They expressed awareness of pressure 

and having to be the best in their space. 

For John it was a difficult time. The pressure he felt while in his doctoral program 

was not relieved by having good mentors. He was a first-generation college student and 

was on this doctoral journey without a strong frame of reference like other students. He 

depicts his experience as: 

Nobody ever understands that pressure. That's some real pressure. Real 

pressure, real deadlines. You like, "I don't know if I can do this. I don't 

know. I don't know. I don't know if I can do this." That was the hardest 

thing, not having no reference point to talk to. For me, I had to be strong 

in that space where I really was weak. It's killing me on the inside, you 

know what I'm trying to say? I had Black mentors. I had different people. 

Like I said before, you can have all that and at the end of the day you got 

to still take that class. You can talk to Dr. Daniels all day long. You can 

stay in his office, you can fall apart. Then you got to pick yourself up, you 

got to write that paper, you got to pass that comp. You got to defend that 

perspective. No matter how great or kind he is, no matter what words of 
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wisdom he give you. That was really difficult for me at that time, 

especially being young. (John, Ph.D., 9/9/2021) 

Yvette was also in her early 20’s in her program. For her the pressure she felt was 

specific to being a Black woman in her program. She illustrates an experience where 

there is a different set of rules for her than her White peers.  

I feel as though, uh, like I said, for people of color, we have to be on our A 

game at all times. Um, it's expected that, you know, um, you are always 

just thinking, thinking, thinking, thinking, and doing, doing, doing versus 

like, um, my White counterparts. I feel as though they can come to the 

clinic in jeans, they can come to class in jeans. I guess if I came to the 

clinic without being dressed in a college shirt or slacks or something like 

that, like that's going to be perceived as something. (Yvette, Ph.D., 

7/1/2020) 

She goes on to discuss the privilege her White peers have as they may be able to 

go through the program in an easier manner because they do not have to second guess 

themselves, their speech, their dress all the time.  

So, um, I think that as far as those lack of experiences, I feel like they're 

able to just get away with a lot of different things that me as a person of 

color cannot do. But I feel as though, as when it comes to classes and 

different things, they probably do also extremely well because they can 

kind of say what they want to say without having to think, okay, am I 

saying this the appropriate way? Is this going to be met with any backlash 

or they don't have to kind of second guess their thoughts. So without that, 

without those like external things, I think that their trajectory in the 

program is quite different than mine who just kind of have to always be 

thinking and making sure that I'm doing everything in alignment with 

what, you know, the environment is calling for. (Yvette, PhD., 7/1/2020) 

 

Being aware of that perception is not exclusive to students. Robert’s White 

mentor was aware that there was a different set of expectations for students of color. He 

said that was an influence on how she mentored him. She suggested Black colleagues for 

his research committee based on his research around trauma and Black men. But she also 
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reinforced that he needed to be the best. He describes this driving force in their 

relationship: 

And I'm gonna say often because one of the driving things in my 

relationship with her was this- this thing of you already know the weight 

that you have being an African American man at this level. You already 

know the spotlight that's on you, and like we are as she said, it's not fair 

for you. We know this. So, as we often talk about, she said, "Everything 

you do has to be spot on." And from her perspective, she's like, "There's 

no room for you to mess up. No." (Laughs) If something goes wrong, we 

come back to this office and we work it out. But, she was like, "When you 

get out there, you have to be on." And that was- she was that way when 

we were in the larger class, and she really turned it up when we (Laughs) 

got to me writing. From the- from the proposal forward. So, it was always 

a major driving factor for me to be literally the best that I could be. 

(Robert, Ph.D., Date) 

 

In their responses about their program experiences, participants expressed the 

feeling of a double standard. This was an area of stress in having to deal with this but not 

necessarily unexpected. 

Summary of Findings 

 

This chapter describes the experiences of Black students with mentorship during 

the doctoral program. This next section will entail a summary of participants and the 

findings of the study in order by research question. The participants of this study were 

people who were highly motivated succeed. Their motivation was driven by family, 

community, and career aspirations. Each person’s road to getting into or graduating from 

their doctoral program may have varied but the drive to complete it in spite of their 

challenges was shared. Participants were aware of the influence we each have on one 

another. Some described the footsteps they wanted to follow in. Many others spoke of the 

help they wanted to provide to others by pursuing the doctorate. The pursuit of the 
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doctorate would not only help their career aspirations but allow them to help Black 

students that come after them. 

Participants explained why they decided to pursue doctoral degrees and provided 

a deeper understanding of how they defined mentorship. I found that Black doctoral 

students were looking for deeper connections with mentors, whether they were the 

research advisor or not. Most participants with particularly close relationships with the 

mentors described a relationship that went beyond academic discussion and venture into 

the personal lives of both the mentor and mentee. Not surprisingly, the value of their 

mentor’s availability came to the forefront as expectations and communication were 

discussed. Participants were anticipating mentors to be able to provide very guided 

assistance around specific areas: program milestones and careers. Post-graduation support 

in career decisions was shared as an important expectation and need.  

 The second finding of this study was that mentors could greatly affect the doctoral 

experience. Good mentors can provide a sense of security to doctoral students. 

Participants shared very concreate ways in which their mentors bought value to them as a 

student, and they found that support to be incredibly useful. Reflecting on the support 

mentors provided, helping to build their professional circle was appreciated due to the 

long-term help that it could be for their career. Primarily, they valued the support 

provided to aid in their skill development. Providing opportunities to them so they could 

not only advance specific skills but find passion in new projects like creating a peer 

support program or refining their research perspective were invaluable to their 

experience. Ultimately, having a mentor who develops a sense of accountability in the 
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relationship is essential as it helps to cement the investment each party has in succeeding 

or getting to graduation.  

 Finally, this chapter explores how race influences mentoring and the doctoral 

experience. Race was found to be a major element in Black doctoral students’ 

experiences within their doctoral program. This is due to it being a factor in the 

interpersonal interactions throughout the program experience. Some participants had to 

switch research advisors due to requests for improper tasks or a lack of progression in 

their degree. Attitudes toward students of color can halt the development of mentor-

mentee relationships building between research advisors and their advisees. Students may 

also mistrust White spaces and faculty due to their life experiences. Being in an 

environment comprised of predominantly White faculty and students, increases the 

likelihood of having to endure everyday racism during their educational experience. 

Participants navigated through these spaces by often finding support systems with whom 

they could discuss their experiences as Black doctoral students.  These support systems 

often included networks of other Black graduate students, colleagues or White faculty 

whom students came to trust.  It takes time and open communication to build trust with a 

doctoral student in order to develop a close mentor-mentee relationship that can help 

students progress through their programs.   
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

Research on the experience of doctoral students is wide-ranging, but within this 

scholarship the role that mentorship and race has on Black doctoral students is limited. 

The ability of higher education administrators to create a program climate conducive to a 

diverse student population is of particular importance in higher education, but especially 

important as doctoral programs continue to graduate half of the students entering 

programs (Cassuto, 2013; Lovitts, 2001). This study was started with aim of expanding 

the discourse about Black doctoral students’ programmatic experiences related to 

mentorship and their racial identity. This chapter first engages in a discussion of the 

previously determined findings about Black doctoral students’ expectations, perception of 

mentorship on their program experience, and how race factored into that experience. The 

chapter continues by exploring limitations of the study, implications, and 

recommendations as a result of those findings.  Implications and recommendations 

include discussion about the unique role of doctoral mentors, faculty support and 

development, long-term mentoring approach, community building, and recommendations 

for future research on this topic. 

The purpose of this study was to understand Black doctoral students’ perception 

of mentorship and race on their program experience. Using a collective case study 

method, I interviewed fifteen participants, current or recently graduated doctoral students 

identifying as Black, and performed an analysis to identify common themes. The themes 

of this study contribute to further understanding the perspectives of Black doctoral 

students’ lived experience that guides their expectations, experiences with faculty and 
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peers, and how they continually navigate the presence of racism through their educational 

programs.  

Black Doctoral Students:  Experiences and Mentoring 

 

The major findings of this study captured the personal and institutional 

experiences of Black doctoral students. Themes related to these experiences included 

students expressed need for personal connections to mentors and communities that 

reflected their identities. The importance of their racial identities was consistently 

recounted through themes of racialized experiences involving microaggressions, 

differences in advising, and feelings of violation. Often feeling pressure to overperform 

students exhibited battles with resilience as they battled with imposter syndrome as they 

progressed through their degree programs.  

This study found that participants expected to develop close relationships with 

faculty mentors in their doctoral programs. Considering the desire for a close connection, 

it is easy to understand that mentors had an instrumental role in participants’ program 

experience. That role was often complicated as some participants articulated an 

uneasiness in automatically trusting a White mentor.  The relationships that were built 

between participants and their mentors were very much shaped by student’s racial 

identity as Black. Two-thirds of the participants in this study had a White mentor. The 

strongest connections created with White mentors, were fostered by engagement in 

student-initiated conversations about the student’s race and its impact on their experience 

in the program and life. Being able to build trust and create a space that avoided color-

blind mentoring was valuable in helping to shape durable mentor-mentee relationships 

(Johnson & Huwe, 2002; Phelps-Ward, 2020). 
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Direction and Closer Connection 

Developing a relationship that crossed the professional boundary and nurtured a 

personal connection was at the center of the most constructive mentor-mentee 

relationships described. At the heart of this finding, participants revealed a desire to have 

mentors who were not only available to them to provide guidance through the program 

but who wanted to cultivate a more personal relationship. Having a mentor who knew 

and nurtured them as a whole person was invaluable. It also breeds trust in allowing a 

mentor to guide you. This finding correlates to the literature. Scholars have found that it 

is important for “advisors” to provide psychosocial support functioning in the role of 

counselor and encourager for graduate students (Selke & Wong, 1993). The sentiment of 

“not knowing” was often expressed and a mentor was seen as being someone who could 

lead them through an environment in which they were unfamiliar. Faculty were seen as 

experts who could guide them not only through program milestones but career 

preparation. Strong guidance in the areas of research, submitting publications and how to 

prepare for a career in academia were highlighted. Being accessible to doctoral students 

and providing individual specific guidance can strengthen a doctoral student’s program 

experience (Bloom, Cuevas Propst, & Evans, 2007; Bryson & Kowalske, 2021). Many 

knew that it would be unlikely to have a Black mentor as their educational history up to 

the point of the doctorate had been in predominantly White spaces. Yet, it was important 

to have mentors who provided that consistent guidance to help walk them down the road 

to the doctorate.  
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Significance of Mentors 

 

 The desire to create a meaningful relationship with mentors lends itself to 

understanding that mentors would provide a significant role in each mentee’s program 

experience. A good mentor is critical to doctoral student success (Ellis, 2001). 

Participants expressed a multitude of ways their mentors provided value to them during 

their doctoral experiences. Areas of significance included networking, research and skill 

development, and accountability. The value that was most often expressed about mentors 

was how they provided students with the contacts or advice on how to grow their 

networks and skills. Students often appreciated this assistance because they could see the 

long-term benefits to them outside of the doctoral program. Accountability was also 

fostered in these stronger mentoring pairs as participants relayed having frequent 

meetings and discussions with their mentor that went beyond the professional connection. 

Mentors most valuable attribute was often described as “I graduated”. For those able to 

develop a personal relationship with their mentor, it was notable that their mentors’ 

ability to discuss race and their student’s experience as Black was instrumental. What all 

of these subcomponents build to is that the mentor-mentee relationship created a space in 

which students perceived and appreciated their academic and professional growth. 

Resilience 

 

All of the participants in this study described experiences in the doctoral program 

that made them grow. However, that growth was not easy or without uncertainties. The 

literature outlined the doubt and questioning of their abilities that Black doctoral students 

often face (Gildersleeve, Croom, & Vasquez, 2011; Ingram, 2013; Phelps-Ward, 2020). 
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Many of the participants dealt with being overwhelmed in their programs and thought of 

withdrawing. They expressed imposter syndrome, sometimes doubting they belonged or 

if they had the fortitude to finish. Mentors played a key role in these moments. Some 

participants had to change research advisors, or mentors, in order to persist. Often 

mentors who had established positive relationships with mentees could help to encourage 

students to continue. At times they can provide the mirror necessary to allow the student 

to see the abilities that are within them in spite of the negative.  

Building Community  

 

 All but one of the study participants attended a PWI. Students described 

environments with varying levels of diversity. A common theme exhibited was the 

awareness of being in academic spaces that did not reflect their identity. Previous studies 

indicate that students of color attending PWIs are inclined to look for mentors of color for 

support (McKay, 1997; Williams & Williams, 2006). Students discussed being the only 

Black person in their classrooms, lab groups, or lacking Black faculty mentors. They 

often expressed having a need or creating a sense of community with Black students in 

other programs or professionals outside of the institution. Creating a sense of community 

could provide students with a comfortable space in which to engage with others. 

Black Identity and Mentor Experiences 

 

 Creating community within the doctoral program experience was crucial to many 

participants ability to express themselves and their experiences as a Black doctoral 

student. It was found that students could do that with both Black and White mentors. 

Students with Black mentors articulated having examples of what they could achieve by 
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finishing the degree. They could open up to their mentors and be less guarded. Black 

students are strongly influenced by Black role models who help them develop their 

professional identity (Gray, 2013). Black mentors were role models for challenging 

traditional research methods giving students confidence to look at ideas from new 

perspectives. Participants were also able to build incredibly effective relationships with 

White mentors. Those relationships were characterized by an openness to discuss race 

with one another (Johnson & Huwe, 2002). Students were able to share their experiences 

as Black students in their program allowing mentors to foster a relationship with their 

mentee’s whole self. 

Skepticism of White Faculty  

 

 Being able to create a close relationship with a White mentor was not easy for all 

participants. In particular, some participants expressed hesitance in working with 

potential White mentors. The underlying sentiment was the ability to trust. They did not 

know if they could trust White faculty. This harkens back to Bloom’s (2007) work on 

graduate student perceptions on advising. The key result of their study was students 

looking for faculty who exhibited care about them and their success. Bloom’s study did 

not factor race. As racial identity cannot be separated from graduate students’ identities 

or lives, my participants were uncertain that White faculty would act in their best interest. 

They questioned, could they trust that faculty would be invested in their success?  This 

hesitance though cultivated through life experiences progressed due to negative 

relationships with White faculty. Being treated negatively compared to White peers can 

lead to feelings of doubt, isolation, and marginalization. 
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Academic and Research Differences 

 

 These negative experiences illustrate both the unequal experiences Black students 

suffer within their graduate programs and the continuing impact of race in higher 

education. Participants revealed a multitude of ways in which they were singled out by 

faculty mentors and impacted by the implicit and explicit forms of racism exhibited. 

Specific actions described included advising participants differently from their White 

peers. Faculty provided White classmates with opportunities to transfer in additional 

credits, get master’s degrees in transit or provide the option to present at conferences 

while not giving this same chance to a participant. A doctoral student was struggling with 

an upcoming conversation as to why her mentor did not give her the promised research 

assistant position, as is the norm for any student in her particular milestone in the 

program, versus giving it to a more junior White male peer. Some participants were 

hesitant to label these actions as explicitly racist. But these routine actions embody the 

importance of CRT’s tenet of the normalization of racism that is integrated into our 

institutions’ practice (Williams, Burnett, Carroll, & Harris, 2018). These practices are 

exposed through various actions in the doctoral program experience for participants. 

Personal Violations 

 

 Using CRT as a lens for this study not only opens the door to viewing the deep-

rooted nature of race and racism within institutional practice. It reminds us of how it 

continually interacts with other forms of subordination (Decuir-Gunby, Chapman, & 

Schutz, 2018). Participants of this study revealed that, while working as Graduate 

Assistants, faculty mentors required them to do physical labor, micromanaged their work, 
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and generally restricted them in a manner that their White peers were not. They were 

asked to take move furniture and take our trash while their White peers were not. Tasks 

such as these felt like violations, but it was difficult to challenge as they were new to the 

program and unsure of what was really a part of the Graduate Assistant position. 

Graduate Assistants are already at a disadvantage in terms of the power dynamic with 

their faculty mentor. This study’s participants had to navigate the stressors of multiple 

identities that contributed to being in a powerless position.  

Faculty Policing Body Language 

 

Navigating the complexities of race and racism could be highlighted simply by 

participants sitting and walking into class. Multiple encounters were discussed in which 

students were targeted by faculty for being Black in the classroom. Each had faculty 

provide negative evaluations to their mentors for behaviors that were seen as disengaged 

or standing over professors in class. Participants articulated the tension these moments 

caused as they are one of the only or a few Black students in their programs. The premise 

of Black men seen as threatening or dangerous is unyielding leaving them marginalized 

(Spencer, 2021).  The male participant had to change mentors in order to escape the 

contentious relationship with his initial mentor. She was not an advocate for him and 

could not see how race was driving the faculty evaluation. Mentors bear witness to the 

treatment of their mentees, they are influential in advocating for their students and 

correcting actions within their academic unit in a way that the student cannot. 
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Microaggressions in the Classroom 

 

Mentors, and faculty at large, have a duty to advocate for students and prohibit 

behavior in the classroom that is detrimental to doctoral students. Faculty were not the 

sole origin of triggering comments. Participants cited moments with their peers as micro 

aggressive in nature. Participants took these actions in one of two ways. Some take it as 

an, “it happens” attitude knowing that it will occur around any of their minoritized 

identities. However, others were not only troubled by the microaggressions but the 

inability to act on that frustration. Participants were aware of their Blackness and how 

expressing their aggravations in racist situations could produce stereotypical images of 

them as the “aggressive Black man”. Stereotype threat was present in comments of 

participants always being conscious of how they were portrayed in the academic setting. 

Stereotype threat, as explained by Taylor and Antony (2000), is a psychosocial 

perception of risk created by external situations around racial stereotypes which produces 

an environment of intimidation and pressure that hinders the academic experience. This 

experience is not limited to the negative representation of expressing one’s feelings. 

Forms of stereotype threat are present in how race-based research was viewed by faculty 

and peers as less scholarly or the policing of Black students’ body language was 

previously discussed. Racial antagonism does not have to be overtly present for this to 

manifest. It can often manifest covertly in how Black doctoral students feel the pressure 

to prove themselves (Taylor & Antony, 2000).  
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Pressure to Overperform  

 

 Being in predominantly White academic environments lead multiple participants 

to examine their Blackness while in their doctoral program. This “other” status made 

them keenly aware of how they represented themselves and how their academic 

community may perceive them (Ellis, 2001). Being in exclusively White spaces caused 

some to question whether or not they were viewed as a scholar by their community. 

Students felt they were held to a different standard than their peers. White peers were 

perceived as being able to say and do what they want without having to think through the 

consequence of every word or action (Johnson-Bailey, Valentine, Cervero, & Bowle, 

2016). Others expressed having to be the best at all times. Being the best was not just 

characterized by intellect but always being dressed in particular manner (Gildersleeve, 

Croom, & Vasquez, 2011; Ellis, 2001; Taylor & Antony, 2000). 

 Having a good mentor-mentee relationship aided many of the participants in 

successfully completing their programs. However, a good mentor alone cannot negate all 

of the above issues outlined. Black faculty cannot shoulder the responsibility of 

successfully mentoring all Black doctoral students in an effort to create a more supportive 

academic environment. As shown in this study, it is possible for White faculty to create 

strong and positive mentoring relationships with Black doctoral students that aid in their 

academic pursuit. However, faculty at large have to work to create an academic setting 

that supports students’ value and provides the encouragement to avoid stereotype threat. 

Considerations for higher education practice are outlined to contribute to the efforts 

toward this work.  
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Limitations of the Study 

 

Just as one good mentor cannot negate the racialized experiences of a doctoral 

student, this one study will not encompass the entire experience of Black doctoral 

students in the United States. The participants in this study shared their experiences as 

Black students with mentors in their doctoral programs in institutions across the country 

in more than one discipline. These experiences can help to inform higher education 

practice in doctoral programs and future research. However, given the limited scope of 

the study, these findings do not provide an exhaustive account of all Black students 

experiences with mentorship in their doctoral programs. 

A limitation of this study is the single interview format for many of the 

participants. While methods were taken to complete two interviews with each participant 

two-thirds of the participants required a single interview structure. This format was 

largely due to the emergence of the COVID-19 pandemic prior to data collection 

beginning. Once the pandemic began, interviews had to be completed using Zoom. 

Though always planned as an option, lockdowns, and requirements to work from home, 

lead to Zoom as the primary interview tool. Zoom fatigue and increased demands on 

participants in general lead to requests for a single interview format. 

Another limitation of this study is absence of the mentors’ perception of the 

mentor-mentee relationship. The study focused on the perceptions of Black doctoral 

students, while this supports existing data, it may limit the understanding of the mentor-

mentee relationship as a whole. Understanding the mentors’ perceptions and expectations 

of this relationship could provide an additional analysis to aid in enhancing Black 

doctoral students’ program experiences. 
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The participant breakdown of this study may be viewed as a limitation. The 

students included ten men and five women. The gender composition may be seen as a 

limitation of this study. However, there is a gender disparity in terms of educational 

attainment when solely evaluating Black students. Black women far outpace Black men 

at various levels within higher education. Specifically, within graduate education, Black 

women make up 65% of doctoral degrees granted to Black students (Williams, Burnett, 

Carroll, & Harris, 2018) . With this larger number of Black women doctoral students 

right now there is much emphasis on the presence of Black men and their persistence. 

This study while not focused on men provides insight into the experience of Black male 

doctoral students. 

Though not the focus of this study, half of the participants are in the field of 

education. Their degrees span across various foci including elementary education, higher 

education, educational leadership and student personnel services.  According to the 

National Science Foundation’s annual Survey of Earned Doctorates (2016), most 

doctorates earned by Black/African Americans were in education. Black students make 

up the greatest minority in the education discipline.  With Black doctoral graduates 

primarily pursuing education this study is reflective of this pattern. The limitations do not 

obscure the insight that is provided. These findings have a strong connection to practice 

in doctoral programs. 

Implications for Higher Education Practice 

 

Higher education practice has evolved since its inception. This continued 

evolution will continue as greater numbers of underrepresented students enter doctoral 

programs pushing the need for institutions, programs, and mentors who better serve those 
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diverse needs. The following considerations are based on the data collected, findings and 

themes of this study. These implications are outlined with the purpose of providing 

suggestions to help better align higher education practice through examining the use of 

the term mentor, developing faculty who can effectively mentor Black doctoral students, 

and providing these students and alumni with a platform to help the next generation of 

Black doctoral students. This recommendation for practice section will be organized into 

the following segments: mentor versus advisor terminology, faculty development, long-

term mentoring approach, and building community. 

Mentor vs Advisor Terminology 

 

The use of the titles mentor and advisor are often used interchangeably in 

graduate education.   The advisor-advisee relationship is often defined as a mentoring 

relationship (Mansson & Myers, 2012). However, an advisor and mentor are distinct 

kinds of supportive relationships and should be defined as such throughout higher 

education. Advisors have a very specific charge regarding assisting graduate students 

academically to a degree. This relationship is short-term lasting the duration of the 

doctoral program. Whereas mentoring, in the most influential sense, is a long-term 

relationship that will help develop a mentee personally and professionally. This 

relationship will evolve as the mentor and mentee grow and learn from one another and 

their needs change.  

Most participants of this study indicated that their research advisor was either 

their primary mentor or one of their mentors. The relationships varied in how well 

expectations were met or how positively it was perceived. In some cases, the research 

advisor may not have been a true mentor but strictly an advisor. The automatic 
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designation of mentor for the research advisor is an indication of the widespread use of 

the term for research advisors. It can also indicate students’ openness to that type of 

relationship as illustrated through their expectations for mentors who provided significant 

investments of time and personal interest in them as a professional and person. 

It is important for graduate programs to consider defining these terms within each 

institution for internal and external stakeholders. Outlining these relationships will aid 

faculty and graduate students to develop and communicate expectations within the 

relationship more easily. Drafting a common language to differentiate advising from 

mentoring will also allow for research across doctoral programs to compare mentoring 

activities and its effect more easily on student retention and the programmatic experience. 

This activity of better outlining the role of advisor versus mentor should be paired with a 

conscious decision to center race in this action. To better support students, understanding 

the systemic role of racism within the educational environment and beyond will better 

prepare graduate education to serve Black doctoral students. In order to effectively 

influence Black doctoral students’ experiences and retention race must be a central part 

of the work as it is present in all aspects of the student experience (Phelps-Ward, 2020). 

Faculty Support and Development 

 

The role of faculty within Black students’ doctoral program experience has been 

illustrated by this study and supported by the literature (Golde, 2000; Johnson & Huwe, 

2002; Thomas, Willis & Davis, 2007). Faculty contribute a major function in creating the 

academic atmosphere that affects Black students support and learning (Phelps-Ward, 

2020). Participants articulated their doctoral program experiences with faculty. Both good 

and bad, faculty were at the core of that experience. This does not negate the role of the 
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institution but rather focuses on one area for the institution to provide resources for 

development.  

Creating in-depth training specifically for faculty can develop skills as mentors. 

Training should consist of institutional expectations of mentors as well as expectations 

established by students. A similar approach to that recommended by Powell, Demetriou, 

Morton, and Ellis (2021) could be implemented. They outlined a CRT-Informed 

Approach for student affairs professionals. A comprehensive training critically 

addressing Black graduate student experiences should be held to begin discourse around 

racial realism. Recognizing the pervasiveness of racism in the U.S. education system may 

aid in faculty identifying how individual mentor, department, and institutional policies 

are perpetuating the impact on Black doctoral students (Powell, Demetriou, Morton, & 

Ellis, 2021). Advocating for change in institutional and departmental culture to create 

environments that encourage Black doctoral student success and retention must have race 

at the core of the discussion (Phelps-Ward, 2020). In this study’s most positive examples, 

mentors guided students to be better researchers, helped them secure funding and created 

safe spaces for discussions about their experience specifically as Black doctoral students. 

Yet, many more of the narratives included accounts of being given less opportunities, 

having their body language critiqued, and treating them in ways that their White 

counterparts would never be treated. Participants detailed the awareness of their 

Blackness at their institution, within their cohorts in class and with their faculty. 

Regarding this study the relationship between mentor and doctoral student is a prime 

example of how power and privilege play out in Black students’ experiences in doctoral 

programs. Faculty have power over a doctoral student’s academic life. The relationship 
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between faculty mentors and Black doctoral students has multiple forms of subordination 

at play. Comprehensive faculty development with a CRT informed approach may 

generate more attuned knowledge for mentors to empathize with Black doctoral students’ 

experiences. Using a CRT informed approach is helpful to frame the experiences of 

Black students for faculty. A CRT lens will allow us to evaluate racism in this particular 

educational experience. Racism within higher education is a mix of the socio-cultural, 

departmental, institutional and interpersonal dynamics of the greater U.S. and regional 

societies to which we all live and participate (Roberts, Gutierrez, Grey, & Stanbrough, 

2021). CRT allows us to evaluate the continuing racial inequities embedded within 

doctoral programs and how mentorship, departmental and institutional policies affect 

Black students. The importance of CRT in this context allows us to question the 

normalization of racism and the dismissal of Black doctoral student’s experiences in 

these spaces. Providing training that ensures all faculty possess the skills to work with 

and assist Black students in maintaining their well-being and socializing them into their 

chosen profession as Black professionals creates a more culturally competent 

environment. Faculty influence has the ability to embolden students and make them 

better practitioners and researchers. Faculty, who have cultivated racial awareness are 

better able to sponsor changes in the curriculum and make stronger connections with their 

Black doctoral students by engaging their research and racial identity (Phelps-Ward, 

2020). The consequence of this training could lead to improved program experiences, 

departmental and institutional inclusion practices, and successful mentor-mentee 

relationships.  
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Long-Term Mentoring Approach 

 

 Relatedly, another consideration is to emphasize the development of a long-term 

mentoring approach. Though mentoring students beyond graduation is not required, 

institutions can be proactive in understanding student needs. It was important to the 

participants to develop fruitful mentor-mentee relationships that aided in their life after 

graduate school. Post-graduation support with career decisions and opportunities was 

critical. Recognizing this need is in line with participants looking for a reciprocal 

relationship in which they support the mentor as much as they are supported as the 

mentee. A long-term approach to mentoring Black doctoral students provides mentors 

with an increased network as students graduate. This network can assist the next 

generation of Black doctoral students as a resource for doctoral mentors. 

Building Community 

 

 This study found that it was important to participants to give back to their 

community. Giving back takes the form of choosing a job in neighborhoods that reflect 

their identity, doing research related to the betterment of their community, and 

participating in research projects by fellow doctoral students trying to follow in their 

same path. Multiple participants acknowledged that they participated in this study to help 

others. Helping others included adding to the knowledge base available about the 

experience of Black doctoral students. It also included helping me as an individual 

complete my study to successfully complete my doctorate. It may be helpful to consider 

institutionalizing peer mentoring by having departmental policies that recognize this 

activity as an integral part of the academic experience for doctoral students. Taking a 

proactive approach to build peer mentoring into the culture of the institution may help 



120 
 

students initiate community building. Inviting Black alumni into this mentoring 

opportunity may offer encouragement and help current Black doctoral students build a 

sense of belonging in their academic space. This recommendation is very much 

connected to institutions taking a long-term mentorship attitude with Black doctoral 

alumni. They want to pay it forward and institutions who provide them with the resources 

they need as students and beyond will build an alumni base creating a community to help 

serve their current Black graduate students. 

Implications for Future Research/Policy 

 

 The findings from this study indicate the power that mentors have over the 

doctoral program experience. The experiences of Black doctoral students show how good 

mentors can drastically improve a student’s experience but cannot negate the overall 

program experience a person is having. A bad mentor experience can affect the whole 

doctoral experience leading students to taking time off, changing mentors, or contemplate 

leaving an institution.  This study highlights Black students’ lived experience exhibiting 

how pervasive racism is in the mentor-mentee relationships and the doctoral program 

experience. Administrators, faculty, and staff can utilize the findings to assess the Black 

doctoral experience at their institutions by examining; 1) students’ access to Black 

students, faculty or mentors to assist in community building, 2) mentorship providing 

doctoral students the ability to combine their cultural, academic and professional 

identities into their work, and 3) departmental and institutional climate for Black 

students. 

 As highlighted in Chapter 4, participants had similar experiences within their 

doctoral programs even though they were at a variety of institutions across the 
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northeastern, midwestern and southern regions of the country. In the future it could be 

beneficial to conduct a similar study in a different context. First, conducting a study that 

encompasses a larger variety of doctoral disciplines could provide a more diverse sample 

of Black students’ experiences in doctoral programs. It would be valuable to see how 

different program structures shape Black students’ encounters. Second, it would be 

worthwhile to complete this study within an individual institution. This would allow for a 

deep understanding of Black graduate students’ perception of mentoring and race within 

one campus. The ability to compare across colleges and disciplines within an institution 

could provide significant insight into the Black student experience on both an 

institutional and programmatic level allowing for deeper discussions about campus 

climate at the doctoral level. Finally, delving into the experiences specifically by gender 

could provide distinct look into how Black students navigate and negotiate their doctoral 

programs differently due to gender differences (Spencer, 2021). As the intersection of 

intragroup identities may affect students’ programmatic experiences, it could be useful to 

conduct a study that specifically looks at how gender affects Black graduate students’ 

experiences in doctoral programs differently. 

Conclusion 

 

Universities are becoming more diverse making diversity and inclusion a 

necessary priority for institutions to recruit and retain students. Doctoral programs are 

continually graduating only fifty to sixty percent of the students with retention rates 

decreasing for Black graduate students. This makes it imperative to better understand 

reasons for attrition and especially persistence. As mentorship has frequently been cited 

as key variable in doctoral education it was important for me to explore Black students’ 
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perception of mentorship and their racial identities while in their doctoral programs. This 

study contributed to the research by expanding our understanding of the expectations and 

experiences of Black doctoral students with mentorships and demonstrates the kind of 

racialized experiences confronted in mentor-mentee relationships and their programs. 

The results of this study provide doctoral program faculty and administrators 

additional insight into how Black students are navigating racialized interactions and 

relationships with faculty mentors. This awareness can impact how faculty development 

is structured better outlining and altering expectations of the traditional research advisor 

role. More importantly it can provide recognition of the unique experiences that Black 

doctoral students live that calls for a change in individuals and departmental 

environments to allow for a culturally conscious preparation of Black scholars. 

Overall, findings call indicate the need for diversity. We are living in a historic 

time with calls for change throughout our society. Scholars have consistently articulated 

the importance of diversity, specifically, an increase in Black faculty for the student 

experience (Davis, 2008; Felder, Stevenson, & Gasman, 2014). Representation matters. 

Students want and appreciate greater representation in higher education. Creating an 

academic department that is more reflective of the student body and community is 

directly related to the issue of Black doctoral student success. It is imperative that higher 

education institutions invest in the development of initiatives that increase the attainment 

of doctoral degrees by Black students. Their success is tied to the future success of each 

institution recruiting and retaining students of color. 
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APPENDIX A:  CONCEPTUAL MODEL  
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APPENDIX B:  SOCIAL MEDIA POST 

 

Hi everyone,  

My name is Cassandra and I am currently a doctoral student in the Educational 

Leadership program at Temple University. I am hoping some of you will want to 

participate in a study that will be used for my dissertation. My research focuses on 

doctoral students’ perceptions of their mentor-mentee relationship and how that 

relationship may influence degree completion. It will also look at how race may impact 

that relationship.  

Your participation is completely voluntary, and all of your responses will be kept 

confidential. If you are interested in volunteering to be interviewed further about the 

topic, you will be given the option to include your name and contact information.   

The questionnaire will take about 5-10 minutes to complete. If chosen, you will then be 

asked to participate in two 30-60 minute interviews. Please click the link below to go to 

the consent form for the questionnaire. Once you have indicated consent the survey link 

will be sent to you. 

Consent form: https://usciences.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bEJQf2mxvcQlDRr 

If you have any questions or concerns, please do not hesitate to contact me at 201-988-

5156 or at tue88122@temple.edu  

 

 Thank you for your time and consideration! 

 

Sincerely, 

Cassandra 

Doctoral Candidate 

Educational Leadership 

Temple University 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://usciences.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_bEJQf2mxvcQlDRr
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APPENDIX C:  PRELIMINARY QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

Preliminary Questionnaire 

 

Start of Block: Default Question Block 

 

Q1 Thank you for taking the time to participate in the study - Mentoring to Degree 

Completion:  Guiding Graduate Students to the Doctorate.  

 

As you have been informed, this is a qualitative study being conducted as partial fulfillment for 

the doctorate in Education at Temple University. This first step is a brief assessment to gather 

demographic information about each of the participants. This should take no longer than five 

minutes.  

 

After the completion of this assessment the researcher will contact you if you are selected for the 

study to schedule an interview about your experiences in your doctoral program and with 

mentoring. The interviews (two sessions) will take 30-60 minutes of your time. Your 

participation in this study is voluntary and you may withdraw at any time.  

 

 

If you know of others that may fit the criteria for this study please feel free to provide their 

contact information at the end. 

 

Q2 Please enter your first and last name: 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q16 Please provide your email address so you may be informed if you have been chosen for this 

study. 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Q8 At what institution are your pursuing/did you earn your doctoral degree? 

________________________________________________________________ 
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Q3 Which doctoral degree you have earned/are currently in: 

o PhD  

o EdD  

o DBA  

o Other (please specify) ________________________________________________ 

 

Q4 Please indicate the discipline of your degree: 

o Art  

o Biochemistry  

o Bioinformatics  

o Biology  

o Business  

o Chemistry  

o Economics  

o Education/Higher Education Administration  

o Health Policy  

o History  

o Psychology  

o Pharmacology  

o Pharmaceutics  

o Sociology  

o Other (please specify) ________________________________________________ 
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Q19 Are you still pursuing your degree? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

 

Q20 You indicated that you are still in your doctoral program. Have you passed your 

comprehensive exam (qualifying exam)? 

o Yes  

o No  

o  
Q21 Did you complete your doctoral degree? 

o Yes  

o No  

o  
 

Q9 Do/did you have a mentor while pursuing your doctoral degree? (Mentors include faculty, 

peers, etc.) 

o Yes  

o No  

 

Q10 You indicated that you have/had a mentor while in your doctoral program. Was your mentor 

a: 

o Faculty member  

o Professional in field  

o Peers in program  

o Colleague  

o Other ________________________________________________ 
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Q5 What is your age? 

o 21 - 25  

o 26 - 30  

o 31 - 35  

o 36 - 40  

o 41- 45  

o 46 - 50  

o 51 - 55  

o 56 - 60  

o 61 - 65  

o 66 - 70  

 

Q6 What is your gender? 

o Male  

o Female  

o Other (please specify) ________________________________________________ 

o Prefer not to say  
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Q7 What is your race? 

o Asian/Pacific Islander  

o Biracial (two or more races)  

o Black/African American  

o Hispanic or Latinx  

o Native American or American Indian  

o White  

 

Q11 You indicated that your mentor was a faculty member in your program. Were they your 

Research Advisor? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

Q13 What is your mentor's race? 

o Asian/Pacific Islander  

o Biracial (two or more races)  

o Black/African American  

o Hispanic or Latinx  

o Native American or American Indian  

o White  

 

Q14 Do you know of someone who may fit the criteria and want to participate in this study? 

o Yes  

o No  

 

Q15 You indicated that you knew a doctoral student or graduate who may be interested in 

participating in this study. Please provide their name and contact information (email): 
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APPENDIX D:  INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

Pathway/Graduate School Planning  

1. Why did you choose to pursue a doctoral degree? 

2. Why did you choose your particular field? 

3. Have you graduated? When do you plan to graduate? 

4. Tell me about your experience in your program. 

Mentorship & Expectations 

5. How do you define mentorship? 

6. Did everyone in your program have a mentor? 

7. How did your mentor come to mentor you? 

a. Chosen?  Assigned? 

8. What were your expectations of a mentor in graduate school? 

9. In what way did your mentor meet those expectations? Or not? 

10. How often did/do you communicate with your mentor? 

11. How would you describe your relationship with your mentor? 

12. In what ways Did you find your mentor relationship to be useful? 

13. What could they have done differently to better help you?  

14. In what ways did they facilitate your degree completion/progression? Please give 

an example. 

15. In what way did they contribute your development as a professional? 

16. Did you ever consider not completing your program? 

17. What role did your mentor play? 

18. How do you think your experience in the doctoral program differed from someone 

without a mentor? 

Race & Mentorship 

19. What do you think your white classmates experience was like in the program?  

20. How often did you have access to mentors or advisors who were the same race as 

you? 

21. Did you seek a mentor that was the same race as you? 

22. How do you feel race influenced your opportunity to find a mentor? 

23. What do you think are advantages to your having a mentor that is the same race as 

you? Different race? 

24. How often have you felt like your race was a factor in your program? 

25. How often have you felt like race was a factor in your relationship with your 

mentor? 

26. What role did your mentor play in your completing your doctoral program?  

27. Do you think you would have completed your degree/gotten to this point without 

your mentor? 

28. What did you think or feel about that? 

29. Do you have any written exchanges with your mentor that you would like to 

share? 
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APPENDIX E:  CONSENT FORM 

 

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.  

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 the study is to examine doctoral students’ perception of how mentoring 

impacted their degree completion and/or progress. It will also focus on students’ 

expectations of mentoring as they entered the doctoral program. The role of race within 

the mentor-mentee relationship will be evaluated to understand how it may have 

impacted the relationship and student’s persistence.  

About 15-20 subjects will take part in this research. 

How long will I be in this research? 

We expect that you will be in this research for about 5 to 10 minutes while completing 

this preliminary questionnaire. For those who volunteer and are selected to participate in 

an interview, you will be asked to meet for a 30 to 60 minute interview with the 

researcher at least two times. Collection of the survey data and interview data will take 

place from June to August 2020.  

What happens to me if I agree to take part in this research? 

Participants will complete a brief 5 to 10 minute questionnaire between June to August 

2020. The questionnaire will allow for participants to be chosen for the interview. 

Participants’ identities will be kept confidential. Participants will be given the 

opportunity to provide their contact information to voluntarily participate in a one on one 

interview between June to August 2020. The interviews may be held in person at a 

location convenient to the participant, by phone or Zoom.  

Each participant will be interviewed twice to allow for more in-depth data collection. 

This process should take between 60 – 90 minutes total per participant. Participants will 
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be asked for their consent to be audio recorded. If participants do not wish to be recorded 

written notes will be done. Transcripts of interviews will be sent to participants as a 

method of member checking. The entire duration for a participant should be no longer 

than one week. 

The interview will be done in a conversational style with the researcher asking questions 

about participants’ relationship with their mentor and its impact on their degree 

completion. Participants will be asked questions about their background, perceptions, and 

experiences as a doctoral student. The interview responses will be used as data for this 

study.  

What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 

If you take part in this research, you will be responsible to meet and interview with the 

researcher.  

Could being in this research hurt me? 

There are no expected risks or discomfort for participating in this research. 

Will being in this research benefit me? 

There is no compensation for your taking part in this research. We cannot promise any 

benefits to others from your taking part in this research. The process may prompt you to 

think about your doctoral program experience. Possible benefits to others include 

informing institutional practices and policies for doctoral students.  

What happens to the information collected for this research? 

Your private information will be shared with individuals and organizations (if applicable) 

that conduct or watch over this research, including: 

• The Institutional Review Board (IRB) that reviewed this research 

• Temple University 

We may publish the results of this research. However, we will keep your name and other 

identifying information confidential. 

We protect your information from disclosure to others to the extent required by law. We 

cannot promise complete secrecy. 

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) 707-3390 or irb@temple.edu if: 

mailto:irb@temple.edu
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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. 

• You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 

Can I be removed from this research without my approval? 

The person in charge of this research can remove you from this research without your 

approval. Possible reasons for removal include: 

• It is in your best interest 

• You are unable to keep your scheduled appointments 

We will tell you about any new information that may affect your health, welfare, or 

choice to stay in this research. 

What happens if I agree to be in this research, but I change my mind later? 

If you decide to leave this research, contact the research team so that the investigator can 

remove your data from consideration in the study. Additionally, your decision to 

participate or to withdraw will be confidential and will not be shared with other 

participants. 

Statement of Consent:  

Thank you for consenting to be interviewed and acknowledge that there is a loss of 

confidentially in doing so. However, a pseudonym will be assigned to your responses 

once the interview has been conducted. 

   

Signature of adult subject capable of consent  Date 
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APPENDIX F:  STUDY FLYER 
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APPENDIX G:  INSTITUTIONAL CHARACTERISTICS  

 

Institution 

Type 

Carnegie 

Classification Region 

Public 

Doctoral Universities; 

Higher Research Activity Midwest 

Private 

Doctoral Universities; 

Higher Research Activity South 

Public 

Doctoral Universities; 

Higher Research Activity South 

Private 

Master's Colleges & 

Univ.; Medium Programs Northeast  

Public 

Doctoral Universities: 

Highest Research Activity Northeast 

 

Private 

Doctoral Universities: 

Moderate Research 

Activity Northeast 

 

Private 

Doctoral Universities: 

Highest Research Activity Northeast 

 

Public 

Doctoral Universities; 

Moderate Research 

Activity South 

 

Public 

Doctoral Universities: 

Highest Research Activity South 

 

Public 

Doctoral Universities: 

Highest Research Activity South 

 

 

Private 

Doctoral Universities: 

Highest Research Activity Northeast 

 

Private 

Masters Colleges & 

Universities: Large 

Programs South 

 

Private 

Special Focus 4 Year; 

Faith Related Institutions Northeast 
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APPENDIX H:  CODING PROCESS 

 
Code Name Description 

Usefulness/Value of Mentor Relationship How doctoral students define the usefulness 

of their mentor and relationship. 

Student's Perception of Mentor-Mentee Relationship How the student describes the relationship 

with the identified mentor. 

Faculty Influence Examples of how faculty influence a 

student's path. Excerpts show examples of 

support and guidance in a student's career, 

graduate work, etc. 

Racial Experiences in Program Moments where race became an apparent 

factor for a student. Experiences where it 

felt as though race was the driving factor in 

a situation. 

Mentorship Expectations Description of expectations for mentorship 

Access to Same Race Mentors Discussion of access to same race mentors 

Persistence Descriptions of persisting, being encouraged 

to persist 

Reason for a Doctoral Degree  Description of why participants chose to 

pursue a doctoral degree. 

Mentorship Defined Description of mentorship 

Process to Choose Mentor How doctoral students were paired with or 

chose their mentors. 

 Advisor vs Mentor Students' descriptions of behaviors that 

delineate the difference between an advisor 

and a mentor. Advising more transaction 

based versus mentoring providing deeper 

guidance and relationship. The research 

advisor may or may not be considered the 

mentor.  

Some students automatically refer to 

research advisor as mentor. 

Socialization Responses that indicate faculty socializing 

students - career, academics, race, etc. 

Thoughts of Dropping Out Moments when student thought of or went 

through actions to leave doctoral program. 

Frequency of Communication Frequency of communication/meeting 

Personal Investment of Mentor   

General Program Experience Description of overall program experience 

Black Faculty Support Examples of support given by Black faculty 

or mentors 

Field of Study Doctoral discipline 

Mentors other than Research Advisor Description of having additional mentors 

other than research advisor 

Peer Relationships Interpersonal relationships or interactions 

among classmates 

Skeptical of White Faculty Weariness of working with faculty of 

another race. Unsure of how much support 

or understanding will be provided.   

Research focus on race Participants discuss their research interests, 

and it is focused on issues surrounding race. 

For example, creating safe spaces, 

intersection of race & gender, etc.  
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APPENDIX H (continued) 

 
Code name Description 
Negotiating the System This code describes situations in which students have 

had to deal with racialized incidents but continue to 

work with faculty, mentors, peers. There is no choice 

but to continue the "academic" relationship. 
Perception of other Black Students' Experiences Description of Black peers' doctoral experience 
Creating Community Excerpts from doctoral student discussions on creating a 

community of other Black people 
First Generation Mention of being a first-generation college student 
Peer Mentorship Experience Experience with peer mentoring where applicable. 

Participants have experience as mentor or mentee or 

both. 
Student's Need for Structure Discussion of needing more structure academically 
Perception of White Students' Experience Description of White peer’s doctoral experience 

 

Categories 

Faculty/ 

Mentoring Peers 

Program 

Experience 

Needs/ 

Expectations Socialization 

Race - 

Normalcy of 

Racism 
Usefulness/Value 

of Mentor 

Relationship 

Peer 

Relationships 

Research focus on 

race Persistence Socialization 

Racial 

Experiences in 

Program 

Student's 

Perception of 

Mentor-Mentee 

Relationship 

Peer 

Mentorship 

Experience Field of Study 

Mentorship 

Expectations   

Access to 

Same Race 

Mentors 

Frequency of 

Communication   

Reason for a 

Doctoral Degree  

Skeptical of 

White Faculty   

Perception of 

other Black 

Students' 

Experiences 

Personal 

Investment of 

Mentor   

General Program 

Experience 

Creating 

Community   

Black Faculty 

Support 

Mentorship 

Defined   First Generation First Generation   

Negotiating the 

System 

Process to Choose 

Mentor   

Student's Need for 

Structure 

Thoughts of 

Dropping Out   

Perception of 

White 

Students' 

Experience 

 Advisor vs 

Mentor           

Mentors other than 

Research Advisor           
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APPENDIX I:  IRB APPROVAL 

 

 
 


