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ABSTRACT 
Aim/Purpose This qualitative study investigated the educational experiences of  Black male 

doctoral students that contributed to prolonged “All But Dissertation” (ABD) 
status.  

Background Explorations of  the enrollment and persistent patterns among Black/African 
American students has shed light on the disparate rates of  graduate school 
completion. While previous scholarship has focused on Black men in doctoral 
programs, there has been less focus on the experiences of  Black male doctoral 
students who, after successfully completing coursework, comprehensive exami-
nations, and a dissertation proposal hearing, find themselves mired in “All But 
Dissertation” (ABD) status. The purpose of  this research was to explore the in-
tersections of  race and gender in the educational experiences of  Black male 
doctoral students that contribute to delayed terminal degree completion.  

Methodology Utilizing Self-Efficacy Theory and Critical Race Theory, this phenomenological 
investigation examines the racialized experiences of  three Black male doctoral 
candidates enrolled in diverse graduate programs. Semi-structured interviews 
were conducted to identify how race and gender intersects with faculty advising, 
mentoring, student behaviors, and the ways faculty members support or impede 
doctoral student progression during the dissertation phase. 

Contribution This study contributes to research in three critical ways: (1) it expands our un-
derstanding of  the experiences of  doctoral students specifically between com-
pleting coursework and defending a dissertation; (2) it illustrates the types of  ra-
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cialized encounters experienced during graduate study that contribute to pro-
longed ABD status and program attrition; and (3) it offers strategies for campus 
administrators and faculty to consider to extend structures of  support to pro-
mote degree attainment among Black male doctoral students.  

Findings This study’s findings indicate that racialized dynamics during doctoral education 
create environments that negatively impact doctoral student self-esteem and di-
minish motivation to complete doctoral studies. Through the narratives of  Rico, 
Jeremy, and Kevin, three core themes emerged that illustrate the salience of  race 
in the doctoral program experiences of  Black males: (1) Underrepresented & 
Undervalued, (2) Challenging Transitions, and (3) Gendered Racism. First, each 
participant attended doctoral programs at predominantly White institutions, and 
all shared the commonality of  being the only or one of  a few Black male doc-
toral students in their program. Being underrepresented in the program led to 
challenges finding faculty members who valued their burgeoning research inter-
ests and were willing to support them through the dissertation process. Addi-
tionally, participants described challenging transitions at each stage of  their doc-
toral program, which ultimately contributed to extending their time as students. 
Not only did they describe having different levels of  preparedness to begin doc-
toral study, limited feedback from faculty through coursework and on disserta-
tion proposal drafts prolonging their time as doctoral candidates. Finally, partici-
pants described their experiences navigating gendered racism, or racism that 
was attributed to their identity as Black men. Exasperated by their underrepre-
sentation in the academy, participants talked about being surveilled on campus, 
having their intellect questioned, and the struggles associated with getting ap-
proval for their research.  

Recommendations  
for Practitioners 

The experiences highlighted by participants offer insights into the institutional 
policies and procedures that can be implemented to support Black men. Specifi-
cally, findings speak to the importance of  diversity. Campuses should work to 
ensure there is structural diversity within programs, and that faculty can guide 
students through a diverse array of  research interests and topics as well. Faculty 
should offer clear and consistent feedback on student writing at all stages of  
graduate education to better prepare students for the transition to writing a dis-
sertation independently. Finally, as racism is endemic to education, administra-
tion should promote spaces where students of  color can talk about their racially 
charged experiences navigating the academy.  

Recommendations  
for Researchers  

This work would benefit from additional research exploring the experiences of  
doctoral candidates across diverse institutional contexts. This includes inten-
tional exploration of  experiences of  students enrolled in online doctoral pro-
grams, executive doctoral programs, and other types of  programs that have 
emerged.  

Keywords All But Dissertation, doctoral candidates, African American Male 
 

INTRODUCTION 
In the last decade, as efforts to promote access to higher education among racial/ethnic minority stu-
dents have garnered national attention, researchers have taken keen interest in the experiences of  
Black/African American doctoral students. Attrition from doctoral programs have been staggering - 
averaging between 40% to 70% for decades (Ames et al., 2018). These attrition patterns lead to fewer 
students, including Black/African American students, earning degrees in areas critical for our nation’s 
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success. In 2019, only 7.1 % of  students who received research doctorates identified as Black/Afri-
can American (National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics [NCSES], 2018). The enroll-
ment and persistent patterns of  Black/African American students has shed light on the disparate 
rates of  graduate school completion by gender. Despite increases in the absolute number of  Black 
men pursuing graduate education across programs, only 34.1% of  the doctoral degrees conferred to 
Black students were awarded to Black men (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2019). 
As McGaskey et al. (2016) posits, “with the falling percentage of  Black males attaining doctoral de-
grees, research on their experience and the challenges they face becomes imperative” (p. 141). The 
available literature has consistently revealed that Black graduate students often experience marginali-
zation, isolation, and discrimination from both peers and institutional agents while pursuing degrees 
(e.g., Gildersleeve et al., 2011; Johnson et al., 2016, Williams et al., 2018). While this generalization is 
helpful, data analyses often do not differentiate the experiences of  students across different compo-
nents of  the graduate school process. Specifically, there is less focus on the experiences of  Black 
male doctoral students who, after successfully completing coursework, comprehensive examinations, 
and a dissertation proposal hearing, find themselves mired in “All But Dissertation” (ABD) status. If  
we seek to improve the persistence of  Black male doctoral students, it is also imperative that we iden-
tify the factors contributing to high attrition rates at all stages of  doctoral study, and especially during 
the final stage of  ABD.  

The purpose of  this research is to explore the intersections of  race and gender in the educational ex-
periences of  Black male ABD students and its possible link to extended time in ABD status and de-
layed doctoral degree completion. Through this analysis, we interrogate the relationships between 
race, gender, and graduate program outcomes specifically at this stage of  graduate education. The 
research questions guiding this study are: (1) What are the experiences of  Black male doctoral stu-
dents as they advance to candidacy? And (2) What is the role of  race in doctoral study? Findings re-
veal that encountering racialized incidents over time contributes to the ABD phenomenon. Strategies 
are offered to inform students, faculty, and higher education administrators of  the salient role of  race 
in doctoral study. This work adds to the scant literature base that centers the experiences of  Black 
male doctoral students and offers insights into the policies and practices that promote degree attain-
ment. Increasing the number of  Black males transitioning out of  ABD status will undoubtedly pre-
sent more Black male representation in areas of  campus diversity, leadership, and faculty positions in 
higher education across disciplines.   

LITERATURE REVIEW  
The educational experiences of  Black students have been explored extensively by scholars. Most of  
this work has informed our understanding of  the pre-college and undergraduate experiences of  
Black students (Harper, 2007; Woods et al., 2015). Increasingly, scholars are focusing on Black males 
specifically, with an emphasis on graduate education (Lewis et al., 2004; McGaskey, et al., 2016; Pat-
terson-Stewart et al., 1997). This literature review is informed by the literary base that explores the 
educational pipeline for Black males and their experiences as doctoral candidates on their journey to 
terminal degree completion.  

In his study on the success of  Black and White doctorate students, Nettles (1990) asserts, “we know 
very little about the background, performances, and experiences of  Black doctoral students and al-
most nothing about racial/ethnic group differences in doctoral programs” (p. 494). Since that time, 
scholarship investigating Black/African American students pursuing graduate education has ex-
panded considerably (Ballard & Cintron, 2010; McGaskey et al., 2016; Turner & Thompson, 1993). 
Lewis et al. (2004) report, “research studies conducted in the area focus on students in a variety of  
disciplines utilizing survey-type research, generally examining issues like enrollment patterns, factors 
related to persistence, faculty support, and a variety of  other variables associated with academic 
achievement” (p. 232). There is an emerging body of  research on Black doctoral students on topics 
ranging from socialization to the psychology of  doctoral education (Blum, 2010; Felder et al., 2014). 
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Several of  these studies, often crafted from a critical perspective, explore the ways race and racism 
shape the educational experiences of  Black students (Ballard & Cintron, 2010; Felder & Barker, 2013; 
Gildersleeve et al., 2011). These studies, as highlighted below, can be used to inform our understand-
ing of  experiences during the final stage of  doctoral study - candidacy.   

THE EDUCATIONAL PIPELINE FOR BLACK MALES  
Historically, Black males have been characterized as “academically underperforming” in American 
education when compared to their White male counterparts. Not only is this characterization trou-
bling, it serves to perpetuate a deficit-laden focus on Black males pursuing educational opportunities. 
There are numerous societal forces that shape the trends in academic performance of  African Amer-
ican male students. Harper (2007) informs, “the social reinforcement of  racially oppressive assump-
tions eventually works its way into the psyche of  African Americans and negatively shapes the way 
they see themselves and others within their race” (p. 337). While it is true that Black males have had 
to overcome centuries of  institutionalized domination and oppression, many have nonetheless been 
motivated to excel in a host of  arenas, including graduate school. Despite, or perhaps in spite of  
these low expectations, Black men who pursue advanced degrees envision success for themselves and 
their families (Snyder et al., 2002).  

Goals notwithstanding, in doctoral programs, Black male doctoral candidates who find themselves in 
prolonged ABD status often face unforeseen challenges, including racism, racialized experiences, and 
microaggressions that may negatively influence their motivation to continue to degree attainment. 
Doctoral candidates understand the need to “work hard” and are often very proud of  their prior aca-
demic accomplishments (Williams et al., 2018). These same hard-working and academically successful 
candidates, however, may not ever complete their dissertation. These patterns of  non-completion 
raise questions at all levels of  higher education. Should degree non-completion be attributed to some 
failings of  the individual student, or are there larger systemic or institutional barriers at play? Scholars 
suggest that each perspective warrants study. For instance, in their four-year qualitative study of  76 
graduate students, Gildersleeve et al. (2011) report, “the pushing out of  Black and Latina/o doctoral 
students may be more directly related to who these students are as raced individuals as opposed to 
what they are capable of  academically” (p. 96). Being ‘raced’ and consequently viewed as incompe-
tent, or worse, unfit for doctorate studies, may further exasperate feelings of  inadequacy and lack of  
motivation among minority doctoral candidates – all of  which may result in prolonged ABD status 
and, in some cases, indefinitely.  

ALL BUT DISSERTATION  
The “All But Dissertation” status in doctoral education refers to doctoral candidates who have com-
pleted all other program requirements except the dissertation. Successfully completing the terminal 
degree requires proposing a study, conducting original research, writing up findings, and defending a 
formal dissertation manuscript. While most doctoral programs supply students with outlines and re-
quirements for the dissertation aligned with institutional and program expectations, the actual pro-
cess of  conceptualizing, writing, and defending a dissertation may be mired in uncertainty. In other 
words, the transition from coursework to independent scholar is, for some, an ambiguous process 
(Lovitts, 2005). It is this uncertainty that creates conditions where students linger in the dissertation 
stage of  doctoral study and are considered “All But Dissertation” or ABD.   

While some scholars attribute prolonged ABD status to a lack of  self-regulation on the part of  the 
student (Locke & Boyle, 2016), or lack of  consistent feedback from faculty (Johnson & Scott, 2020), 
other scholars argue that experiences of  stress and isolation during this stage of  the doctoral process 
could be prime contributors to prolonged ABD status and premature program departure (Ames et 
al., 2018; Jones, 2013). These stresses and experiences of  isolation may be confounded by an individ-
ual’s race and gender, particularly when students are navigating expectations where they are one of  
few, if  not the only Black student in their program (McGaskey et al., 2016). Contemporarily, what is 
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known about race in graduate school and doctoral studies in particular, mostly pertains to demo-
graphic information, student preparedness, faculty-student interactions, socialization, and educational 
background (Felder et al., 2014). Explicitly, the current literature base does not fully explore the ways 
in which Black male doctoral students may be impacted by racialized experiences and its connection 
to the ABD phenomenon. Thus, the purpose of  this study is to examine the dual influences of  race 
and gender and how this may contribute to the ABD status of  Black male doctoral candidates.  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This study was informed by two theories: Self-Efficacy Theory and Critical Race Theory (CRT). Self-
Efficacy Theory is utilized to understand patterns of  persistence and draw connections to students’ 
motivation to earn their doctoral degree. Critical Race Theory is used to explore the relationship be-
tween race, gender, and the educational experiences of  Black male doctoral students during the dis-
sertation phase of  their program. 

SELF-EFFICACY THEORY  
To interrogate how ABD Black males come to feel about themselves and how these feelings and atti-
tudes contribute to behaviors, Bandura’s (1977) Self-Efficacy Theory presents as a useful framework 
for this research project. Self-efficacy refers to an individual’s confidence or personal belief  in his or 
her own ability to effectively perform a given task. Educational researchers have used this theory to 
explain the function of  self  in school contexts (Bong & Skaalvik, 2003). The greater one’s self-effi-
cacy, the more likely they are to engage in behaviors linked to achievement. Woods et al. (2015) found 
that self-efficacy is significantly predictive of  several academic integration measures on the under-
graduate level among Black males - including talking with faculty, meeting with advisors, and access-
ing library resources. Similar behaviors must be enacted in order to successfully complete a doctoral 
degree. However, studies consistently report lower rates of  self-efficacy among racial minority stu-
dents in general, and Black males in particular (Laar, 2000; Reid, 2013). The self-efficacy of  Black 
doctoral students may be compromised since evidence suggests that college students of  color en-
counter explicit and implicit forms of  racial discrimination (Karabel, 2005). For instance, some Black 
doctoral students enter graduate programs where others may not view them as having the academic 
abilities and intellectual capacity to perform at this level. This may lead students to begin to doubt 
themselves and their own capabilities (Laar, 2000). These direct and indirect encounters with racism 
can shape Black doctoral students’ self-efficacy as it relates to performing the tasks associated with 
completing a doctoral degree.  

CRITICAL RACE THEORY  
Critical Race Theory is an analytical frame with roots in law and policy. López (2003) explains “CRT’s 
premise is to critically interrogate how the law reproduces, reifies, and normalizes racism in society in 
particular for individuals of  lower social classes and persons of  color” (p. 83). From this, “critical 
race scholars continue to rely upon CRT to capture the unique and continuously, overlooked and/or 
dismissed, experiences of  those historically marginalized in higher education spaces” (Ledesma & 
Calderón, 2015, p. 217). As such, CRT is a useful framework for investigating and centering the 
voices of  populations traditionally rendered to the margins in education (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). 

This research project draws upon two of  the core features of  CRT, ordinariness and counter-story-
telling. Delgado and Stefancic (2012) holds the position that the ordinariness tenet of  CRT means 
that “racism is difficult to address or cure since it is not acknowledged” (p. 8). Much of  modern-day 
racism is implicit in context and delivery. As it relates to doctoral education, the concept of  “ordinar-
iness” can be used to explore racist practices embedded in interactions between Black male doctoral 
students and members of  the campus community as they navigate the dissertation portion of  doc-
toral education.  
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The second feature of  CRT used in this research is counter-storytelling. Solórzano and Yosso (2002) 
assert:  

Counter-story is a method of  telling the stories of  those people whose experiences are not 
often told – those on the margins of  society. The counter-story is also a tool for exposing, 
analyzing, and challenging the majoritarian stories of  racial privilege (p. 32).  

As there are limited investigations of  the ways Black males navigate the doctoral process, particularly 
during the dissertation stage, this study offers a counter-story to the dominant narrative about the 
scarcity of  Black males pursuing advanced degrees. Together, the tenets of  ordinariness and counter-
storytelling support the purpose of  the study to recognize the experiences of  Black male doctoral 
students at the ABD stage of  doctoral education.   

METHODOLOGY 
The purpose of  this investigation was to explore the racialized experiences of  Black male doctoral 
students who reached the ABD stage of  graduate education. In order to place emphasis on the 
meaning-making process and the ways these participants made-sense of  their graduate school experi-
ences, a phenomenological approach was adopted (Merriam, 2016). Consistent with qualitative in-
quiry, semi-structured interviews with three Black/African American men were conducted to explore 
the ways race and gender intersects with student behaviors as well as interactions with faculty 
through advising and mentoring during the dissertation phase. The study was guided by the following 
research questions: 

• RQ 1: What are the experiences of  Black male doctoral students as they advance to candi-
dacy?  

• RQ 2: What is the role of  race in doctoral study?  

DATA COLLECTION  
Participants in the study were identified through purposeful sampling to secure information-rich 
cases suitable for exploring the research questions of  interest. The individuals in this study identified 
as Black/African American and spent more than six months in ABD status. Given the differences of  
policies of  institutions in the study, we broadly defined “ABD” as the time period after completion 
of  coursework and the comprehensive examination (comps).  

After each participant provided consent, he was asked to complete a demographic questionnaire with 
background information about institutions attended, doctoral program of  study, and employment 
status. Subsequently, each participant engaged in one semi-structured telephone interview with one 
of  the co-authors, lasting approximately 45-60 minutes. These interviews were digitally recorded and 
transcribed by hand for data analysis. Participants were given the opportunity to select a pseudonym 
to represent them in the study.  

DATA ANALYSIS  
The data analysis strategy was informed by the review of  the literature and the theoretical frame-
work. Initial themes were identified in the transcripts by engaging in selective coding, chunking seg-
ments of  the narrative as it related to broad concepts of  gender, race, motivation, and interactions 
with faculty and peers in graduate school (Merriam, 2016). Subsequently, the researchers engaged in 
open coding, reviewing the transcripts to select segments of  texts that were related to the theoretical 
framework, but were more specific to the individualized processes of  graduate study as followed by 
each participant in the study. Throughout this process, we read the transcripts and created analytic 
memos to document perceptions of  the emergent patterns, categories, and concepts embedded 
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within the data (Merriam, 2016; Saldaña, 2012). The researchers utilized Dedoose® as the collabora-
tive qualitative research software to organize data and document each step of  the data analysis pro-
cess. 

FINDINGS 
This research was designed to capture the racialized experiences of  Black male doctoral students 
while ABD. We first offer demographic and programmatic information about the participants in this 
study as a way to understand how participants differ, yet possess salient similarities in their doctoral 
education experiences. 

Rico, age 29, began doctoral studies in 2016 at the same institution where he earned a bachelor’s de-
gree. Driven by interests in expanding educational equity through research, Rico enrolled in the Pub-
lic Administration PhD program at a large, research-intensive university located in the Southern re-
gion of  the United States. At the time of  the interview, he was a full-time doctoral student with a 
teaching assistantship. Rico had been ABD for one year.  

Jeremy, age 36, was an undergraduate student athlete. An experienced middle-school educator, he de-
cided to enroll in the Higher Education EdD program at a large public research-intensive university 
in the Mid-Atlantic region of  the United States in 2009. In 2019, Jeremy had been ABD for two years 
and was given notice he had one more year to complete the degree before timing-out of  the pro-
gram. He officially completed his degree program in 2020. 

Kevin, age 38, inspired by his experience as a McNair Scholar as an undergraduate, began his PhD 
program in Human Development in 2007 at a large, private research-intensive university in the 
Northeast. He concurrently is employed with a national non-profit organization specializing in edu-
cational consulting and training. He officially advanced to doctoral candidacy status in 2018. 

Through the narratives of  Rico, Jeremy, and Kevin, three core themes emerged that illustrate the sali-
ence of  race in the doctoral program experiences of  Black males. These themes are: (1) Underrepre-
sented & Undervalued, (2) Challenging Transitions, and (3) Gendered Racism. These themes pertain 
to how the Black male ABD participants reported being underrepresented, undervalued, and chal-
lenged during the doctoral program, largely as a consequence of  their race and gender.  

UNDERREPRESENTED &  UNDERVALUED  
One of  the common experiences shared across participants in this study was related to the un-
derrepresentation of  Black males in their programs. Gay (2004) asserts:  

Graduates students of  color in colleges of  education at PWIs are few in number, and gener-
ally spread out across different programs of  study. They have the dubious distinction of  be-
ing ‘the only one,’ or ‘one of  the very few’ in both general courses and their areas of  speciali-
zation (p. 267).  

Each participant attended doctoral programs at predominantly White institutions, and all share the 
commonality of  being the only or one of  a few Black male doctoral students in their program. Jer-
emy, an EdD candidate in the Mid-Atlantic shared, “I am the only Black male in my program.” Simi-
larly, Kevin, a PhD candidate in Human Development in the Northeast revealed:  

I was the only Black male during my coursework. The next Black male came into the educa-
tional counseling PhD program. Most of  the students are either White or Asian (of  Asian 
descent with International Student status). There are limited [numbers of] African Americans 
and Latinos in the program. 

Rico, enrolled in a Public Administration PhD program in the South, also reported that there were 
few men and men of  color in his program, but about half  of  the students identified as Black or Afri-
can American. Overall, participants described a common experience in graduate school for Black 
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males. Few Black males in the graduate programs led to few opportunities to engage with Black male 
students. The lack of  representation of  Black male graduate students shaped participants’ daily inter-
actions with peers. Yet, the dearth of  Black males in their respective programs served as a source of  
motivation to both enter and complete doctoral education. 

With so few Black males enrolled in doctoral programs, it became important to garner insight about 
why the few who are in doctoral study chose to pursue the terminal degree. These motivations re-
flected a desire to address the limited acknowledgments of  the critical issues and concerns faced by 
members of  the Black community. For Jeremy, years of  teaching in public schools in urban, high-
poverty areas influenced his decision to pursue the doctorate. Jeremy explained:  

While I was teaching at public schools, I realized that I needed to understand more about 
urban education. I was at a failing school that was predominantly African American. I 
needed to increase my competency to understand the problems in urban schools in practical 
ways. 

Jeremy decided to enroll in an EdD program in order to take the knowledge gained through the pro-
gram back to roles in school leadership in middle-school and high school settings. Similarly, for 
Kevin and Rico, desires to pursue the doctorate stemmed from research-based questions they wanted 
to explore. For example, Kevin reported that his undergraduate experience as a Ronald McNair 
scholar sparked his interest in research. Kevin shared, “From that point, I was interested in the ways 
in which research could make change.”   

Exposure to various issues and ideas through masters’ programs also deepened participants’ commit-
ment to focus on these issues specifically as dissertation topics. When asked his reason for pursuing 
the doctorate, Rico shared:  

I saw that a lot of  issues regarding equity were not being addressed in the research. I thought 
that I could produce knowledge that would be more holistic and include populations and 
perspectives that were not being addressed at very prominent conferences. 

Participants’ desired to pursue doctoral education as a way to ‘make change’ and address critical is-
sues and concerns within the Black community. They were motivated to seek out doctoral programs 
that would allow their voices to be heard while empirically exploring concerns in Black America. 
With this, came the belief  that the changes they wanted to make required a terminal degree as a gate-
way to leadership positions.   

CHALLENGING TRANSITIONS  
One of  the most commonly contested narratives about Black doctoral students is that they are un-
derprepared for the rigor of  doctoral education. Those underprepared are more likely to struggle 
with meeting the expectations of  coursework and earning the grades needed to advance to doctoral 
candidacy. The level of  preparation, however, is often related to the types of  academic expectations 
set forth by faculty in undergraduate and masters programs. It became apparent from the narratives 
of  these candidates, that level of  “preparedness” had less to do with academic foundation, but more 
with the differences in approaches between coursework at the master’s level with the expectations for 
programs. When asked if  he felt prepared for his PhD program, Rico reflected on his experiences as 
a master’s student:  

I was not prepared at all. The reason why I say that is because my master’s was a terminal de-
gree and we did very little when it came to research. Although I came to doctoral study with 
an interest, I didn’t really have a research interest and so I didn’t feel prepared. Especially 
compared to members of  my cohort who had completed a thesis versus me only completing 
a comprehensive exam in my master’s program.  
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Comparatively, Kevin, did feel prepared for doctoral study. He participated in the McNair Scholars 
Program, a program designed to expose undergraduate students who are first-generation college stu-
dents and/or from low-income families to opportunities in academic careers. Kevin shared that from 
this experience, he felt prepared to engage in the research aspect of  the doctoral program, yet he was 
not as prepared as he thought he was in other salient ways. Kevin shared:  

I was prepared in the sense of  what research looked like. I was not prepared culturally, how-
ever. There were structural and environmental differences. [Undergraduate School] is a state 
university that is very diverse. In contrast, the [Graduate School] is a (private) PWI and it 
took some adjusting to. The interactions I had at [Undergraduate School] was very different 
than the interactions I have with the faculty at [Graduate School]. The faculty at both univer-
sities that I interacted with were White. There were no Black or Hispanic faculty at [Under-
graduate School] which is similar in demographic make-up of  the faculty at [Graduate 
School], yet there was a cultural shift in terms of  cultural engagement.  

Although Betz and Hackett (2006) argue that most people have some areas where they lack confi-
dence in their abilities (self-efficacy), the differences in experiences as reported by the participants in 
this research provide some nuance to the meaning of  “preparedness” when it comes to doctoral 
study. For some, curricular differences between master’s-level and doctoral-level education may lead 
to differences in levels of  preparedness for empirical inquiry and academic research. This is likely to 
lead to challenges for students as they move across programs with different approaches. The second 
area of  “preparedness”, however, is more cultural in nature. This seems to reflect the differences in 
the nature of  interactions, both with fellow students and with faculty members, that happens when 
students move into doctoral programs. 

Most assume that those entering doctoral programs do so with the intent to finish. While this may be 
true, navigating doctoral education presents itself  with several challenges. As Moore (1985, p. 127, as 
cited in Monsour & Corman, 1991, p. 180) asserts, “that the dissertation process should be a long, 
ego-threatening, gut-wrenching experience goes without saying.” When participants were asked if  
they entered their programs with any concerns about whether they would finish the program in a 
timely manner Kevin shared, “No. I thought there was a timeline. At the orientation it was stated that 
I’d be finished in about four years.” Startlingly, having started his program in 2007, Kevin has com-
pleted his coursework and remains in ABD status eleven years later. In Rico’s experience, he revealed 
that he had concerns about the time it would take to finish his program right from the beginning. 
Rico recalled:   

I did because during orientation they informed us that the program was going through a re-
vision and that the revisions was in the process of  being submitted to the state accrediting 
body. None of  us were clear about which curriculum we would fall under. Under our tradi-
tional program, you could complete it in about four to five years. With the new curriculum it 
could be completed in as little as three, with a maximum of  four years. We were a bit in 
limbo about which curriculum we would fall under based on our funding … I was not too 
sure how any of  this would look moving forward.  

At the time of  the interview, Rico had been in his doctoral program for 2 years and in ABD status 
for approximately 6 months. While he was “on track” with the three-year curriculum set by his de-
partment, he was still concerned that he was unclear about the final steps in the dissertation process.  

Also illustrated in participants’ narratives was the differences in policies related to how to become a 
doctoral “candidate.” For Rico, “after the completion of  coursework, I reached candidacy. There are 
no comps in my program.” When asked about his experience of  achieving candidacy Rico elabo-
rated, “most of  us are in limbo because we didn’t have a lot of  contact with faculty because they 
were out of  the country or unavailable. We spend a lot of  time ‘winging’ it with a lot of  uncertainty.” 
When asked what he was told about completing his dissertation, Jeremy reported, “I was told to 
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write.” Kevin’s experience reaching candidacy reverberates with Rico and Jeremy, as Kevin ex-
plained:    

Advancing to candidacy was a very unclear process. I was under the impression that I would 
be able to propose my dissertation two or three times. At the start of  each year, my advi-
sor/chair would tell me that I could propose and be finished this year. There was no formal 
process. My advisor, department, etc., were treating my experience as though they thought I 
would disappear. It was as though I was no longer a student although I was paying continued 
enrollment fees and I was submitting drafts. The faculty would speak about me in conversa-
tion as though I was away or out of  the loop of  the university or unaffiliated. They were act-
ing like they were trying to pull me back in, but it wasn’t that way. I was paying every semes-
ter. I did semester drafts every semester and I was not receiving feedback.  

Rico’s and Kevin’s experience speaks to the unclear expectations about program progression that 
some Black doctoral students encounter. Rico’s and Kevin’s experience resonates with Locke and 
Boyle’s (2016) assertion that, “going from a structured experience while in coursework, to an un-
structured experience in the dissertation phase, along with a lack of  guidance, seemed to not only 
confuse and frustrate students, but also significantly stifle their momentum and progress” (p. 1580). 
When asked to elaborate further Kevin revealed:  

Until I had a pressing conversation with my advisor, I was not even considered to propose 
my dissertation. I had a heart to heart with my advisor, the underlying theme that I gathered 
was that there were struggles for my advisor who was contemplating staying in the university 
system…I wasn’t getting feedback. I had to start showing up in various classes that my advi-
sor was instructing just to get that face time. A typical semester would be me registering and 
paying my bill and submitting a draft along with a repetitive email awaiting a response. Gmail 
would send me a notification nudge if  you don’t get a response within a certain amount of  
days, so I would copy the email along with my draft and re-sent it again to my advisor. I still 
did not get any feedback. Maybe by the end of  the semester, I would have made contact with 
my advisor once. Going into the next semester, I’d make edits, resubmit and the cycle of  lit-
tle to no feedback would repeat itself. This went on for two and a half  years of  this! Every 
year they would tell me that I’m in good shape to finish my doctorate.   

Kevin’s experience mirrors other Black doctoral students who feel as if  they are being strung along 
rather than progressing through their program.  

Burt et al., (2018) maintain that, “institutional and social barriers create environments that are coun-
terproductive to successful outcomes for Black males specifically and students of  color more gener-
ally” (p. 994). To obtain a sense of  what institutional and social barriers contributed to their ABD 
status, we asked participants to share factors that they perceived as hindering their doctoral progres-
sions. One area brought up was inadequate transition to the dissertation stage. Kevin explained: 

There isn’t a lot of  support in our program as far as transitioning from coursework to the 
dissertation. Although we do take courses related to research design, it’s not to the magni-
tude of  doing a dissertation. There was very little support available and trying to navigate 
that with little resources was very difficult.   

This lack of  support was often linked to the types of  feedback received by advisors. In the absence 
of  institutional support, participants talked about having to rely on their own sense of  self-efficacy. 
Kevin when on to say:  

I’m ABD because I haven’t decided to give up. There clearly is work to be done. I would love 
more clarity in this regard. I’m willing to do the work that’s necessary. I just don’t feel like 
I’ve always received communication that fits my style of  learning and adapting. 
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Building up on this theme, in order to obtain a better understanding of  their doctoral program expe-
rience relating to their ABD status, participants were asked to share in what ways their academic de-
partment or program hindered or facilitated their dissertation completion. For Rico, failure to inform 
faculty members of  program changes impacted his progress. He commented:  

When the new curriculum was approved, it was not all circulated to the faculty in the same 
way. All the faculty received different information about what the new curriculum would be 
and what the required would be for us moving forward.  

Similar to Rico, but more extreme, Kevin recalled:  

They have hurt me in reference to the time it has taken to complete my doctorate. I don’t 
think that many students in my actual program finished. A lot of  students have gone on to 
do other things. We did not have a cohort model, but of  the students that started when I 
started, I can probably count on my hand the students who have actually completed their 
PhD. Our program started out with about 20 to 25 students and there have only been about 
two or three who have graduated. I was the only Black man in the PhD program in my de-
partment. There have been several students of  color who left the program because they were 
not impressed with how things were being conducted and because of  the way that students 
of  color feel like they’ve been mistreated. Like myself, many students feel that their time is 
being wasted.  

The environment in which doctoral students find themselves impacts how they came to feel about 
themselves and their ability to complete doctoral study. De Valero (2001) suggests, “in relation to de-
partmental climate, research has indicated that the kind of  environment (cooperative or contentious) 
in departments determines, in part, the rate of  completion and the time students spend in complet-
ing a doctoral program” (p. 345). 

Direct communication with faculty came up several times when participants were asked to describe 
what they believed was preventing them from finishing the doctorate. Rico revealed:  

One reason that can prevent me from finishing the doctorate is being able to get timely feed-
back from my committee. I have one committee member and we met to talk about timelines 
and expectations moving forward, and he expressed that he needs at least a month to look at 
a draft of  anything. Although I expressed that I thought that would be too much time if  I’m 
looking to graduate at least by the summer, no one on the committee disagreed. So, he’s still 
on the committee. I sent a draft a couple of  weeks ago and I still have not gotten a response 
just yet from him.  

When asked the same question, Kevin replied:  

I’m not 100% sure of  what I need to finish. I don’t think I ever fully understood from my 
first draft to my current draft, the premise of  what is needed to finish my doctorate. You 
need to change this or move or restructure this? … I don’t feel like I’ve had that type of  in-
formation or guidance. These issues have not been addressed. 

Sharing further about the process, Kevin added: 

Information is not readily available. I feel like I’ve asked direct questions, but I have not got-
ten direct answers. If  there is an underlying jargon or way to express things, I’m not clear on 
that because I asked directly what are the things I need to do. I’ve expressed this to the 
proper channels and I don’t feel like I’ve gotten a clear determination on what I could or 
should be doing. At times I feel lost. I don’t feel like effort is an issue for me. I’m willing to 
put the effort in but there are things I just don’t know. I don’t have the access to whatever 
this is that is preventing me from making this happen. If  I understood, I feel like the work 
would be done to rectify it, but I haven’t been in place in that situation where information is 
made available to me.  
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Okech and Harrington (2002) posit, “researchers have shown that academic self-efficacy is predictive 
of  ability to succeed at various academic achievements” (p. 218). As reported above, participants’ 
self-efficacy to complete doctoral education was impacted by a series of  factors including unclear 
guidance and consistent ambiguity prior to and during doctoral candidacy. Without the proper tools 
and instructions to succeed, ABD status is likely inevitable and the pipeline for Black male terminal 
degree holders is halted.  

GENDERED RACISM  
The experiences of  Black students are complicated by race (Gildersleeve et al., 2011). Moreover, in 
the realm of  Black male education, Burt et al. (2018) assert that Black males, “may have equally tu-
multuous academic experiences due to gendered racism throughout the educational environment” (p. 
966). To explore the possible connection with doctoral programs and racialized experiences that may 
contribute to the ABD status of  the participants in this study, we asked, ‘What role has your race 
played in your ABD status’? Rico recalled:  

One of  my initial challenges was not finding a lot of  support from the faculty. For example, 
in my first semester in my research design class, after we submitted our first assignment, the 
professor gave a threatening remark…because we didn’t “write like scholars.” It didn’t help 
to build confidence. Most of  us were really hesitant to speak in class after that, or we were 
hesitant to turn in assignments. We realized that we were asking for extensions on assign-
ments because there was a lot of  anxiety around it. Trying to find your place in academia, 
and then to be invalidated by a White man when most of  us are Black, gave most of  us a bit-
ter taste. [Fortunately], we were able to bounce back and finish the course. 

Rico’s challenge to find faculty and faculty of  color particularly to support his navigation through 
doctoral education is problematic across doctoral programs. Twale et al. (2016) assert that although 
diversity on college campuses has increased over the years, diversity at the faculty level has not.   

Similar to Rico, Kevin revealed his experience with program racism in relationship to his ABD Status. 
Kevin mused:  

I think my race has played a significant role in my ABD status. I saw how other students 
were making relationships with faculty and having opportunities for publication, for teacher 
experience, etc. I think this is one of  the most frustrating things that the faculty were not 
talking to me or others like me. There are limited faculty of  color and limited students of  
color.  

Kevin further revealed:  

During my residency year I was on campus the most that I’ve ever been. I was on a research 
project, so 20 hours a week I’m on campus. I would be followed out of  the computer lab. I 
would be watched as I was walking around. I’ve had my I.D. card checked several times, even 
though I’m walking around frequently. I have a locker, I’m not carrying any bags, my things 
are in the lab, and I’m still getting I.D. checks often. Coming to the university on the week-
ends when there are several other students, they would call Campus Safety to check my I.D. 
Things like this are very uncomfortable for someone who is supposed to be welcomed to the 
university and contributing to the university as a member of  the research team. Just things 
that I wasn’t used to. All of  this was very challenging for me. 

Harper et al. (2018) found that although several studies have focused on racial identity development 
and minority student college experiences, few have been directly focused on issues of  racism and rac-
ist practices and policies. Here, the CRT tenet of  ordinariness – race and racism exist as an ordinary 
part of  academic life becomes salient. This project’s first research question, “What are the experi-
ences of  Black male doctoral students as they advance to candidacy?” was answered as participants’ 
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reported lack of  faculty guidance and little to no support or effective program communication neces-
sary to navigate the transition from doctoral candidacy to the dissertation phase and beyond. Addi-
tionally, the second research question, “What is the role of  race in doctoral education?” was saliently 
captured by participants. Incessant racial profiling and excessive I.D. checks as reported by Kevin not 
only illuminate the ordinariness of  racism on some college campuses, it also highlights the reality that 
racialized incidents have the potential to prolong the doctoral journey or deter Black male doctoral 
candidates from completing their degree program. Burt et al. (2018) explain, “racialized experiences 
have deleterious effects on students’ health and overall wellness and negatively influence students’ 
sense of  belonging on campus and their persistence” (p. 270). Felder et al. (2014) add that single oc-
currences of  racism have the potential to be amplified impacting academic success. Given the reality 
that doctoral study is challenging in and of  itself, participants’ racialized experiences only add to the 
challenges associated with doctoral education.  
 

DISCUSSION & IMPLICATIONS 
While examining the data from this qualitative study on the experiences of  Black “All But Disserta-
tion” (ABD) doctoral candidates, the salience of  racialized experiences among Black male partici-
pants became conspicuously clear. This study’s findings indicate that racialized dynamics during doc-
toral education create environments that both negatively impact doctoral students’ self-efficacy and 
diminish motivation to complete doctoral studies. All participants found themselves as the sole or 
one of  a few Black male doctoral students in their program. Two of  the three participant experi-
enced salient racialized incidents including campus racial profiling and racial stereotyping. Participants 
also reported feeling mistreated in their program and a salient lack of  inspiration and motivation af-
ter witnessing the departure of  fellow Black students who were “fed up” with doctoral study due to 
racism and ambiguity while navigating the process. They shared feelings of  marginalization relating 
to their inability to obtain needed support and advisement, particularly when attempting to interact 
with White faculty members, and most especially when seeking out support and feedback on their 
dissertation from faculty members.  

As described in this study, the racial realities of  the participants also contributed to their prolonged 
ABD status. CRT provided a useful lens for a deeper critical analysis of  Black college student experi-
ences. Kevin’s salient statement, “I think my race has played a significant role in my ABD status” em-
phasizes that race indeed has a seat in doctoral education. “I saw how other students were making 
relationships with faculty and having opportunities for publication, for teacher experience, etc. … 
They have hurt me in reference to the time it has taken to complete my doctorate,” Kevin lamented. 
These experiences speak to the level of  implicit racism that exists in higher education and the urgent 
need and importance of  counter-storytelling to articulate what is happening in doctoral education. If  
we are to increase minority enrollment in doctoral programs, we must decrease and ultimately elimi-
nate racism in higher education, and doctoral programs in particular. Doing so will buttress efforts to 
not only increase the pipeline to the professoriate for Black males, it will also serve to combat the 
alarming ABD phenomenon in higher education.    

Unpacking the racialized experiences of  Black males on American college campuses has implications 
not only for campus diversity and inclusion, but for understanding the lived experiences of  students 
in graduate education. This study revealed the ways encounters with peers and faculty lead to feelings 
of  low self-efficacy among Black male students. This is a problematic revelation, as we know that it 
takes years of  academic success to gain admission to doctoral programs in the first place. This find-
ing helps contextualize findings from previous research. Scholars have found that African American 
students often perceive themselves as incapable of  being academically competitive with White stu-
dents (Patterson-Stewart et al., 1997). Moreover, Seltzer and Johnson (2009) in their work that ex-
plores discrimination through the eyes of  college students argue that racist attitudes toward Blacks 
are actually more prevalent than what has been revealed in survey data. While the salience of  racial 
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identity may vary for students entering doctoral programs, the findings from this study support previ-
ous studies that highlight the relationship between racial identity and educational experiences navi-
gating graduate programs. 

When participants were asked for recommendations for higher education officials to support doc-
toral completion of  Black graduate students, Rico reported, “it’s important to have diversity in the 
faculty. People need to have folks that look like them … even if  their research interests don’t align. 
They need someone who can advocate and help provide some directions.” Resonating with Rico, 
Kevin explained, “I think it is important to have faculty of  color because they bring levels of  under-
standing and modeling. I think that a welcoming culture as a whole contributes to the success of  stu-
dents of  color.” Building on Rico’s and Kevin’s recommendation of  more faculty of  color, Lewis et 
al. (2004) assert that, “faculty and university administrators need to become more sensitive to the 
specific needs of  the African Americans brought into graduate study on a predominately White cam-
pus” (p. 243). 

Given the numerous racial realities as reported by participants in this study, having available faculty to 
talk to about those realities becomes critical if  we seek to address the alarmingly high rates of  Black 
male ABDs. Too often, students like Rico, Jeremey, and Kevin experience racialized incidents on a 
regular basis, yet, “because there were no Black faculty, it was hard to reach out to anyone.” Partici-
pating in this study was one way their stories can be shared. As Kevin explained, Black students need 
to know “who I could go to, when and why, what I should do with any challenges I’m facing, who I 
could even talk to in those situations.” Gardner (2009) found that faculty are likely unaware of  the 
reasons doctoral students leave programs, and they do not view themselves as contributing factors to 
students’ departure. “Faculty advisors must consider the dynamics, complexities, and importance of  
race in advising, doctoral education, and doctoral socialization” (Barker, 2016, p. 136). Having more 
Black doctoral students earn degrees and continue careers in the academy can positively impact cam-
pus diversity, addressing many of  the concerns highlighted in this study.  

CONCLUSION  
This research explored the intersections of  race and gender in the educational experiences of  Black 
male doctoral students that contribute to delayed terminal degree completion. Findings revealed that 
racialized and gendered experiences adversely impacted the self-efficacy and motivation of  the Black 
men in this study as they sought to complete a doctoral degree. This study contributes to research in 
three critical ways: (1) it expands our understanding of  the experiences of  doctoral students specifi-
cally between completing coursework and defending a dissertation; (2) it illustrates the types of  ra-
cialized encounters experienced during graduate study that contribute to prolonged ABD status and 
program attrition; and (3) it offers strategies for campus administrators and faculty to consider to ex-
tend structures of  support to promote terminal degree attainment among Black male doctoral stu-
dents.  

The experiences highlighted by participants offer insights into the institutional policies and proce-
dures that can be implemented to support Black men. Specifically, findings speak to the importance 
of  diversity. Campuses should work to ensure there is structural diversity within programs, and that 
faculty can guide students through a diverse array of  research interests and topics as well. Faculty 
should offer clear and consistent feedback on student writing at all stages of  graduate education to 
better prepare students for the transition to writing a dissertation independently. Finally, as racism is 
endemic to education, higher education officials must implement campus-wide faculty racial sensitiv-
ity training and racial incident reporting procedures. Administration should promote spaces where 
students of  color can talk about their racially charged experiences navigating the academy.  

This work would benefit from additional research exploring the experiences of  doctoral candidates 
across diverse institutional contexts. This includes intentional exploration of  experiences of  students 
enrolled in online doctoral programs, executive doctoral programs, or other types of  programs that 
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have emerged. Future studies at online universities, Historically Black Colleges and Universities 
(HBCUs) and other distinct institutional contexts would also be helpful in understanding the experi-
ences of  Black males in ABD status.  

REFERENCES 
Ames, C., Berman, R., & Casteel, A. (2018). A preliminary examination of  doctoral student retention factors in 

private online workspaces. International Journal of  Doctoral Studies, 13, 79-107. 
https://doi.org/10.28945/3958 

Ballard, H. E., & Cintrón, R. (2010). Critical race theory as an analytical tool: African American male success in 
doctoral education. Journal of  College Teaching and Learning, 7(10), 11-23. 
https://doi.org/10.19030/tlc.v7i10.152 

Bandura, A. (1977). Self-efficacy: Toward a unifying theory of  behavioral change. Psychological Review, 64, 359-
372. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.84.2.191 

Barker, M. J. (2016). The doctorate in black and white: Exploring the engagement of  black doctoral students in 
cross race advising relationships with white faculty. The Western Journal of  Black Studies, 40(2), 126-140. 

Betz, N. E., & Hackett, G. (2006). Career self-efficacy theory: Back to the future. Journal of  Career Assessment, 
14(1), 3-11. https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072705281347 

Blum, L. (2010). The “All-But-the-Dissertation” student and the psychology of  the doctoral dissertation. Journal 
of  College Student Psychotherapy, 24(2), 74-85. https://doi.org/10.1080/87568220903558554  

Bong, M., & Skaalvik, E. (2003). Academic self-concept and self-efficacy: How different are they really? Educa-
tional Psychology Review, 15(1), 1-40. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021302408382 

Burt, B. A., Williams, K. L., & Smith, W. A. (2018). Into the storm: Ecological and sociological impediments to 
Black males’ persistence in engineering graduate programs. American Educational Research Journal, 55(5), 965-
1006. https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831218763587 

Delgado, R., & Stefancic, J. (2012).  Critical race theory: An introduction (2nd ed.). New York University Press. 

De Valero, Y. F. (2001). Departmental factors affecting time-to-degree and completion rates of  doctoral stu-
dents at one land-grant research institution. The Journal of  Higher Education, 72(3), 341-367. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2001.11777098  

Felder, P. P., & Barker, M. J. (2013). Extending Bell's concept of  interest convergence: A framework for under-
standing the African American doctoral student experience. International Journal of  Doctoral Studies, 8, 1-20. 
https://doi.org/10.28945/1754  

Felder, P. P., Stevenson, H. C., & Gasman, M. (2014). Understanding race in doctoral student socialization. Inter-
national Journal of  Doctoral Studies, 9, 21-42. https://doi.org/10.28945/1754  

Gardner, S. K. (2009). Student and faculty attributions of  attrition in high and low-completing doctoral pro-
grams in the United States. The International Journal of  Higher Education Research, 58(1), 97-112. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-008-9184-7  

Gay, G. (2004). Navigating marginality en route to the professoriate: Graduate students of  color learning and 
living in academia. International Journal of  Qualitative Studies in Education, 17(2), 265–288. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518390310001653907  

Gildersleeve, R. E., Croom, N. N., & Yasquez, P. L. (2011). “Am I going crazy?!” A critical race analysis of  doc-
toral education. Equity & Excellence in Education, 44(1), 93-114. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2011.539472  

Harper, S. R. (2007). Peer support for African American male college achievement: Beyond internalized racism 
and the burden of  “acting White.” The Journal of  Men’s Studies, 14(3), 337-358. 
https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.1403.337  

Harper, S. R., Smith, E. J., & Davis, C. H. F. (2018). A critical race case analysis of  black undergraduate student 
success at an urban university. Urban Education, 53(1), 3-25. https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085916668956  

https://doi.org/10.28945/3958
https://doi.org/10.19030/tlc.v7i10.152
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-295X.84.2.191
https://doi.org/10.1177/1069072705281347
https://doi.org/10.1080/87568220903558554
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1021302408382
https://doi.org/10.3102/0002831218763587
https://doi.org/10.1080/00221546.2001.11777098
https://doi.org/10.28945/1754
https://doi.org/10.28945/1754
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-008-9184-7
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518390310001653907
https://doi.org/10.1080/10665684.2011.539472
https://doi.org/10.3149/jms.1403.337
https://doi.org/10.1177/0042085916668956


Racial Realities  

186 

Johnson, J. M., Robinson, T. N., Staples, C. L., & Daoud, N. (2016). Preparing to lead: The socialization of  
Black women for faculty and administrative careers through graduate school. In B. L. H. Marina & S. Ross 
(Eds.), Beyond retention: Cultivating spaces of  equity, justice, and fairness for women of  color in U.S. higher education (pp. 
103-124). Information Age Publishing, Inc. 

Johnson, J. M., & Scott, S. (2020). Nuanced navigation: Narratives of  the experiences of  Black “All But Disser-
tation” (ABD) women in the academy. International Journal of  Qualitative Studies in Education. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2020.1852485  

Jones, M. (2013). Issues in doctoral studies - Forty years of  journal discussion: Where have we been and where 
are we going? International Journal of  Doctoral Studies, 8, 83-104. https://doi.org/10.28945/1871  

Karabel, J. (2005). The chosen: The hidden history of  admission at Harvard, Yale and Princeton. Houghton Mifflin.  

Laar, C. V. (2000). The paradox of  low academic achievement but high self-esteem in African American stu-
dents: An attributional account. Educational Psychology Review, 12, 33-61. 
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1009032900261  

Ledesma, M. C., & Calderón, D. (2015). Critical race theory in education: A review of  past literature and a look 
to the future. Qualitative Inquiry, 21(3), 206-222. https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800414557825 

Lewis, C. W., Ginsberg, R., Davies, T., & Smith, K. (2004). The experiences of  African American Ph.D. stu-
dents at a predominately white Carnegie I research institution. College Student Journal, 38(2), 231-246.  

Locke, L. A., & Boyle, M. (2016). Avoiding the A.B.D. abyss: A grounded theory study of  a dissertation-fo-
cused course for doctoral students in an educational leadership program. The Qualitative Report, 21(9), 1574-
1593. 

López, G. R. (2003). The (racially neutral) politics of  education: A critical race theory perspective. Educational 
Administration Quarterly, 39, 68-94. https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X02239761 

Lovitts, B. E. (2005). Being a good course-taker is not enough: A theoretical perspective on the transition to 
independent research. Studies in Higher Education, 30(2), 137-154. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070500043093 

Merriam, S. B. (2016).  Qualitative research: A guide to design and implementation (4th ed.). Jossey-Bass. 

McGaskey, F. G., Freeman, S., Jr., Guyton, C., Richmond, D., & Guyton, C. W. (2016). The social support net-
works of  Black males in higher education administration doctoral programs: An exploratory study. The 
Western Journal of  Black Studies, 40(2), 141-158.  

Monsour, M., & Corman, S. (1991). Social and task functions of  the dissertation partner: One way of  avoiding 
terminal ABD status. Communication Education, 40(2), 180-186. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03634529109378839  

National Center for Education Statistics [NCES] (2019). Status and trends in the education of  racial and ethnic groups 
2018 (NCES-038). U.S. Department of  Education. 

National Center for Science and Engineering Statistics [NCSES] (2019). Doctorate recipients from U.S. Universities:  
2019 (NSF 21-308). National Science Foundation.  

Nettles, M. T. (1990). Success in doctoral programs: Experiences of  minority and White students. American Jour-
nal of  Education, 98(4), 494-522. https://doi.org/10.1086/443974   

Okech, A. P., & Harrington, R. (2002). The relationships among black consciousness, self-esteem, and academic 
self-efficacy in African American men. The Journal of  Psychology, 136(2), 214-224. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980209604151 

Patterson-Stewart, K., Ritchie, M. H., & Sanders, E. T. W. (1997). Interpersonal dynamics of  African American 
persistence in doctoral programs at predominantly white universities. Journal of  College Student Development, 
38(5), 489-98.  

Reid, K. W. (2013). Understanding the relationships among racial identity, self-efficacy, institutional integration 
and academic achievement of  Black males attending research universities. The Journal of  Negro Education, 
82(1), 75-93. https://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.82.1.0075  

https://doi.org/10.1080/09518398.2020.1852485
https://doi.org/10.28945/1871
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1009032900261
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800414557825
https://doi.org/10.1177/0013161X02239761
https://doi.org/10.1080/03075070500043093
https://doi.org/10.1080/03634529109378839
https://doi.org/10.1086/443974
https://doi.org/10.1080/00223980209604151
https://doi.org/10.7709/jnegroeducation.82.1.0075


Scott & Johnson 

187 

Saldaña, J. (2012). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (2nd ed.). Sage. 

Seltzer, R., & Johnson, N. E. (2009). Experiencing racism: Exploring discrimination through the eyes of  college students. 
Lexington Books. 

Snyder, C. R., Shorey, H. S., Cheavens, J., Pulvers, K. M., Adams, V. H., III, & Wiklund, C. (2002). Hope and 
academic success in college. Journal of  Educational Psychology, 94(4), 820-826. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
0663.94.4.820 

Solórzano, D. G., & Yosso, T. J. (2002). Critical race methodology: Counter-storytelling as an analytical frame-
work for education research. Qualitative Inquiry, 8(1), 23-44. https://doi.org/10.1177/107780040200800103  

Turner, C. S. V., & Thompson, J. R. (1993). Socializing women doctoral students: Minority and majority experi-
ences. Review of  Higher Education, 16, 355-370. https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.1993.0017  

Twale, D. J., Weidman, J. C., & Bethea, K. (2016). Conceptualizing socialization of  graduate students of  color: 
Revisiting the Weidman-Twale-Stein framework. Western Journal of  Black Studies, 40(2), 80-94.  

Williams, M. S., Burnett., T. J. B., Carroll, T. K., & Harris, C. J. (2018). Mentoring, managing, and helping: A 
critical race analysis of  socialization in doctoral education. Journal of  College Student Development, 20(2), 253-
278. https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025116657834  

Woods, J. L., Newman, C. B., & Harris., F. (2015). Self-efficacy as determinant of  academic integration: An ex-
amination of  first-year Black males in community college. The Western Journal of  Black Studies, 39(1), 3-17.  

 

AUTHORS 
Dr. Sharron Scott is a Research Manager and Instructor. Her research 
focus is on race, gender, and class relations, with a special emphasis on 
the educational access, persistence, and graduation of  minority under-
graduate and graduate students in the United States. She is particularly in-
terested in the trajectories of  historically underrepresented students, doc-
toral education and the Black Faculty Gap and the connection to im-
portant social policy and identity issues across the higher education land-
scape.  

 

 

 

Dr. Jennifer M. Johnson is an Assistant Professor in the Higher Educa-
tion Program at Temple University. She is an active scholar-practitioner in 
the fields of  college access and student retention. Her scholarship ex-
plores the ways race, gender, and class intersect to shape the educational 
experiences of  students across diverse institutional contexts. Dr. Johnson 
earned her PhD in Higher Education, Student Affairs, and International 
Education Policy from the University of  Maryland, College Park. 

 

https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.94.4.820
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-0663.94.4.820
https://doi.org/10.1177/107780040200800103
https://doi.org/10.1353/rhe.1993.0017
https://doi.org/10.1177/1521025116657834

	Racial Realities: Exploring the Experiences of Black Male Doctoral Candidates in “All But Dissertation” Status
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Literature Review
	The Educational Pipeline for Black Males
	All But Dissertation

	Theoretical Framework
	Self-Efficacy Theory
	Critical Race Theory

	Methodology
	Data Collection
	Data Analysis

	Findings
	Underrepresented & Undervalued
	Challenging Transitions
	Gendered Racism

	Discussion & Implications
	Conclusion
	References
	Authors

