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ABSTRACT
Mass incarceration in America is likely responsible for the scarcity of men
of color on community college campuses across the country. Incarceration rates
in the U.S. have drastically increased over the past 30 years and a
disproportionate number of inmates are men of color. When formerly
incarcerated students arrive on community college campuses, their futures are at
the mercy of institutions that at times have no knowledge of their previous
experiences on the “school to prison pipeline” and their incarceration. This study
illuminates the strengths and assets that formerly incarcerated men of color bring
with them to community college campuses and highlights how their perceived
strengths support college success. The emergent themes discovered in the data
analysis were inner strength, adaptability, rebirth, and peer influence and each
are embedded with a crisis of trust and a desire for vulnerability that is
interwoven throughout their stories. The data was collected from 27 formerly
incarcerated men of color who have completed their first year of community
college successfully in spite of their experiences on the school to prison pipeline
that negatively impacted their ability to succeed at anything.
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This study is dedicated to all currently and formerly incarcerated individuals who
lost their lives or a significant portion of it to prison due to unlawful harassment,
criminalization, prosecution, and conviction and to those whose skin color
equates a target to fuel the prison industrial complex.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Over 60 years have passed since the historic Brown v. Board of Education
decision that ordered the desegregation of public education. Presiding Chief
Justice, Earl Warren, gave a clear declaration of the need to provide a level
playing field in education so that every child has an equal chance to succeed
(Kluger, 2011; Neal & Rick, 2013; Sentencing Project, 2014). However, what
began as guaranteed access to public education for students of color has
transformed into punitive social and education policies that overlap with the
criminal justice system and resulted in disproportionate numbers of AfricanAmerican males in prison (Heitzeg, 2009; Neal & Rick, 2014; Rehavi, & Starr,
2012; Sentencing Project, 2014). Since the 1980s, policy changes in education
and prison sentencing have escalated the prison population and created blurred
lines between school and jail for many impoverished students of color attending
poor quality schools (Aizer & Doyle, 2011; Auerhahn, 2002; Neal & Rick, 2013;
Wildeman & Western, 2010). In turn, these policies have had a devastating
effect on communities with concentrated and intergenerational poverty, and they
systematically further marginalize African American families (Johnson, 2009;
Neal & Rick, 2013; Zhang, Maxwell, & Vaughn, 2009). From 1954 to 2002, the
number of African Americans in prison or jail increased from 98,000 to 884,500
and these numbers have increased each year until 2011 when the California
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legislature passed two bills, AB 109 and AB 117, to reduce the prison population
due to overcrowding and unsafe conditions (Prison Policy Institute, 2014;
Sentencing Project, 2014). However, today there are more African Americans in
prison than there were enslaved in the United States in 1850 (Prison Policy
Institute, 2014). The results are illustrated in Figure 1.

Figure 1. California incarceration rates by ethnicity in 2010.
Since the 1980s, the American prison population has increased by 500%
(Sentencing Project, 2014). United States citizens make up 5% of the world’s
population, but they make up 25% of the world prison population; furthermore,
one out of four people who are imprisoned in the world are incarcerated in the
United States (Sentencing Project, 2014). Statistics show that African American
males are incarcerated at a higher rate than any other citizens, and although they
make up 13.6% of the United States population, they make up 40.2% of the
prison population (Prison Policy Institute, 2014). One in eight African American
men in their late twenties are incarcerated on any given day in America, and one
out of every three (32%) African American males born today can expect to go to
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prison in his lifetime if the current trends continue (Prison Policy Institute, 2014).
Furthermore, studies have proven that African American men face harsher
sentencing than any other imprisoned group and lower odds of being released on
their own recognizance (Alexander, 2012; Pettit, 2012; Wooldredge, 2012). The
race of an individual has a significant effect on pre-trial release and sentencing
(Wooldredge, 2012). Today, over two million people are incarcerated in U.S. jails
and prisons, and a disproportionate number of them are African American males
(Prison Policy Institute, 2014). For this reason, they are the focus of this
research.
In 2010, minority youth represented 75% of juveniles in custody; however,
African American youth accounted for 41% of all juvenile offenders in custody,
and they were incarcerated at the highest rate of all youth in the country (Aizer &
Doyle, 2011; Office of Civil Rights, 2012). The United States releases an
average of 668,000 people from prison annually (Prison Policy Institute, 2014).
Once released from prison, many of these formerly incarcerated juveniles and
adults enroll in community colleges across the nation with hope for a second
chance to access educational opportunities that lead to employment and the
ability to earn sustainable wages (Johnson, 2003; Strickland, Collins, & Director,
2010).
My concern is if community colleges are aware of the assets and
strengths that formerly incarcerated students bring with them to college
campuses. This study aimed to discover what contributes to first year success
for formerly incarcerated men of color and identify the assets they bring with
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them to community colleges that support their success. Each year, formerly
incarcerated college students are succeeding at overcoming basic skills
requirements and transferring to universities in spite losing a significant portion of
their lives to incarceration. The findings of this study highlight the strengths of
formerly incarcerated students and expose the need to support the eradication of
intergenerational poverty by investing in human capital, significantly education
(Currie, 2007), which will empower formerly incarcerated men of color to attribute
past incarceration as a testament to their will to succeed in spite of the harsh
social conditions they face (Bush, 2004; Cuyjet, 1997; Harper, 2012). By
validating their collective social capital and highlighting their successes in
academia despite their former incarceration, men of color can position
themselves to mobilize a coalition that models success and motivates currently
incarcerated men of color to believe in the second chance that education
provides. By identifying success factors for formerly incarcerated students during
their first year, community colleges can contribute to further decreasing
recidivism rates for men of color while simultaneously increasing degree
attainment for an invisible population of students who persist through higher
education with stories of success and survival.
Background of the Problem
Although there has been a significant increase in the educational
attainment and success of African-Americans preceding Brown v. Board of
Education in 1954 and the Civil Rights Act of 1965 (Cohen & Brawer, 2008;
Kluger, 2011; Thelin, 2011), current African American employment and social
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mobility is equivalent to its position in 1970, and this is due, in part, to the
massive increase in incarceration rates in the United States which is currently the
largest in the world (Johnson, 2003; Lexington, 2009). The United States
currently incarcerates in excess of two million people (Neal & Rick, 2013;
Raphael & Stoll, 2013; Rehavi & Starr, 2012; Smith & Welch, 1989; Sentencing
Project, 2014). Over 2.7 million American children have a parent who is
incarcerated, and 10 million American children have had a parent in prison at one
time in their life (Johnson, 2009; Wildeman & Western, 2010). A 1989 study by
economists Smith and Welch measured the economic progress of African
Americans after a similar report written years earlier in 1944 by economist,
Gunner Myrdal (Smith & Welch, 1989). The Smith and Welch report (1989)
concluded with concern for the future of large numbers of African American
students in areas with concentrated poverty and poor quality schools (Heitzeg,
2009; Neal & Rick, 2013). Unfortunately, the warning failed to produce a plan of
action to support school reform in impoverished communities that could have
diverted the school to prison pipeline phenomenon (Heitzeg, 2009; Neal & Rick,
2013; Sentencing Project, 2014).
Instead of scalable and sustainable resources to support families in
communities with concentrated poverty, the 1980s introduced social policies like
the war on drugs and laws including crack/cocaine sentencing, school zone drug
laws, three strikes policies and zero tolerance policies with punitive measures
that further weakened families in impoverished communities instead of
rehabilitating them (Alexander, 2012; Neal & Rick, 2013; Strickland et al., 2010;
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Sentencing Project, 2014; West, 1993). The United States public school system
has earned the moniker pipeline to prison in many states due to its current
alignment with law enforcement that makes schools a clear pathway to the
criminal justice system (Heitzeg, 2009; Neal & Rick, 2013). According to Office
for Civil Rights (2012) data, students of color face punitive disciplinary actions
that are pathways to the criminal justice system at a much higher rate than white
students; each year, 40% of students expelled from United States schools are
African American; 70% of students arrested or referred to law enforcement are
African American or Latino/a; African American students are more than three
times likely to be suspended from school than whites; the probability of not
graduating from high school is twice as likely for African American and Latino/a
students than for whites; 68% of men in state and federal prison do not have a
high school diploma. These statistics merely offer a glimpse into how the cultural
norms of education have shifted by adopting policies and beliefs that criminalize
students of color instead of supporting them (Heitzeg, 2009; Neal & Rick, 2013).
Implications of the social and educational policies and cultural shift over the past
30 years are destroying families and communities filled with people of color and
intensifying the social struggles that are carried throughout incarceration and
brought to community college campuses throughout the country. Formerly
incarcerated students do not leave their social struggles at the doors of
community colleges. They carry them into the institutions.
According to the United States Census, 9% of African-American men in
their late twenties are behind bars (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2014). The Prison
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Policy Institute (2014) reports that African American men are grossly more likely
to be incarcerated than other groups. These statistics are more alarming when
juxtaposed with the fact that of the entire incarcerated population in the nation,
61% is African-American or Latino; however, African-Americans and Latinos
make up 30% of the nation’s population (Prison Policy Institute, 2014).
Furthermore, one out of every three African-American males will be incarcerated
in his lifetime, and this outcome will further perpetuate intergenerational poverty
and lack of wage earning opportunities for African-American men throughout
America (Prison Policy Institute, 2014).
Urban community colleges are social microcosms of urban cities across
America. A plethora of cultural trends span media outlets and are infused
throughout the urban community college landscape. Below the radar of urban
culture is an uneasy relationship with education. For many urban youth in the
criminal justice system, education is synonymous with jail, and this is particularly
true in areas of concentrated poverty (Sentencing Project, 2014). A study by the
Advancement Project states that the United States spends $70 billion annually
on incarceration, probation and parole, which is a funding increase of 127%
compared to a 21% increase in funding for higher education from 1987-2007
(Advancement Project, 2014). This phenomenon of massive spending on
incarceration has created a wave of formerly incarcerated community college
students who face multiple social challenges as they attempt to obtain a college
education (Bryant, 2008; Harper, 2012; Strickland et al., 2010). After serving
time behind the walls of overcrowded prisons, the urban community college is a
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targeted destination for a sub-culture of highly ambitious, formerly incarcerated
individuals who dream of a second chance in life.
Upon arrival to community college campuses, many formerly incarcerated
men of color spend tremendous amounts of time and energy strategizing how to
fit into the college environment (Strickland et al., 2010). When an educational or
social weakness is exposed, many are defeated before they complete their first
college exam. The early college experience of formerly incarcerated students
presents the excitement and challenge of navigating an unknown world that
operates quite differently than the world experienced before and during
incarceration. There is much to learn about the experiences of formerly
incarcerated students as they navigate the landscape of community college.
National research supports the numerous challenges faced by
underrepresented students (Achieving the Dream, 2014; Center for Community
College Engagement, 2013; United States Department of Education, 2012);
however, the solutions fall short when a “quick fix” or a “one-size-fits-all” model is
offered that is not specifically tailored to combat the challenges of the students it
intends to support (Achieving the Dream, 2014; Booth et al., 2013; Center for
Community College Engagement, 2013). Achieving the Dream (2014), a national
initiative to improve outcomes for low-income community college students of
color, stresses the need for colleges to use local data to inform decisions for
student support (González, 2009). Resources for low-income students of color
are crucial since there are disproportionate numbers of formally incarcerated
students who are of African-American and Hispanic descent (Alexander, 2012;
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Harper, 2012; Heitzeg, 2009) and enter college underprepared (Achieving the
Dream, 2014; Barbatis, 2010; Dowd & Bensimon, 2012). Many urban community
college students begin college underprepared and have been under resourced
throughout their educational experience in public schools (Barbatis, 2010;
Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Dowd & Bensimon, 2012). Furthermore, many
underperforming public schools are located short distances away from
communities engulfed in wealth, opportunity and college campuses with
unlimited resources (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013).
There is a strong connection between poverty and lack of preparedness
for higher education (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2014; United States Department
of Education, 2012). Moreover, the connections are equally strong between
poverty, students of color, a substandard P-12 education, and incarceration
(Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Heitzeg, 2009; Neal & Rick, 2013). There is much to
understand and discover about the strengths that already exist for under
prepared and under resourced formerly incarcerated students as they navigate
the landscape of community colleges (Bryant, 2008; Sandoval-Lucero, Maes, &
Klingsmith, 2014; Teeter, 2010). According to the United States Department of
Education (2012), many low-income students of color in underperforming schools
are up to four grade levels below high-income students by the 8th grade. The
early educational experiences of impoverished students combined with the
effects of incarceration can overshadow the capital they bring to college
campuses (Teeter, 2010; Yosso, 2005). Many impoverished students are locked
out of higher education before they even arrive on a community college campus,
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and this works directly against the community colleges’ mission of access for all
(United States Department of Education, 2012). Meaningful experiences
involving positive interactions with faculty inside and outside of the classroom are
needed to support the success of all students, particularly those from
underrepresented groups (Bensimon, 2007; Cole, 2008; Lundberg & Schreiner,
2004; Umbach & Wawrznski, 2005).
Community colleges offer a second chance for students of any age and
performance level to change the trajectory of their lives through higher education
(United States Department of Education, 2012; Strickland et al., 2010).
Currently, a disproportionate number of low-income students of color are unable
to advance through community college within the two-year timeframe that is
outlined in the California Master Plan of 1960 (Achieving the Dream, 2014;
California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, 2014; Cohen & Brawer,
2008). According to the plan, the primary mission of the community college is to
provide academic and vocational instruction during the first two years of
undergraduate study; furthermore, the plan’s mission is to provide remedial
education to any student who needs it (Achieving the Dream, 2014; Cohen &
Brawer, 2008). Many community college students who require remedial
education have navigated an uneven educational playing field from as early as
preschool. According to Weiss and Garcia (2014), 51% of African-American
kindergarteners are in high-poverty classrooms compared to 5% of White
students. However, remedial education is merely one area where impoverished
students need additional support. Many impoverished students experience an
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additional layer of under preparation due to limited social development (Bryant,
2008; Sandoval-Lucero et al., 2014). A multidimensional approach to student
success must be instituted in community colleges to shape the development of
the whole person, not just the academic aspect of higher learning (LadsonBillings, 1994, 2014; Rendón, 1994, 2006). Validating the interpersonal
experiences of underrepresented students is a step toward developing the whole
student, not just the academic outcomes associated with grades (González,
2000; Martinez-Aleman, 2007; Rendón, 1994).
African-American and Latino/a student achievement has been a concern
for educational researchers for some time, and there is substantial evidence that
there are disproportionate numbers of these students who are not successful in
higher education (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Dowd & Bensimon, 2012). Much of
the concern centers on achievement gaps that exist between students of color
and White students, not on the educational debt that has plagued students of
color for decades due to racial disparities in teaching and in discipline (LadsonBillings, 2014; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015). However, Madyun (2011) refers to
“unseen dangers” (p. 99) in the research that is available for this group of
students. These unseen dangers may be formed due to limited social capital that
underrepresented college students’ experience. Lack of social capital is an
intricate piece of the perpetual cycle of intergenerational poverty that has
plagued students of color for decades (Barbatis, 2010; Becker, Krodel, Tucker &
Shenk, 2009; Madyun, 2011), and community college education for
underrepresented students may be on a similar cycle. Madyun (2011) also
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states, “Social disorganization theory, a theory developed in the sociological and
criminology literature, can help education researchers address important unseen
dangers in studying African-American outcomes and achievement gaps” (p. 100).
There are many perceptions of how underprepared students integrate
socially in community college. There is evidence that states diversity is not
addressed in meaningful ways for students of color, particularly African American
students who are one of the most underrepresented groups in higher education
(Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2013; Lundberg &
Schreiner, 2004; Moss & Young, 1995). A lack of diversity in faculty and course
material may cause formally incarcerated students of color to view themselves as
inadequate and fail to shape their academic self-image, which is the emotional
aspect of a multidimensional approach to develop the whole person (LadsonBillings, 2014). Without a positive image that reflects the possibility of one’s
potential to contribute to society, self-determination can become stagnant or
completely non-existent (Bensimon, 2007; Center for Community College
Engagement, 2013; Harper, 2012). Students who are disproportionately
impacted by social injustice can carry emotional wounds that have long-lasting
effects on the psyche (Wood & Turner, 2011). Without careful and meaningful
guidance and support, many underprepared and underrepresented students fail
to persevere through the challenges of college due to a perceived lack of cultural
and social capital (Barbatis, 2010; González et al., 2003; Yosso, 2005). By
adding the effects of incarceration, many ambitious students succumb to failure

13
in higher education and lose sight of its power to transform lives (Neal & Rick,
2013; Heitzeg, 2009).
For many impoverished students, community college denotes a new
beginning that is fueled by the desire to reverse the inequities that were
experienced from preschool through 12th grade. The result of consistent
inequitable educational experiences compounded with the experience of
incarceration can result in mountainous layers of overwhelming challenges for
formally incarcerated students. Belief in one’s ability to transform offers formally
incarcerated students a sense of purpose in the larger context of higher
education (Bryant, 2008; Harper, 2012). It provides an opportunity to connect life
experiences to educational issues and build a system of hope that can provide
comfort in times of turmoil and distress (Bryant, 2008). However, due to the lack
of preparation for college level work, many impoverished students begin their
higher educational experience struggling to understand their suffering, and they
begin to question their beliefs in the ability to succeed (Bryant, 2008; Rendón,
2006). The anxiety associated with former incarceration can cause students to
distrust college employees as well as the process of obtaining higher education
(Foley, 2001).
Many underrepresented students require six years or more to complete a
two-year degree (United States Department of Education, 2012). According to
Carnevale and Strohl (2013), “Low-income Whites are more likely to graduate
with a Bachelor’s degree (23%) than low-income African-Americans (12%) and
Hispanics (13%)” (p. 2). These figures support that there is a disproportionate
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number of impoverished students of color who experience marginalization at
higher rates than impoverished White students. Due to inequitable practices in
higher education (Bragg & Durham, 2012; Dowd & Bensimon, 2012;
Frankenberg & Siegal-Hawley, 2011) underprepared students amass multiple
layers of educational debt that further hinders achievement (Becker et al., 2009;
Ladson-Billings, 1994). Although most underprepared students are aware of
their academic deficiencies (Dowd & Bensimon, 2012; DuBois, 1903; Perin,
2013), they must trust that the faculty members who stand before them will be
the lifeline they need to overcome an educational obstruction that began early in
their educational process and was further strengthened by incarceration.
Furthermore, students of color must overcome the additional layers of social and
cultural obstruction that has plagued marginalized groups for centuries (Cohen &
Brawer, 2008; Thelin, 2011).
Problem Statement
Educators are gaining traction in creating college pathways designed for
underprepared and under resourced students (Bensimon, 2007; Center for
Community College Engagement, 2013). Scholars are illuminating the structural
inequities that perpetuate systemic poverty and holding community colleges
accountable for instituting solutions to reverse the disproportionate number of
impoverished students of color who lack higher education (Achieving the Dream,
2014; Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Dowd & Bensimon, 2012). Ironically, according
to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People’s (2011)
report, crime and arrests across the nation have decreased while prison
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admissions have increased. This fact is related to the emphasis on imposing
punitive punishments to non-violent crimes instead of empowering families and
communities through rehabilitation (Alexander, 2012; Heitzeg, 2009; Neal & Rick,
2013). There has been an 800% increase in the prison population over the past
30 years (Sentencing Project, 2014). This translates to several hundred
thousand individuals being released from prison annually (Prison Policy Institute,
2014). As release dates from prison get closer, inmates are sure to reflect on the
second chance at education that community college can offer. Each semester,
large numbers of formerly incarcerated students of color enroll in community
colleges and many spend months, possibly years, suffering in silence due to
limited skills in socializing in and understanding the academic environment (Ceja,
2000; Foley, 2001). Furthermore, many master the skill of keeping past
incarceration virtually unknown. Education can mean the difference between life
and death for a formerly incarcerated student; therefore, their voices should be
reflected in discussions regarding educational reform and success for
impoverished students of color.
In 2013, researchers from the Research and Planning Group for California
Community Colleges completed a three-year action research study that responds
to California’s Student Success Taskforce recommendations (Booth et al., 2013).
The recommendations are designed to transform the way community colleges
provide support services to students and how these services are implemented
and evaluated (California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, 2013; Cooper
et al., 2014).
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The RP Group’s mission is clear, “[It] strengthens the ability of California
community colleges to undertake high quality research, planning and
assessments that improve evidence-based decision making, institutional
effectiveness and success for all students,” (Booth, et al., 2012, p. 12). The RP
Group’s report, Student Support (Re)defined (2012), aims to understand how
community colleges can deliver on their goal to ensure equitable outcomes for all
students, particularly students of color, by providing an equitable, integrated and
meaningful educational experience (Cooper et al., 2012). The RP Group’s
researchers have made positive strides in identifying inequities that are regularly
faced by marginalized students by exploring how to preserve delivery of existing
support services while examining new ways to effectively engage more students
with the resources they need to be successful. The study was designed to have
student perspectives drive the research by keeping the focus on students
throughout the process. Its aim was to increase faculty, staff, and administrators’
understanding of what students themselves find supportive of their success
(Cooper et al., 2012).
In the RP Group’s study, approximately 900 students from 13 California
community colleges participated in phone surveys and focus groups. AfricanAmerican students were oversampled to ensure that their voices were included in
the findings; however, none were identified as being formerly incarcerated. The
findings suggest that all students have a higher chance at academic success
when they are connected, directed, engaged, focused, nurtured and valued, but
faculty leadership must drive the changes that are required inside and outside
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the classroom to maximize student success (Bain, 2004; Bensimon, 2007; Booth
et al., 2013; Center for Community College Engagement, 2013; Cooper et al.,
2012; Cooper et al., 2014). This study addresses how lack of engagement, lack
of equity, and lack of intentional support from institutional agents can diminish an
underprepared and under-resourced student’s ability to succeed academically,
socially and emotionally. The motivation to succeed is further diminished when a
significant portion of a student’s life has been spent in prison.
Underprepared students are adept at not drawing attention to their
deficiencies; this is similar to the formerly incarcerated student’s goal to keep his
jail time from being disclosed. This can cause avoidance of faculty office hours
and any interactions with institutional agents that can instill feelings of shame and
embarrassment about academic preparation for college that stemmed from their
negative or limited relationships with structured education and their former
incarceration (Bryant, 2008; Harper, 2012). Furthermore, when former
incarceration is added to limited academic capital, social capital, cultural capital
and intergenerational poverty, this marginalized group faces yet another layer of
obstacles to overcome due to their basic needs not being met (Rose & Clear,
1998). Academic deficiencies carry a stigma of shame that can cause students
to withdraw from the academic process all together (Dowd & Bensimon, 2012;
DuBois, 1903; Perin, 2013). The limited social assets that underrepresented
students have decreased by students’ inability to make positive connections to
institutional agents (Bragg & Durham, 2012; Herndon & Moore, 2002; Lundberg
& Schreiner, 2004; Martinez-Aleman, 2007). A negative perception of self can
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prevent the personal growth that is needed to succeed in a college environment
(Dweck, 2006; Freire, 1970; Locke, 1935; Madyun, 2011; Moss & Young, 1995;
Person et al., 2014).
Strengthened academic success is directly associated to students’
engagement with faculty inside and outside the classroom; strengthened social
capital is associated with students’ ability to connect to the college community,
and personal success is associated with being nurtured and the perception of
being valued (Booth, et al., 2013; Rendón, 1994; Person et al., 2014; Yosso,
2005). Formerly incarcerated students face a greater disadvantage than any
other disproportionately impacted groups on community college campuses
because they carry the burden of being left to fend for themselves as they fight
the uphill battle of transforming their lives that will result in freedom from the
negative social impacts of incarceration (Rose & Clear, 1998; Strickland et al.,
2010).
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this study was to identify strengths and assets that
formerly incarcerated students bring to community college campuses and
illuminate the reported factors that drive their academic success. Researchers
have verified the disproportionate number of low-income students of color who
face barriers that adversely affect access and success in higher education
(Achieving the Dream, 2014; Knaggs, Sondergeld, & Schardt, 2013; Venezia &
Kirst, 2005). When the stigma of incarceration is added, a student is extremely
vulnerable to dropping out, stopping out or even worse, recidivism (Heitzeg,
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2009; Neal & Rick, 2013). There are strong connections between high school
dropouts and incarceration (Dillon, 2009; Foley, 2001). This study aimed to
humanize the life experiences of formerly incarcerated students and shed light on
the assets they bring with them to college that support their success during their
first year as community college students. I wanted this study to highlight the
successes achieved by formerly incarcerated students and the contributions of
support faculty, staff, and administrative training designed to understand the
experiences of this population and provide students with support that improves
as well as accelerates their success. This study aimed to illuminate the
significance and magnitude of how institutional agents and social capital supports
formally incarcerated students’ success. Furthermore, this qualitative analysis
aimed to highlight how formerly incarcerated students have a wealth of assets
within them that support their ability to persist and to succeed in higher
education.
Research Questions
The following research questions were used to guide this qualitative study.
The aim of the questions was to illuminate how the impact of social capital
obtained pre- and during incarceration can strengthen motivation and selfefficacy and how this capital can be used maximize their community college
success post-incarceration.
1.

What assets and strengths do formerly incarcerated men of color
report before, during and after incarceration that support their first
year of college success?
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2.

What are the implications for community colleges in responding to
formerly incarcerated men of color’s reported assets and strengths
that support first year college success?
Significance of the Study

This research is significant because it provides institutional agents who
serve as lifelines for formally incarcerated students the ability to strengthen their
understanding of what types of social capital they bring to community college and
the types of support and resources that are imperative to the success of these
students. Furthermore, this research will shed light on the significant
relationships within community college campuses that support success for
formerly incarcerated students. All college employees can benefit from this study
because everyone is integral to supporting student success. This study will shed
light on the direct connection between social capital and altruistic relationships
that develop the whole person and encourage success and persistence toward
degree completion for formally incarcerated students.
Scope of Study
This study illuminated the perceptions that formally incarcerated
community college students have of themselves. It highlighted their beliefs,
attitudes, and experiences with education before, during and after incarceration,
and identified how community colleges can meet them where they are and be
more responsive and aware of their assets and strengths. This awareness will
support the facilitation of their learning and achievements inside and outside of
the classroom. It uncovered how relationships on campus supported personal
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development during the first year of college, or did not. The lived experiences of
formally incarcerated students were examined for the purpose of identifying their
views on education, inner strength, key support people, and the character and
motivation needed to understand how college employees support the
development of their persistence and success in college.
Assumptions of the Study
I assumed that the formally incarcerated students who took part in this
study provided honest reflections of their experiences before, during, and post
incarceration as well as their first-year experiences with institutional agents in an
urban community college setting. It is also assumed that progress toward degree
attainment is a condition of success. This study aimed to solidify the imperative
role that institutional agents play in the success of underprepared, under
resourced, and formally incarcerated students inside and outside of the
classroom.
Study Delimitations
A delimitation of this study is that student participants’ academic success
is only considered through GPA, persistence for one year, and/or transfer and/or
degree attainment. The focus of this study was to highlight the strengths and
assets that formally incarcerated students possess that supports their
achievement of academic success. Participants were a specific subpopulation of
a multiple community college district on the west coast that serves students from
marginalized communities.
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Study Limitations
This study had three limitations. Many participants of this study were
members of an underground support group for students who have been formally
incarcerated. It is assumed that participants provided honest responses that
were not influenced by a desire to appease the researcher. Community college
students who are non-members of the underground support group were invited to
participate in this study by members who learned of their former incarceration.
The participants were at multiple stages in college and were incarcerated for
violent and non-violent crimes. All participants had at least 30 units of
community college credit, while others had earned enough units to transfer.
Others had already completed the transfer process and were enrolled at
universities. Most participants entered college underprepared and originally
assessed into developmental math and/or English and qualified for financial
support from the Board of Governors grant to cover tuition expenses. All
participants shared the goal of obtaining a college degree and reversing the
cycles of mass incarceration and intergenerational poverty for people of color.
Definitions of Key Terms
For the purpose of this study, the following key terms are central to
providing structure and understanding for the reader.
Collegial relationships. Collegial relationships are described as
relationships based on equal authority, respect, and trust (Center for Community
College Engagement, 2014).
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Disproportionate. This term is defined as numbers that lack conformity
and are mix-matched due to being too high or too low (Center for Community
College Engagement, 2014).
Impoverished students. These students are defined as students whose
annual household income or the income of his or her parents/guardians is below
the national poverty level (United States Department of Education, 2012).
Low-income students. These students are defined as students who qualify
for Board of Governors (BOG) grant (California Community Colleges
Chancellor’s Office, 2014).
Formerly incarcerated students. These are students who have completed
a jail or prison sentence and are enrolled in community college or a university.
Social capital. Social capital is defined as connections to social networks
that have the ability to advance one’s position by providing knowledge or
services that would otherwise be unavailable (Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Yosso,
2005).
Students of color. Students of non-Anglo Saxon descent qualify as
students of color.
Underprepared students. These students require developmental
education and are underprepared for college level courses (Center for
Community College Engagement, 2013).
Underrepresented students. First generation, low-income students are
underrepresented due to a disproportionate number of them without college
degrees (United States Department of Education, 2012).
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Under-resourced students. Under resourced students are those who
attend low-performing, poor quality P-12 public schools in impoverished areas
(Becker et al., 2009).
Organization of the Dissertation
Chapter 1 of this study introduced the foundation for the need to explore
and understand significant early experiences of formerly incarcerated students
and how their interactions with college employees influence their college
success. Chapter 2 provides a summary and critical review of past and present
literature that supports the significance of this study. It utilizes a social capital
framework that promotes equity, teaching strategies, and validation that creates
a culture of success that can enhance a formally incarcerated student’s ability to
flourish academically. I further discuss the significance of empowering formerly
incarcerated students by providing levels of support that have proven to be
successful and a list of key terms and definitions are provided. Chapter 3
presents an overview of the qualitative method of phenomenology, the
methodology used for this study, and provides details of how the data was
analyzed. Chapter 4 of this study presents the findings from the data collected,
and Chapter 5 is a discussion of the conclusions, interpretations, implications
and recommendations for policy and practice.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The reaffirmation to increase the number of college graduates in the
United States has been acknowledged by President Barack Obama, the Lumina
Foundation, and many other organizations connected to higher education
including the California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office (2014), which
represents the largest system of higher education in the United States with an
enrollment of 2.1 million students and 112 colleges (Achieving the Dream, 2014;
California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, 2014; Center for Community
College Student Engagement, 2013; Matthews, 2012; Mullin, 2010). In order to
increase the number of degree holding Americans over the next ten years,
community college leaders must pursue action strategies that involve
collaboration with policymakers, employers, and community leaders (Matthews,
2012; Mullin, 2010). These strategies must acknowledge the needs of all
students, and they must pay close attention to the needs of marginalized student
groups, specifically low-income students of color (Achieving the Dream, 2014;
Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Center for Community College Student Engagement,
2013). Many low-income African American students do not have access to
quality P-12 schools in their communities or have limited access to school at all
due to them being more harshly disciplined in school than other groups (Heitzeg,
2009; Neal & Rick, 2013; Office of Civil Rights, 2012; Okonofua & Eberhardt,
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2015; Skiba et al., 2011). The result is a disproportionate number of incarcerated
African Americans (Heitzeg, 2009; Neal & Rick, 2013; Rehavi & Starr, 2012;
Rocque & Paternoster, 2011; Zhang, Maxwell, & Vaughn, 2009). This pattern of
marginalizing impoverished people of color will further support the trend of the
United States prison system leading the world in the highest proportion of
incarcerated citizens instead of the highest proportion of college graduates
(Fenning & Rose, 2007; Neal & Rick, 2013; Mullin, 2010; Rocque & Paternoster,
2011; Sentencing Project, 2014).
A study by Okonofua and Eberhardt (2015) discovered that elementary
and secondary school teachers are likely to interpret unacceptable behavior
differently according to the student’s race, and African American children are
more harshly punished than others after the second infraction. This practice
further perpetuates the probability that these young people will be incarcerated in
the near future (Aizer & Doyle, 2011; Heitzeg, 2009; Neal & Rick, 2013).
However, even when African American students have access to high quality
schools, they are faced with the social challenge of being judged with an
escalated sensitivity to behavioral patterns that are a result of social and
psychological injustices (Alexander, 2012; West, 1993).
Each year, hundreds of thousands of people are released from prison in
the United States (Prison Policy Institute, 2014; Sentencing Project, 2014), and
community colleges will open their doors to an unknown number of new students
who were formally incarcerated for committing a multitude of violent and nonviolent crimes. These students seek a second chance at reclaiming their lives,
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and to do so, they must persist through the unfamiliar terrain of community
college while trying to overcome the degradation of past incarceration that was
made possible by the school to prison pipeline that causes a disproportionate
number of African American males to miss out on educational opportunities and
loose a large portion of their lives to incarceration (Alexander, 2010; Neal & Rick,
2013; Sentencing Project, 2014; West, 1993). Most students formerly
incarcerated or not, understand the importance of a college education and the
role it plays in obtaining gainful employment. More than 90% of high school
seniors say they will go to college (Venezia & Kirst, 2005). However, when they
arrive, a large number of them are underprepared for college-level work and
have been under resourced throughout their P-12 educational experience
(Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Frankenberg & Siegel-Hawley, 2011; Person et al.,
2014). Although many arrive with the best intentions, their dreams of obtaining a
college degree will more than likely not come true according to the low rate of
completion for community colleges students across the nation (United States
Department of Education, 2012).
Community colleges enroll around 51% of all students entering higher
education in the United States, but more than half of the students who arrive at
community college campuses each year lack the basic skills needed to perform
in college level courses (Barbatis, 2010; Moss & Young, 1995). Even though
community college stakeholders optimistically plan for successful completion for
all students each year, the large groups of marginalized students who are
underprepared for college work and unfamiliar with the college process face the
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reality of never completing the monumental task of conquering basic skills
education (Achieving the Dream, 2014; Barbatis, 2010; Bush, 2004; Dowd &
Bensimon, 2012).
Since underprepared, under resourced community college students have
extremely low success rates (Bensimon 2007, Perin, 2013), I am concerned that
the plethora of strategies that have been proven to bridge social and cultural
gaps for marginalized students (Achieving the Dream, 2014; Center for
Community College Student Engagement, 2013) are not considering formerly
incarcerated students that enroll in community college each year. The United
States once led the world in higher education attainment, but as of 2014, the
United States’ ranking in education attainment has dropped to number 25 in the
world with Korea holding a steady first place ranking (Achieving the Dream,
2014). However, the United States holds a solid first place in the world for the
highest number of incarcerated citizens, and a disproportionate number of them
are African American and Latino men (National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People [NAACP], 2011; Prison Policy Institute, 2014; Sentencing
Project, 2014).
The purpose of this study was to understand and illuminate factors that
drive success for formerly incarcerated students, understand their experiences
before incarceration, and understand what they gained in spite of being
incarcerated. College employees are tasked to provide services and referrals to
meet the academic and social needs of all students at their point of entry into
college; however, many needs of formerly incarcerated students go unmet
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(Johnson, 2003; Strickland et al., 2010). At the beginning of this chapter, I
review the historical, philosophical and theoretical foundations of this study.
Next, I review empirical research that supports the conceptual framework for this
study including the usefulness of equitable teaching strategies, student validation
and a culture of success inside and outside the classroom to ensure formerly
incarcerated students get off to a strong start during their first year of college.
Then, I examine literature that outlines how effective teaching practices along
with validation of culture and experiences contribute to higher student
engagement and deeper learning. Lastly, I review research that examines the
culture of relationships between students and faculty inside and outside of the
classroom and how these relationships support multidimensional elements that
strengthen social development in formerly incarcerated students that fosters
success in college.
Historical, Philosophical, and/or Theoretical Foundations
The large number of underprepared and under resourced students
enrolled in community colleges across the nation is not a new phenomenon
(United States Department of Education, 2012). However, the large number of
incarcerated people of color that begin community college underprepared has
had a snowball effect over the past 30 years, and the timing is in sync with
incarceration trends (McTier, 2015; Sentencing Project, 2014). The current
structure of higher education has historically placed many low-income students
and students of color in marginalized positions from the inception of their
educational experience (Cohen & Brawer, 2008; Dowd & Bensimon, 2012;

30
Thelin, 2011). Furthermore, the school to prison pipeline phenomenon has
created an additional barrier for impoverished individuals and families to
overcome while attempting to achieve the American dream (Heitzeg, 2009; Neal
& Rick, 2013; Rocque & Paternoster, 2011; Sentencing Project, 2014).
Historical Foundation
This country’s history of structural inequities in education has resulted in
the lack of educational opportunities for many low-income students and students
of color (Achieving the Dream, 2014; Venezia & Kirst, 2005). Although
community colleges make it possible for all students to access higher education
(Knaggs et al., 2013; Nguyen-Michel, Unger, & Spruijt-Metz, 2006), there are
some community colleges that were particularly established to provide access for
underrepresented students in low-income communities (California Community
Colleges Chancellor’s Office, 2014). This is a positive change from the past when
college was not only too expensive for low-income students, but females and
ethnically diverse students were systematically excluded as well (Thelin, 2011).
Today, many students, particularly African-American males, are excluded from
higher education due to incarceration, and many of them are non-violent
offenders (McTier, 2015; Sentencing Project, 2014). The large expansion of
incarceration for African-American males is connected to social relationships,
class, and drug arrest patterns (Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015; Sentencing
Project, 2014). Furthermore, low-income students enroll in the least selective
colleges, while growth at more selective colleges is attributed to mostly affluent
white students (United States Department of Education, 2012). These trends
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have created a postsecondary system that is both separate and unequal, and it
polarizes the educational and resource gaps between students from different
socioeconomic backgrounds (Carnevale & Strohl, 2011; Harper & Kuykendall,
2012; Person et al., 2014).
A disproportionate number of people of color in the United States live in
poverty, and this makes them an extremely vulnerable population in the prison
system and in higher education (Achieving the Dream, 2014; McTier, 2015;
Aspen Institute, 2013; Sentencing Project, 2014). African-Americans are
incarcerated five times more than Whites, and the ethnic make-up of the prison
population is drastically different from the make-up of the country’s population
(National Association for the Advancement of Colored People, 2011; McTier,
2015; The Prison Policy Institute, 2014). According to the Census Bureau’s
annual statistical report, income inequality is to blame for the trend of low-income
earners achieving less gains and high-income earners achieving more gains from
1990-2013 (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2014). Over the past 20 years, the median
income of the lowest 20% of income earners fell 5.9%; however, the median
income of the top 20% of earners rose to a gain of 23%. Furthermore, the
income of the top 5% saw a gain of 34.5% (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2014).
According to Carnevale and Strohl (2013), “Low-income Whites are more likely to
graduate with a Bachelor’s degree (23%) than low-income African Americans
(12%) and Hispanics (13%),” (p. 3). Comprehensive studies to improve equity in
higher education have led to innovative action research by The Aspen Institute
(2013), the Center for Community College Student Engagement (2013), and the
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Campaign for Black Male Achievement (2015) that has introduced strategies like
contextualized learning, supplemental resources and philanthropic support that
have shown promising results across the country. Additionally, organizations like
the Sentencing Project (2014) and the Advancement Project (2014) are
illuminating the disproportionate number of people of color who are incarcerated
each year although the crime rates in most urban areas have been on a
downward trend for several years (McTier, 2015). When these individuals are
released from prison, many have limited experience with structured education
and the positive social relationships needed to excel, especially if they attended
poor quality schools in the past (Harper & Kuykendall, 2012; Neal & Rick, 2013;
Person et al., 2014; Sandoval et al., 2014).
Scholar W. E. B. DuBois (1903) asserted that when individuals embrace
their whole self, it leads to self-efficacy (Herndon & Moore, 2002). Although
researchers are committed to improving the perceptions that students of color
have of themselves (Ladson-Billings, 1995; West, 1993), it is easier said than
done when a disproportionate number of these same students lack social capital,
and their White counterparts do not (Achieving the Dream, 2014; Bush, 2004;
Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Harper, 2012).
Philosophical Foundation
According to African-American philosopher Dr. Alain Locke (1885-1954),
values are embedded in the consciousness of mankind, and American
pragmatism had become a code of beliefs that was accepted as authoritative.
Furthermore, Locke claimed that American pragmatism failed to contribute to the
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growth of the philosophical study of axiology, the study of values and value
judgments (Locke, 1935). He supports his claim by asserting that the scientific
method and the bourgeois attitudes associated with it were merely one set of
criteria to guarantee purposeful knowledge, which is always subject to
modification. A value, according to Locke, is an emotionally mediated form of
experience, (Locke, 1935).
Values are at the forefront of understanding and reversing the social
challenges that affect success for formerly incarcerated students. My perception
of the impact of values relies heavily on Locke’s belief that values dictate the
quality of relationships with others. To Locke, values represent feelings, beliefs,
preferences, political persuasions, and racial and ethnic loyalties. Values pertain
to our own personal beliefs, not to an idea that is shared by the world. Locke
completely embraced the idea that it is the duty of all people to live in accordance
with their values and imperatives. If those imperatives did not embrace
pluralism, the only available conclusion would be that the dominant culture’s idea
of value relativism would be based upon the racist theory that people of color
were non-White; therefore, they are inferior and destined to a substandard
existence as citizens in America (Bush, 2004; Cuyjet, 1997; Foley, 2001; Locke,
1935; West, 1993). Negative value judgments toward formerly incarcerated
students hinder the accelerated development of the whole student that is
immediately required if there is a chance for success. For the underprepared
and formerly incarcerated student, success is comprised of a multidimensional
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evolution including social, emotional and academic development (Johnson, 2003;
Karp, 2011; Lin, 1999; Neal & Rick, 2013; Rose & Clear, 1998).
Theoretical Foundation
The social capital framework guided the logic of this study. According to
the Saguaro Seminar on Civic Engagement in America (2015), social networks
have value. The value that is inherent in social networks rings true in the adage,
“It’s not what you know it’s who you know.” Social networks provide access to
benefits that are transferred between people. These benefits create connections
and bonds that lead to further access to new networks with benefits that
continuously grow over time. Additionally, the benefits made possible through
social networks are usually not accessible without them. In education, social
capital is defined as relationships with institutional agents or agents of social
capital that lead to valued resources and opportunities (Lin, 1999; González et
al., 2003; Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Yosso, 2005). On a college campus, and in
life, social capital expands access to resources and opportunities that support
successful and sustainable growth. Many scholars have noted that impoverished
students lack the social capital needed to excel in higher education (Bush, 2004;
Shaun, 2012; Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Without social capital, chances of upward
mobility for formerly incarcerated students are slim to none (Coleman, 1988;
Strickland et al., 2010).
Social capital to a formerly incarcerated student can mean the difference
between success and failure as well as life and death (Coleman, 1988; Rose &
Clear, 1998; Strickland et al., 2010). Many marginalized groups view community
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college as a vessel to economic stability (Strickland et al., 2010). However,
many fall short of attaining this goal due to the multitude of social and academic
gaps formed due to years of attendance at poor quality schools (Neal & Rick,
2013; Carnevale & Strohl, 2014). Poor quality schools create multiple layers of
deficiencies that can lead to marginalization in higher education (Wilson, 1987;
Venezia & Kirst, 2005). These deficiencies make learning and achievement a
lengthy process due to the necessity of developmental education courses that
enable underprepared students to gain fundamental knowledge in English and
math that students with access to social networks are likely to possess when
they enter college (Achieving the Dream, 2014; Bragg & Durham, 2012, Bush,
2004). Many underrepresented students’ benefit from intentional providers of
social capital in their quest to persist through higher education; however, some
still fall short of obtaining it (Bush, 2004; González, et al., 2003; Sandoval et al,
2012; Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Yosso, 2005).
Review of the Scholarly Empirical Literature
The scholarly empirical literature detailed in this section includes an
overview of literature that supports social and racial justice that supports student
success for marginalized students. The topics include equity, validation,
teaching strategies, campus culture and environmental factors. The social
capital lens illuminates the lack of access to networks that marginalized groups
face (Stanton-Salazar, 1997; González et al., 2003). Social networks are
imperative to success for students who begin college with an educational
disadvantage (Wilson, 1987). Limited access to networks that embrace cultural
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knowledge and capital can in turn weaken the marginalized student’s ability to
embrace the belief that educational transformation is possible (Yosso, 2005).
Social capital supports higher education attainment and increases positive
perceptions of self and the possibility of transforming one’s life (Stanton-Salazar,
1997; Yosso, 2005). It is a source of knowledge and support that many
marginalized students do not experience until they reach college and find that
they cannot progress, graduate, and/or transfer without it.
There is much literature that supports when equity exists for all students,
achievement gaps between student groups are eliminated and success is
scalable and sustainable (Bensimon, 2004; Center for Community College
Student Engagement, 2013). A commitment to equity ensures high completion
rates for all students, especially those who have traditionally experienced
marginalization, such as low-income students, students of color, and formerly
incarcerated students (Achieving the Dream, 2014; Bain, 2004; Cuseo, 2011;
Strickland et al., 2010). When a student’s cultural experiences and values are
noted and embraced, the chance for success in college is strengthened
(Barbatis, 2010; Bensimon, 2004; Cuyjet, 1997; Harper, 2012; Ladson-Billings,
1994; Sandoval-Lucero, 2014). When equity is at the foundation of a
marginalized student’s initial college experience, building social capital should be
at the forefront to pave the way for transformation that leads to self-worth and
success (Bensimon, 2007; Cuseo, 2011).
Since marginalized students usually begin college with a need for
remedial education, their experiences, culture and needs must be validated to
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ensure that they have an increased opportunity to excel (Rendón, 1994;
González, 2000). Effective teaching, mentoring and advising provides
marginalized students with access to social relationships that permit information
sharing which instills confidence in the ability to perform in college (Center for
Community College Student Engagement, 2012; Martinez-Aleman, 2007;
Rendón, 2006).
Teaching strategies that engage students and provide cultural
acknowledgement strengthens a marginalized student’s ability to achieve
success (Bensimon, 2007; Vader-McCormick, 2012). Topics that support
student engagement increase motivation by boosting energy in the classroom
and building positive relationships with the instructor and peers that in turn
promote improved performance (Vader-McCormick, 2012). Faculty interactions
with underprepared students provide personal validation (Achieving the Dream,
2014; Bensimon, 2007). Success is likely to happen when students feel
recognized as individuals, they feel like they matter, and they feel cared about as
people (Bensimon, 2007, Lundberg & Schreiner, 2004; Umbach & Wawrznski,
2005).
The community college environment must provide a landscape that
cultivates the dreams and aspirations of all students (Achieving the Dream, 2014;
Ladson-Billings, 2014; Lundberg & Schreiner, 2004). Such an environment
stems from the beliefs and values of college faculty, staff and leaders. Many
underprepared and under-resourced students of color arrive at community
college campuses with experiences of racism and inequities during their P-12
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experience (Becker et al., 2009; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000; Harper, 2012).
Faculty members who do not share their cultural or ethnic identity will often
instruct them (Ladson-Billings, 2014; Wilson, 1987). Since students bring their
prior life experiences to college campuses, there is often suspicion that the
faculty member who stands before them shares the same perceptions of
students of color that is broadcast daily in the media. This cycle can develop
mistrust and an inability for marginalized students to make positive connections
to their lives while in the classroom. The topics of equity, validation, teaching
strategies, campus culture, and environmental factors will be further addressed in
the conceptual framework section.
Conceptual Framework
There has been immense research dedicated to leveling the playing field
for underprepared and under resourced students, and the demand for equity is at
the forefront of this research. The nation’s college completion agenda has
encouraged an increased commitment to student success and illuminated the
performance of community colleges and the need to improve student outcomes
(Achieving the Dream, 2014; Bensimon, 2004; United States Department of
Education, 2012). A transformative framework guided this study in the hope to
reinforce the assertion that all students can learn, regardless of past educational
and/or criminal experiences. In order for community colleges to transform
society, individual stories of experiences of the community must be told,
embraced, and used to create a critical mass that supports structural and policy
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changes in the way higher education is offered to marginalized students
(Creswell, 2014; Moustakas, 1994).
Equity and Student Success
According to the national educational initiative Achieving the Dream
(2014) when equity exists for all students, achievement gaps between student
groups are eliminated and success is attainable. State policies affect college
access, and the policies linked to success include those involving developmental
education, counseling, and degree attainment (Bensimon, 2007; Frankenberg &
Siegel-Hawley, 2011; Venezia & Kirst, 2005). Achieving equity would mean that
all educational institutions provide each student with the best opportunity
available to succeed (Bragg & Durham, 2012; Carnevale & Strohl, 2011; Dowd &
Bensimon, 2012; McTier, 2015). However, many opportunities designed for
marginalized students to persist to degree attainment fail to revolutionize how
these students perceive themselves in the larger context of the college
experience (Bush, 2004; Cuyjet, 1997; Harper, 2012). The educational structure
in place supports the notion that students need to do all of the changing, not the
centuries old system, which is why education attainment in the United States has
plummeted (Bensimon, 2007; McTier, 2015; United States Department of
Education, 2012).
The University of Southern California’s Center for Urban Education’s
(2014) idea to use action research is supported by the belief that educational
practitioners need hands-on strategies in order to bridge the equity gap.
Furthermore, practitioners must be clear on how marginalized students fit into the
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context of society (Bensimon, 2004; Bragg & Durham, 2012). An increase in
diversity and multiculturalism at all levels of public education will have a strong
impact on increased preparation and integration of students of different races,
ethnic, and social backgrounds (Bensimon, 2004; Cuyjet, 1997; Dowd &
Bensimon, 2012; Frankenberg & Siegel-Hawley, 2011; Harper, 2012; Kluger,
2011; Ladson-Billings, 2014; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000). However, it is not
simply the responsibility of institutions to lead this call for structural change.
In 2013, the Aspen Institute’s Roundtable on Community College Change
created a Racial Equity Development Program (2013) that promotes racial
equity. It develops lessons that engage leaders from multiple sectors to
implement strategies for discussing racial issues and eliminating divides between
races (Bush, 2004; Cole, 2008; Harper & Kuykendall, 2012; Sandoval-Lucero et
al., 2014; Yosso, 2005). Aspen’s Roundtable defines racial equity as people in a
society having equal chances to reach their full potential (Aspen Institute, 2013;
Bragg & Durham, 2012; Dowd & Bensimon, 2012; Kluger, 2011). Although this
work is important, policymakers who are in position to initiate structural change or
fight to uphold national policies that were written to protect the way underserved
and under resourced students are introduced to higher education are not gaining
traction at the rate that people of color are being marginalized in educational
institutions across the country (Harper & Kuykendall, 2012; Rose & Clear, 1998;
Wood & Turner, 2011). Furthermore, some, like formerly incarcerated students,
may not even have a voice in the discussion (McTier, 2015).
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In order to help level the playing field for formerly incarcerated students
today, institutional agents must be aware of how marginalized students fit into the
context of society (Cuyjet, 1997; Madyun, 2011; Rose & Clear, 1998; West,
1993). Many underprepared and under resourced students on community
college campuses have negative perceptions of themselves that can lead to
shame and a sense of unworthiness (Becker et al., 2009; Cooper et al., 2014).
Since many faculty members are promoting change to the way underprepared
students are engaged in the classroom, they also need a seat at the table when
the dialogue for structural change is on the agenda (Harper, 2012; Wood &
Turner, 2011). In a society where people start out with unequal circumstances,
educational attainment measured by test scores and grades can be partly
connected to being born into a family that does not live in poverty or being born
into the “right” race (Bensimon, 2007; Dowd & Bensimon, 2012; Carnevale &
Strohl, 2013).
Structural inequities are nothing new in public education (Carnevale &
Strohl, 2013; Harper & Kuykendall, 2012; Kluger, 2011; Smith & Welch, 1989;
Venezia & Kirst, 2005). According the United States Department of Education
(2012) since the elimination of affirmative action in public institutions, the rate of
students of color enrolling in community colleges has increased. Since
community colleges have an open-door policy, they are most likely to see a large
number of students, and most of those students require remedial education
(Barbatis, 2010; Venezia & Kirst, 2005). A commitment to equity ensures high
completion rates for all students, especially those who have traditionally
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experienced marginalization like low-income students of color (Cooper et al.,
2014; Obear, 2015). Since affirmative action was banned, some colleges have
made strides in ensuring diversity on campuses. Specific actions include
intentionally recruiting students from predominately African-American and
Hispanic serving high schools and community colleges (Dowd & Bensimon,
2012; Kahlenberg, 2012).
Validation and Student Success
When student experiences and needs are validated, chance for success
increases (González, 2000; Rendón, 1994). However, altruistic relationships
between students and faculty must be formed with equity, effective teaching, and
mentoring at the forefront of the process (Bain, 2004; Bensimon, 2007; Lundberg
& Schreiner, 2004; Rendón, 2006; Vader-McCormick, 2012). Faculty-student
social relationships permit faculty to provide the gift of sharing personal insights
and experiences of their own successful navigation through higher education with
students (Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2012; MartinezAleman, 2007; Rendón, 2006). When underprepared and under resourced
students are valued and respected by someone who can guide them through
their new landscape from day one, these relationships can serve as a model for
faculty-student interactions throughout their academic career (Becker et al.,
2009; González, 2000; Karp, 2011; Rendón, 2006). The exchange of altruistic
interactions in faculty-student relationships is an element required to initiate
students to trust the tedious process of developmental education (Bensimon,
2007; California Community College Student Engagement, 2013; Lundberg &
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Schreiner, 2004; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015). This human element of gift
giving is a familiar concept to someone in need of help, and it is a priceless
resource for students who lack social capital (Ladson-Billings, 1994; MartinezAleman, 2007; Person et al., 2014; Yosso, 2005). Although this gift is difficult to
measure, it is an unspoken requirement in the swiftly needed development of
student leadership skills, confidence and purpose (Martinez-Aleman, 2007;
Person et al., 2014; Sandoval-Lucero et al., 2014). Exposure to collegial
relationships with faculty offers a wealth of possible realities that can be a
catalyst for underprepared and under resourced students to view themselves as
worthy and capable of success (Harper, 2012; Karp, 2011; National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People, 2011).
Collegial relationships with faculty support the formation of an academic
self-image that supports accountability (Booth et al., 2013; Aspen Institute,
2012). The gift of faculty sharing one’s self in faculty-student relationships
initiates and builds trust in the unfamiliar process of being a college student and
exploring how one fits in the big picture of higher education (Martinez-Aleman,
2007). Students unfamiliar with the traditional structure of college enter a foreign
world where they feel alienated, inadequate and invisible (Bush, 2004; González,
2000; Harper, 2012; Rendón, 2006). Feelings of inadequacy can cause frequent
shifts in and out of a positive perception of self and purpose (Stanton-Salazar,
1997). When underprepared students struggle with navigating the new college
atmosphere, they can begin to question whether or not college is a part of their
purpose in life (Center for Community College Engagement, 2013; Moss &
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Young, 1995). Without support from a faculty mentor, underprepared students
can remain in a fixed mindset that can result in failure to persist due to an
inability to coexist in the realities of past, present and future (DuBois, 1903;
Dweck, 2006). How students’ fit in the academic world and how they make
choices will depend on the existence of encouraging social interactions and
inclusive environments (Coleman, 1988; Currie, 2007; Dweck, 2006; González,
2000; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Sandoval-Lucero et al., 2014).
Teaching Strategies and Student Success
More than ever, the effectiveness of developmental education instruction
is being questioned and the practitioners who teach these courses vary widely in
their teaching strategies (Herndon & Moore, 2002; Perin, 2013). However, it is
possible that there are many developmental education instructors who do not
value the experiences of diverse cultures (Barbatis, 2010; Kahlenberg, 2012;
Sandoval-Lucero, 2014). For some, the marginalization of African-American and
Latino/a students has no connection to why students of color do not achieve at
the same rate of White students (Carnavale & Strohl, 2013; Dowd & Bensimon,
2012). Furthermore, it is possible that some developmental education
practitioners face similar shame and embarrassment experienced by their
students when questioned about their students’ lack of progress in completing
basic skills courses. Colleges must do more to help students learn how to
succeed in the postsecondary environment, and the best way to do this is to
create environments to meet the unique needs of the students they serve
(Bensimon, 2007; Lundberg & Schreiner, 2004; Umbach & Wawrznski, 2005).
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Everyone on a college campus can support student achievement, but faculty
must lead the efforts to establish collegial relationships with underprepared and
formerly incarcerated students (Lin, 1999; Strickland et al., 2008; Umbach &
Wawrznski, 2005; Vader-McCormick, 2012). Since faculty members are limited
in making any sweeping changes to how higher education is structured for
underprepared and under resourced students, they can initiate frequent collegial
relationships that can set the tone for successful completion (Cooper et al.,
2014). Current data supports positive outcomes when faculty members utilize
engaging teaching practices in community college classrooms (Achieving the
Dream, 2014; Bensimon, 2007; Center for Community College Engagement,
2012; Umbach & Wawrznski, 2005; Vader-McCormick, 2012). Engagement
leads to deeper learning; furthermore, when the material is relevant to the lives of
students, respect and understanding is strengthened and students’ feel valued
and motivated to work hard through difficult times in their personal lives
(Bensimon, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 2014; Vader-McCormick, 2012).
There is extreme value in utilizing multiple teaching strategies that
increase engagement (Cole, 2008; Rigoni, Pugach, Longwell-Grice, & Ford,
2013). Some strategies include collaboration in small groups, oral presentations,
and problem solving using scenarios and questioning techniques (Bain, 2004;
Center for Community College Engagement, 2012; Vader-McCormick, 2012).
When intensity is combined with engagement, students experience higher levels
of self-confidence, they feel valued, and their chances for success increases
(Cole, 2008; González et al., 2003; Harper, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1995;
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Rendón, 1994). The instructional practices that an instructor contemplates
should always be focused on high levels of student engagement (Center for
Community College Student Engagement, 2013). Faculty who are committed to
excellence in the execution of these practices must also recognize that
evaluation, the monitoring of progress, and redesign (if necessary) must be
implemented to ensure that scalability is a possibility (Achieving the Dream,
2014; Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2013; Vuong &
Hairston, 2012).
Campus Culture and Student Success
Faculty must examine and clarify their own personal views about
marginalized students and decide if they are genuinely up for the challenge to
make changes to the way they operate inside and outside of the classroom
(Aspen Institute, 2012; Bain, 2004). Archaic strategies like talk and chalk do not
fare well with marginalized students (Center for Community College
Engagement, 2013; Harper & Kuykendall, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 2014). Faculty
behaviors and attitudes about serving underprepared students have a striking
effect on student engagement and learning (Dowd & Bensimon, 2012; González
et al., 2003). When faculty members create environments that employ engaging
practices and strategies, students receive greater success from learning
experiences (Aspen Institute, 2012; Bain, 2004; Cuseo, 2011; Harper &
Kuykendall, 2012; Umbach & Wawrznski, 2005).
Dowd and Bensimon (2012) employ the existentialist philosophy for
meeting the needs of underprepared students. They overlook the question, what
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am I to believe? However, they ask the question, what am I to do? The focus of
their action strategy is to initiate change in academia, not society, by examining
the real life educational issues that exist for underprepared students like low
persistence and low success rates. They train practitioners to use common tools
like data, syllabi, textbooks, culturally relevant pedagogy and assessment tools
that are enhanced to spark new ways of engaging under represented students.
These tools are paired with building collegial relationships with students that are
based on respect and an understanding of cultural and socio-economical
experiences that can hinder motivation (Bensimon, 2007; Center for Community
College Engagement, 2012; González et al., 2003; Ladson-Billings, 2014;
Umbach & Wawrznski, 2005). With consistent faculty involvement, the Center for
Urban Education’s (2014) action research plan aims to reverse the exclusion of
marginalized students by authentically employing an honest, courageous and
passionate commitment to the goal of deciding what to do differently in order to
create a culture of success (Boyle, 2011; Dowd & Bensimon 2012; MartinezAleman, 2007). However, problems arise when faculty members who teach
underprepared students believe that students perpetuate the problem of being
underprepared. These are the faculty that this important data must reach. More
times than not, plans are presented to “fix” the student, and there is no
discussion of the educational structure that places underprepared students in
educational distress from the inception of their higher education experience
(Carnevale & Strohl, 2013; Harper & Kuykendall, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 2014).
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However, redirecting the status quo is not an easy task. Many leaders in
higher education have committed to initiating institutional change in order to level
the playing field for marginalized students (Achieving the Dream, 2014). The
Student Success Task Force of California Community Colleges provided a
blueprint to accomplish this feat. The taskforce outlines a plan of action that is
embedded in professional development to empower faculty to make changes to
the way they operate inside and outside the classroom (California Community
Colleges Chancellor’s Office, 2014). However, change will not happen if it is
mandated as a top down directive and there is no faculty buy-in. Furthermore,
faculty who work with underprepared students must accept a new set of rules if
they truly want to empower underprepared students. Faculty members need
training of specifically designed strategies and resources that offer a fresh
perspective on the lingering issue of how to best support underprepared students
(Boyle, 2011; Perin, 2013). Cutting edge organizations like the Aha! Process
(2014) train faculty and staff in pedagogy that is designed to promote high-quality
learning for underprepared students, and they offer certification in a framework
for understanding poverty.
Faculty values and beliefs that support innovation and change create a
culture of best practices (Bain, 2004). When faculty members report frequent
use of active and collaborative learning techniques, students will likely engage in
active and collaborative learning, which will lead to increased success (VaderMcCormick, 2012). The cultural context created by faculty through their attitudes
and behaviors can play a role in developing a culture that fosters student learning
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(Aspen Institute, 2012; Center for Community College Student Engagement,
2013; Cuseo, 2011; Moss & Young 1995). Researchers must continue to
persuade faculty to believe that traditional practices do not work well for
underprepared students (Achieving the Dream, 2014; Barbatis, 2010; LadsonBillings, 2014). Since the structure of higher education seems to be ironclad,
then the practices of faculty must evolve to meet the needs of the vulnerable subculture of underprepared formerly incarcerated students on college campuses.
By the time students of color reach community college, most of them have
had numerous experiences with racism and inequities in education (Bush, 2004;
Carnavale & Strohl, 2013; Harper, 2012; Harper & Kuykendall, 2012; Wood &
Turner, 2011). Many students of color rarely have the opportunity to experience
a college course taught by a professor of their own ethnicity (Bragg & Durham,
2012). This creates an additional barrier to success because many of these
students, particularly students of color, do not feel that all White instructors view
them in a positive light (Bensimon, 2007; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015; West,
1993). This notion provides another barrier for underprepared students to
overcome in higher education and fosters the reproduction of economic and
cultural elites (Carnevale & Strohl, 2013). A culture of student success is largely
based on the important role of positive faculty relationships with students
(Lundberg & Schreiner, 2004; Martinez-Aleman, 2007); therefore, it is crucial for
faculty members to understand their values and beliefs as well as the values and
beliefs that students of color bring with them to college campuses (Bensimon,
2007; Umbach & Wawrznski, 2005).
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Environmental Factors and Student Success
The research that addresses environmental factors is relevant to this
study (Becker et al., 2009). In this section, I focus my review of research on
addressing stress factors that contribute to low success for underprepared
students. Urban community colleges present many hazardous factors that
impede student success (Knaggs et al., 2013; Moss & Young, 1995; Person et
al., 2014). When urban community college students were asked about
challenges that impede success that had nothing to do with the institution, some
students, particularly students of color mentioned the risk factors associated with
traveling to and from school (Booth et al., 2012). There is a connection between
stress and success for college students, and physical activity is usually
recommended as a method for reducing and managing stress (Nguyen-Michel et
al., 2006). However, research has found that many college students have
reported their stress levels as unacceptably high, especially if they live in
underrepresented communities (Becker et al., 2009; Nguyen-Michel et al., 2006).
Chapter Summary
Current literature provides clear data to support the structural inequities in
public education and the need for equity inside and outside of college
classrooms, especially those that are located in urban areas with low performing
high schools and serve a high number of underprepared students (Bragg &
Durham, 2012; Bush, 2004; Carnevale & Strohl, 2013). Today, community
college faculty who teach developmental education have access to practices that
provide an equitable education for all students, specifically marginalized students
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who begin their educational journey underprepared for college level courses
(Achieving the Dream, 2014; Aspen Institute, 2013; Center for Community
College Student Engagement, 2013). When equity exists for all students,
achievement gaps between student groups are eliminated and success is
achievable and sustainable (Achieving the Dream 2014; Knaggs et al., 2013).
Achieving equity would mean that all educational institutions provide each
student with the best opportunities available to succeed by using current data
and using high-impact instructional practices (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Perin,
2013).
Faculty who are accountable to teach underprepared students how to
survive in a college environment must be willing to trust the current research and
delve into trying new and proven practices that level the playing field for
underprepared students and yield positive results that boost retention and
success (Knaggs et al., 2013). However, the low success rates of students of
color at many community colleges suggest that these strategies and the data to
support them are landing on deaf ears. It is not clear if faculty in predominately
minority-serving institutions have access to the research on engaging teaching
strategies, nor is it clear that colleges with high numbers of underprepared
students mandate on-going professional development to ensure that faculty
members have the tools they need to succeed in this environment.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Many students who experience P-12 education in communities with under
resourced, low performing schools are often unknowingly forming a deficiency in
basic educational skills that will place them at a disadvantage in college
(Achieving the Dream, 2104). In disproportionate numbers, graduates from
under resourced high schools in low-income communities require remediation
(Barbatis, 2010; Bush, 2004). Many national studies have verified the
disproportionate number of impoverished students who face barriers that
adversely affect access and success in higher education (Achieving the Dream,
2014; Aspen Institute, 2013; Matthews, 2012; Mullin, 2010; National Association
for the Advancement of Colored People, 2011). A disproportionate number of
students who live in poverty are unable to advance through college within the two
or four-year timeframe that the California Master Plan outlines (California
Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, 2014).
This qualitative study aimed to illuminate the reported factors that drive
success for formerly incarcerated community college students by creating an
expertise model of student success (EMSS), a theoretical model that enables
specific understanding of particular students’ success by merging specific
concepts and the relationships that connect them (Padilla, 2009). In turn, the
EMSS can guide development of a local model of student success (LMSS) that
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can be used as a guide to develop and implement interventions to promote
success for particular student groups (Padilla, 2009). Local models are based on
empirical observations gathered from student experiences within specific
institutions. Padilla’s (2009) EMSS will support capturing rich descriptions of the
ways in which formerly incarcerated students define and process their social
experiences during their first year of college.
The first assumption of the EMSS is that the researcher cannot explain
how and why one student can follow a course of study and complete it in a timely
manner and another student who begins at the same time is unable to complete
the same course of study. Therefore, the campus experience is acknowledged
as a black box as used by physical scientists. It is clear about what goes into the
black box, like grades, goals, and preparation for college work and what comes
out of the black box, like degrees, certificates and dropouts, but it is not clear
about what happens inside the box. However, other methods of probing
experiences are possible with assumption two. The second assumption asserts
that all students arrive at college with specific assets and strengths that support
success. The third assumption is that some students are able to overcome
barriers to success, and these students are considered experts at being
students. They possess heuristic knowledge as well as academic knowledge,
which are equally vital to student success. The fourth assumption is the ability of
the student to take effective actions that will lead to successful outcomes. By
utilizing the concept model from expert systems theory, it is possible to identify
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findings that are specific to any male student who has experienced incarceration
and attended an urban community college.
Among formerly incarcerated students, a disproportionate number of them
are African-American, and their low socio-economic status is yet another barrier
to advancement through community college in a timely manner (Cuyjet, 1997;
Foley, 2001; Harper, 2012; Neal & Rick, 2013). This study aimed to illuminate
the central meaning, magnitude and effects of student experiences preincarceration, during incarceration, and their academic journey during their first
year of community college. The goal was to increase the awareness of this
student population and develop successful pathways to completion and
sustainable employment for these students while reducing recidivism rates for
students of color. Furthermore, this study aimed to support the college
completion agenda that will assist America in regaining traction as a contender
among the world’s leaders of higher education attainment (Matthews, 2012;
Mullin, 2010; National Association for the Advancement of Colored People,
2011).
The following research questions were used to guide the results of this
qualitative study. The aim of the research questions is to understand how
formerly incarcerated students experience college during their first year and to
investigate how their lives before incarceration can offer valuable insights to their
potential for success that has always been within them.
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1.

What assets and strengths do formerly incarcerated men of color
report before, during and after incarceration that support their first
year of college success?

2.

What are the implications for community colleges in responding to
formerly incarcerated men of color’s reported assets and strengths
that support first year college success?

In this chapter, the methodology is provided, and it is followed by a
discussion of the philosophical foundations and interpretive framework within the
overall process of the research. Next, a description of the research design is
presented alongside the selected methodological approach used in this study.
Furthermore, details of the research method are provided including information
about the setting, sample, and data collection. I include a description of the
instrumentation and procedure as well as an analysis that includes validity,
trustworthiness and the role of the researcher. Finally, I conclude the chapter
with a concise summary.
Qualitative Research
Qualitative research has origins in anthropology. It seeks to explore
shared meanings and practices of people and cultures (Creswell, 2013).
Qualitative research seeks to understand and to establish the meaning of an
experience or event by documenting the experiences of the people who
experience the event (Maxwell, 1996; Moustakas, 1994). The inductive
approach provides strength in qualitative research due to its focus on specific
situations, and its emphasis on the exact words of participants instead of
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numbers (Maxwell, 1996). The perspectives of the participants create the reality
of the experiences the researcher strives to understand (Creswell, 2013;
Maxwell, 1996). Qualitative research is not intuitive nor is it journalistic (Zarate,
2014). It acknowledges the researcher’s standpoint and provides for reflection
after the research is complete (Moustakas, 1994). Another strength of qualitative
research is that the research questions are narrow and focused (Creswell, 2013).
This ensures the ability to collect rich, meaningful and reliable data from the
participants (Maxwell, 1996). Qualitative research employs three specific
methods for gathering evidence to help answer research questions (Creswell,
2013). The first method option is listening to informants through face-to-face or
telephone interviews. A second option is to observe the behavior of participants
in the study and documenting the observations as they happen. A third option is
to examine historical records and use them to answer research questions
(Creswell, 2013; Zarate, 2014). For this study, face-to-face focus groups were
utilized.
Qualitative research offers a rich, in depth description of the first-hand
experiences of participants. The phenomenological design was the chosen
method for this study due to its use of open-ended questions and my desire to
allow participants to recount experiences as they happened. It allows the
researcher to provide the precise account of a lived experience that mere
numbers cannot offer (Creswell, 2013, 2014; Saldana, 2013).
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Research Design
This study employed the phenomenological research design. The central
phenomenon is the factors that drive success for formerly incarcerated students.
The use of phenomenological research for this study stems from the desire to
understand and to describe the lived experiences of the participants solely from
their own point of view. In phenomenology, there is no desire to generate theory
since the discovery of an understanding of the experience as perceived by the
participant is the goal (Moustakas, 1994; Zarate, 2014). As the participants
share their experiences with the phenomenon through reflections prompted by
focused questions, the researcher is able to offer a description of the true
experiences of the participants as the participants reflect on what the experience
means to them in a non-threatening environment (Moustakas, 1994). In order to
capture the true essence of the participants’ experiences a narrow and focused
question structure is key (Creswell, 2013).
According to Moustakas (1994), empirical phenomenological research
methods have been used in human science inquiry as early as 1959. In these
early studies, psychologist longed to understand what lived experiences truly
meant to people who were being studied. Most early phenomenological
researchers agreed that in order to capture the true experience of those being
investigated, researchers should allow the experiences to speak for themselves.
The more narrow and focused the interview questions, the richer and more
accurate the responses from the participants will be. According to Moustakas
(1994), “The understanding of meaningful concrete relations implicit in the
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original description of experience in the context of a particular situation is the
primary target of phenomenological knowledge” (p. 14). The phenomenological
research method assures a first-hand account of the phenomenon that is not
influenced by any input other than that of the individuals who lived the
experience. Phenomenological research gives a voice to groups who have been
marginalized or silenced in research that is strictly quantitative (Creswell, 2013;
Zarate, 2014).
The central phenomenon in this study is the understanding of factors that
drive success for formerly incarcerated students. In phenomenological research,
evidence is derived from first-person reports of life experiences; therefore, I used
focus groups to collect data (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994). In order to
describe the true experiences of participants, the epoche process will be utilized.
In Greek, epoche means to stay away from or abstain (Moustakas, 1994). The
epoche process makes certain that the researcher sets aside all pre-judgments
and biases surrounding the study participants and the subject matter. This
suspension of judgment is obtained using a process called bracketing.
Bracketing permits the researcher to set aside biases and to view experiences as
they are (Creswell, 2013; Moustakes, 1994). This process will support my desire
to capture the pure essence and experiences of the participants in my study and
remove any preconceived ideas that I have about anything related to the
research.
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Research Methods
In this section, I present the specific research method utilized in this
phenomological study. The focus group is an informal, interactive process that
utilizes open-ended comments and questions. Focus groups are a carefully
planned series of discussions designed to obtain perceptions on a defined area
of interest in a permissive, nonthreatening environment (Krueger & Casey 2000;
Zarate, 2014). Focus groups are a means to get information about attitudes,
beliefs, feelings and emotional reactions, and they can also help researchers
generate new ideas (Krueger & Casey, 2000). Focus groups allow a researcher
to get both individual and interactive opinions. The researcher can also learn
about body language that participants use to describe their responses to
questions. With focus groups, there are no right or wrong answers, and all ideas
and opinions are important (Krueger & Casey, 2000).
Five focus groups were scheduled over seven days and each was audio
taped and videotaped. The maximum capacity for each focus group was seven.
The focus groups were held in a private conference room in the college library
near my office that was free from outside distractions. The atmosphere of the
focus groups was non-threatening and comfortable. Participants were informed
of the nature and purpose of the focus groups and extended an invitation to
participate if they met the established criteria. A signed a consent form was
required for each participant and an assurance of anonymity was maintained.
Each participant’s identity was protected by never associating names or emails
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with collected data. The focus groups were conducted in a manner that is
consistent with ethical principles of research (Krueger & Casey, 2000).
The range of time set aside for each focus group was two hours to ensure
that the discussion was not rushed. Each participant was engaged to answer a
series of questions pertaining to their experiences before incarceration, during
incarceration, and after incarceration. The focus group questions are located in
Appendix C.
Goal of Focus Groups
The goal of the focus groups was to understand the factors that drive
success during the first year of a formerly incarcerated student’s college
experience. The focus group questions addressed students’ view of education,
motivation to take action, key support people, character, and a rating of their own
inner strength (Appendix C). Prior to each focus group, participants received a
letter via email that explained the purpose of the study and how the results would
be used (Appendix A). Additionally, each participant reviewed and signed a
participant release agreement (Appendix A) that explained the process of
participant involvement, the time required, and the permission to audio and video
tape their images during the focus groups. Furthermore, at the end of each focus
group, participants received $20.00 cash as a gift for participating, and a formal
statement of my gratitude for their participation in the form of a thank-you letter
(Appendix B). Participants were informed that if necessary, a follow-up meeting
will be scheduled to provide opportunities for clarification.
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Setting
The research for this study was completed at an urban community college
in southern California that serves over 8,000 students each semester in a
socioeconomically and ethnically diverse community. The median household
income in the college’s service area is one of the lowest in the state, and over
90% of the students enrolled at the college are of African-American and Latino/a
descent. The remaining 10% of students are Asian, multi-ethnic, and White. In
the college service area, 29.9% of all residents earn an income that is below the
poverty level, compared to 16.3% in the entire county and 14.4% in the entire
state. The credit student population is 54% African American and 36% Latino/a.
A total of 69% of all students are female and 31% are male. Most students at the
college qualify for a Board of Governors grant to pay tuition fees, and many
students qualify for services from EOPS, GAIN/CalWORKS, and TRIO programs.
There are twice as many female students as there are male students, and in
2014, over 65% of students were financial aid recipients. Although over 65% of
the student population is African-American, over 60% of residents in the
surrounding community are Latino/a, and this number has consistently increased
each year over the past five years and will likely continue. Over 50% of students
have identified transferring to a university as their primary educational goal.
However, the student transfer rate is not congruent with student goals. At the
time of data collection, there were 2,132 males enrolled at the college. Out of the
2,132 males enrolled, 559 (26.2%) of them were enrolled as fulltime students (12
or more units) with a certified educational plan on file. At the time of this
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research, 87.9% of students enrolled in credit courses assessed into basic skills
English, and 99.8% assessed into basic skills math. Success rates and
graduation rates at this community college are the lowest in the district and
among the lowest in California. Students in this setting complete their
educational goals at a lower rate than students at nearly every other community
college in the state and most students attended low performing high schools in
the area. Many students are the first generation in their family to attend college,
and there is a large population of non-traditional students who also maintain jobs
and have families.
Sample
Men of color were initially targeted for this study; however, 97% of the
focus group participants were African-American. The remaining 3% are Latino
and Nigerian. I was provided an email listserv consisting of members of the
underground student club, Formerly Incarcerated (FI) by the club’s unofficial
spokesperson who recently transferred to a university. Twenty-seven formerly
incarcerated students met the criteria to participate in one of the five scheduled
focus groups. In order to qualify for the study, each participant was required to
be in pursuit of a degree, and have successfully completed at least 30 units of
community college credit. Furthermore, participants were deemed eligible
through confirmation of being a recipient of the Board of Governors grant that
waives tuition fees for low-income students. It was a goal of the study to have a
diverse group of participants; therefore, a purposeful sample of students with
various ages, majors, time spent in prison and ethnicities were desired. The
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criteria used sought out maximum variation of ethnicity and age among
participants. Diversity in participants is useful to intentionally gain an in-depth
understanding of the life experiences of all categories of underprepared and
formerly incarcerated students (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994). Furthermore,
it was my desire to understand and convey the experiences of a diverse
population of students who can best provide a conscious process of the
phenomenon (Creswell, 2013).
The 27 men who participated in this study had served time in prison
and/or jail, and/or were incarcerated as youths for violent and/or non-violent
crimes. Their time spent incarcerated ranged from six months to 30 years. Their
ages ranged from 18 to 63 years old. Participants were provided an alias to
protect their true identity. At the time of the study, they resided in southern
California and had the desire to obtain a college degree. Each had earned at
least 30 units of credit at an urban community college in southern California, and
some had transferred to a university and were working towards completing a
bachelor’s degree. Over two-thirds of the participants were psychology majors
and 20% of the group was sociology majors. Other majors among the group
included English, chemical engineering, music, accounting, law, geography,
theater, substance abuse counseling, business, electronics and public policy.
Six participants were employed as peer tutors in English, math and computer
literacy in the Student Success Center; one plays drums for the college’s jazz
band; two have won prizes for their poetry and essays, which appear in campus
publications; one was elected as student body president and student trustee for
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the college district; three were members of the college Chess Club, and several
others are employed at the college performing various jobs that support student
success.
Each of the 27 men who participated in this study possessed a desire to
positively contribute to the sustainability of their community, and each
acknowledged no desire to risk returning to the hostile environments found in
jails and prisons. Their ability to adapt, survive, and finally transform while
weaving through the distinctly different street world, prison world, and academic
world illuminated hidden strengths that were documented in each focus group.
Their perpetual desire to exist as productive men made them curious and eager
to talk about their experiences with incarceration and education.
Data Collection and Management
According to the phenomenological structure, the researcher must first
identify people who share the same lived experience (Creswell, 2014; Maxwell,
1996; Moustakas, 1994; Padilla, 2009). The experiences are then examined in
the way in which they occur. I recorded each participant’s response to questions
based on how the phenomenon made him feel while he experienced it. The data
for this study was collected during focus groups with men of color who were
formerly incarcerated, in good academic standing, and had a stated goal to
achieve a college degree.
Instrumentation. Five 90-minute focus groups were conducted with 27
formerly incarcerated students. Each focus group was limited to a maximum of
seven participants to ensure adequate time for each participant to delve deeply
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into their experiences with the topic. My desire was to have a maximum of seven
participants per focus group although three groups had less than seven. Focus
groups were ideal for the nature of this study due to their ability to access
attitudes, beliefs, feelings, and emotional reactions of participants.
Chronologically sequenced questions allowed participants to reflect upon and
describe first-hand accounts of their pipeline to prison experience that eventually
led to first-year college success.
The focus group questions were divided into the following three
categories: (a) before incarceration, (b) during incarceration and (c) after
incarceration. I served as the data collection instrument and facilitated each
focus group. I solicited assistance from trusted peers to serve as scribes during
each focus group. Data from the focus groups was collected in writing on large
poster paper for participants to see their responses written in their own words.
Additionally, data was collected electronically and audio recorded to ensure
accuracy. Participants were the source of how meaning was created for the
study.
Procedures. Students invited to participate in the study were sent emails
using a listserv of participants in an underground student club called FI (Formerly
Incarcerated). A follow-up phone call was made to each person on the listserv,
including phone calls to members who did not respond to the initial email.
Communication by telephone was much more effective than email. When
contact was made by phone, several participants stated that they didn’t check
their email very often. After receiving slow responses to the email invitation, I
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asked two faculty members at the college to invite any eligible students enrolled
in their classes to participate. I received five participants from this request. Also,
a copy of the focus group flyer with dates and times were posted on the college’s
Facebook page and on bulletin boards across campus. A second follow-up
phone call was made to each participant the day prior to their scheduled focus
group. To ensure that I reached my target number of 21 participants, I created a
flyer and offered $20.00 cash to each participant who met the criteria and
completed the entire focus group. This incentive was well received by the
participants. Out of the 27 participants in the focus groups, only one (Tommy)
refused to take the $20.00 gift. He said he was just happy that someone wanted
to know what his first-year experience in college was like. He felt pride in
knowing that his story might help someone who is on a similar journey. He also
stated that he wished he had someone to help him prepare for life as a college
student after incarceration. Most participants were excited and showed up on
time.
Each participant was provided instructions that explained the purpose of
the study and each participant signed an agreement that provided consent,
guaranteed confidentiality and assured an ethical process was followed. Once
participants were deemed eligible through confirmation of being a recipient of the
Board of Governors grant, placement in developmental English and/or math at
the beginning of their community college enrollment, and being formerly
incarcerated, each participant answered a brief questionnaire that requested their
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name, email, phone number, major, number of units completed, ethnicity, and
English and math assessment levels.
Being videotaped during the 90-minute focus group session did not bother
most focus group participants. Prior to their scheduled focus group, many called
and stopped by my office to confirm space in the session. Many asked if they
could participate in multiple sessions. Some shared that days after the session,
they remembered experiences that they would have liked to share. Many of the
men personally thanked me for inviting them to share their experiences. There
were no interactions with participants that displayed negative anticipation to
participate in the entire format of the focus group. There was a childlike
innocence that many of the men displayed when they reflected on their views of
education before incarceration. However, there was one student who was very
skeptical of my intention as a researcher. He requested to not have his image
recorded. The space of the room and the lack of professional video recording
staff did not permit the means to fulfill his editing request, but I asked if facing his
back to the camera would be acceptable to him. Upon his hesitant agreement,
we proceeded to record the session with a steady pace, and cathartic dialogue
ensued throughout the duration of each focus group.
Seven chairs were placed in a semi-circle facing a wall with several pages
of yellow poster paper attached to it. In each chair, there was an ink pen, five
large multi-colored index cards and a small bottle of water. The research team of
three others and I greeted the participants and made sure they were comfortable.
To begin, participants were given a few moments to write one-word reflections
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that expressed their views of education before they were incarcerated. A series
of questions followed that reflected the remaining four categories. Each focus
group ended with a statement of advice to a formerly incarcerated student who
was embarking on college after spending a time incarcerated. The focus in the
room during this activity was intense. It was clear that the participants believed
that their experiences were validated and respected. Each focus group began
with acknowledgment of my appreciation for the opportunity to learn from the
collective group and an explanation of what my intentions were for the data I
would gather. It was emphasized that recalling memories from the past could be
painful and that anyone could refuse to respond to a question if he felt
uncomfortable. Participants arrived on time, with the exception of a few, to a
small room located in the rear of the college library. As they signed in and
completed the consent forms, the sight of familiar faces placed them at ease.
They greeted one another with the love of brothers and silently acknowledged
their reasons for being invited to participate.
Data management. Each focus group was audio recorded and stored on
USB drives, my Dropbox account, and on my personal computer. According to
Creswell (2014), “Materials must be easily located in large databases of text of
images” (p. 182). Additionally, data collected on poster paper was stored in a
locked cabinet in my office.
Data Analysis and Interpretation
Once the focus groups were completed, the data was read numerous
times to ensure that I had an accurate sense of the detailed information provided
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by the participants. The handwritten notes collected on poster paper during each
focus group were read multiple times. Then, the data from the posters were
compared with the data captured electronically. After several readings of the
handwritten and typed notes and multiple sessions of listening to the video
recorded data, the horizonalization process was used to increase confidence in
the data by giving all data collection methods equal consideration. Poster paper
was used to create a chart to categorize participant responses. The
horizonalization process led to the development of clustered groups of meaning
within each category. The triangulation process ensured that the emerging
themes identified in each category were consistent throughout the analysis. The
themes were significant in highlighting the nature of the participants’ experiences
and permitted the creation of detailed textural and structural descriptions of how
the phenomenon was experienced. I produced organized and detailed notes that
were written during focus group debriefing sessions, which assisted in the
analysis. The notes consisted of short phrases, ideas and key concepts that
stood out while conducting focus groups and reviewing the data (Creswell, 2013;
Moustakas, 1994; Saldana, 2013).
Data analysis. This study employed the most practical use of data
analysis, according to Creswell (2013). It utilized Moustakas’ (1994) qualitative
research method of collecting data in phenomenological research (Creswell,
2013). This method uses the practice of horizonalization to identify significant
statements gathered from the participants during focus groups. Significant
statements describe the elements of phenomenon from the perspective of
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multiple people. These statements are then placed in clusters of meaning that
categorizes different emergent themes that highlight the nature of the experience
(Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 1996; Moustakas, 1994). The emergent themes are
used to create a textural description of what participants experienced as well as a
structural description of how participants experienced the phenomenon.
Structural descriptions also include imaginative variation, which describes the
context and setting that influences how participants experience the phenomenon
(Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 1996; Moustakas, 1994).
Procedures to ensure trustworthiness. In the data collection process,
specific steps were taken to ensure the trustworthiness of the data collection and
analysis. An outline of the step-by-step process utilized in qualitative data
collection and analysis was followed (Creswell, 2013; Maxwell, 1996; Moustakas,
1994; Padilla, 2009). The method of horizonalization was used to identify
significant statements that described the elements of phenomenon taken from
the focus group transcripts. In this process, repetitive statements were removed
to provide concise accounts of the experience of the participants (Creswell, 2013;
Moustakas, 1994).
Data triangulation was used to allow me to utilize multiple methods for
collecting the data (Denzin, 1970; Patton, 2002). This insured that the findings
were more reliable and enhanced the credibility of the study. Investigator
triangulation established further credibility by utilizing more than one researcher
to gather and interpret data collected during interviews and focus groups. A
college professor and a college student served as research assistants during the
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data collection process. The use of investigator triangulation served as yet
another means to verify the authenticity and dependability of the study (Denzin,
1970; Patton, 2002).
Role of the researcher. My experience as a first generation, under
resourced community college student is significant to understanding the essence
of the factors that drive success for formerly incarcerated community college
students. However, my role as a researcher was to be reflexive and open to
receive all ideas and descriptions that developed during the data collection
process. It was neither my intention nor my desire to permit my experiences with
the topic to influence the findings in the data.
I was a non-traditional, first generation student who enrolled in an urban
community college and completed an associate degree. I am the youngest of
four siblings, and I am the first in my family to complete a college degree.
Although I was not underprepared, I was certainly under resourced. As a student
worker in the TRIO program, which represents the original number of United
States federal programs to increase access to higher education for economically
disadvantaged students, I formed a collegial relationship with my supervisor who
was the director of the program and a counselor. She unofficially mentored me
and put forth much effort to get to know me and find ways to support my success.
She frequently invited me to her home in Manhattan Beach, and at first, she
would lead me to believe that she needed my help with a gardening project or to
tutor her young children. She would always offer to feed me and pay me
something for my time. She knew that I had a daughter, so she always
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encouraged me to bring her along. As we built a collegial relationship, she
became the person that I would seek out to inquire about the transfer process.
As I reflect on our relationship, it is clear to me that her goal was to build a
relationship that would permit me to trust that her intention was for me to
succeed. She intentionally made me feel empowered and aware of my talents as
a student and an individual. She often asked me to share aspects of my P-12
educational experiences as if to reverse the negative experiences that she was
sure clouded my perception, limited my social capital, and may not have
adequately prepared me for success at a university.
I was raised in an urban, low-income community and attended a middle
and high school that had deteriorated into environments that were ripe for drug
consumption and gang activity. Substitute teachers were the norm for just about
every subject, and there was little accountability for choosing not to learn. To
ease the tension of growing up in south Los Angeles during the mass influx of
cocaine, gangs and guns in the 70s and 80s, I did a lot of reading, and I loved
going to school. However, my brother Gregory, who is 18 months my senior,
could not focus at school. The constant pressure of fighting to survive on the
streets and literally fighting to protect his little sister from the ills that befell many
young girls in the hood became his focus instead. I can honestly say that my
brother, who stayed as far away from school as possible, saved my life. He
never felt connected to school, but he always insisted that I stayed focused on
getting an education. My brother never allowed me to hangout late in the
neighborhood. I was considered off limits, and this was very disturbing to me
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while it was happening, but now I am clear that his protection saved my life. I
relied on reading to ease the constant stress I felt because of the fear I felt of
Gregory becoming a drug addict or being hurt by gangs or the police. Every
family on my block experienced one tragedy after another that was connected to
gangs, guns, or drugs. I watched many of my childhood friends become drug
addicts, dropouts, murderers, and prisoners. I am forever indebted to my brother
for responding to the oppression that destroyed, not supported, my community by
ensuring that I was protected from the streets at all times. There were hundreds
of kids my age that lived in my neighborhood, and I still have relationships with
many of them. Although I am one of a few who completed college, most of them
still suffer from the uneasy relationship they had with educational institutions that
were entrusted with encouraging them to succeed. I am proud to serve as an
educator in my community, and I have had the pleasure of teaching the children
of my childhood friends.
A highlight of my career has been serving as the lead faculty member in
the Passage Program that provides academic and support services to equip
male students of color with the tools to progress, graduate, and transfer. I
quickly learned that many of the men in the program had spent time incarcerated
and had many experiences that were similar to my brother’s and our childhood
friends. I was determined to give the men in the program the educational
experience that they desired and deserved. The Passage Program gave me the
opportunity to support the expansion of a social network for the men in the
program and empower them to utilize their assets to succeed in college. Several
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of the participants in this study were students in the Passage Program. Although
my brother survived the streets of south Los Angeles and is a productive citizen
with a family, he still has an uneasy relationship with educational institutions.
During my first year of community college as a non-traditional college
student, I had to solely rely on faculty, staff, and counselors to guide me through
the process of remaining persistent through engagement in the educational
process. I did not have the luxury of going home to an environment where I
could build academic capital that would further support my success. Instead,
academic and social support was only available to me while school was in
session. On the weekends, during holidays, and on semester breaks, I did not
have any local family members to reach out to for advice on how to maximize my
college success. As a college student with little social capital, I was at the mercy
of institutional agents with whom I felt I could trust.
Chapter Summary
Many underprepared formerly incarcerated students in college feel
isolated and alone. Their lack of academic and social capital leaves them
vulnerable to not completing their education in a timely manner, and by adding
former incarceration to the mix, these students face challenges that possibly go
unknown and unrecognized by institutional agents (Foley, 2001; Karp, 2011;
McTier, 2015; National Association for the Advancement of Colored People,
2011; Wood & Turner, 2011). By illuminating the factors that drive success for
formerly incarcerated students, it is my hope that colleges across the nation that
are filled with similar students who fit the profiles of students in this study will
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consider providing them with access to resources that can fill many of the social,
academic, and personal voids that can lead students in this population to never
reach their goal of degree attainment. Education is the most effective equalizer
in providing access to a quality of life that is not determined by an impoverished
existence, and formerly incarcerated students that succeed at completing a
college degree will be on a pathway to sustainable employment that will improve
the trajectory of life for themselves and their future generations.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS
The limited information on the early college experiences of formerly
incarcerated students and the mass incarceration rates for men of color led to the
development of this qualitative study. The purpose of this study was to humanize
perceptions of formerly incarcerated students, but more importantly, to shed light
on the hidden strengths they possess and to connect how those strengths
become assets as they navigate the new world of academia, more specifically,
the community college landscape.
Through five intensive focus group sessions, I collected qualitative data
that enabled me to identify and then explore in detail three chronological phases
that formerly incarcerated college students experience and process as they work
through their academic tenure. During the time spent with the 27 participants, I
didn’t just learn about their experiences with education and incarceration, I also
came to understand that their existence before and during incarceration—
obviously a time of critical import to the lives of these students—is an aspect of
their lives that is virtually unknown to institutions charged with educating them.
Table 1 lists pseudonyms provided by the participant’s along with their ethnicity,
years in prison, academic major and level as well as their degree attained and
whether or not they are first-generation college students.
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Thus, perhaps not surprisingly, I chose to utilize phenomenological
research design for this study, because such an approach is particularly open to
discovery and allowed the formerly incarcerated participants to tell their own
story while I captured the essence of how they achieved success during their first
year in college in spite of having an uneasy relationship with education. My prior
relationship with several of the participants as their English instructor and
Director of the college’s Student Success Center heightened their confidence in
sharing stories that were honest and transparent, which permitted an emergence
of data that was both candid and organic. This data is illustrated in Table 1.
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Table 1
Participants’ Characteristics
Years in
Prison

First
Generation

Year in
College

Academic
Major

AfricanAmerican

1

No

Freshman

Substance
Abuse

45

AfricanAmerican

20

Yes

Junior

English

Blackjack

55

AfricanAmerican

13

Yes

Sophomore

Paralegal

Bobby

43

AfricanAmerican

13

Yes

Freshman

Management

Bugs

45

AfricanAmerican

1.5

Yes

Caveman

54

AfricanAmerican

30

Yes

Dolla Bill

34

AfricanAmerican

10

Green Bay

31

AfricanAmerican

Ice Man

52

Jose

Name

Age

Ethnicity

Ali Baba

63

Baridi

Degree

AA

Accounting

MA

Sophomore

Sociology

AA

Yes

Junior

Geography

AA

1.5

Yes

Sophomore

Psychology

AfricanAmerican

15

Yes

Sophomore

Theater

57

AfricanAmerican

1

Yes

Sophomore

Psychology

Lil Money

18

AfricanAmerican

1

No

Freshman

Business

Mr. Black

26

AfricanAmerican

.5

Yes

Sophomore

Accounting

Mumbles

58

AfricanAmerican

10

Yes

Freshman

Music

8

Yes

Junior

Negotiations,
Conflict Res.
& Peace
Bldg

Nationwide

47

AfricanAmerican

Ray

55

AfricanAmerican

3

No

Sophomore

Psychology

Rob

40

AfricanAmerican

10

Yes

Sophomore

Psychology

AA

AA

AA
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Table 1, cont.
Years
in Prison

First
Generation

Year in
College

Academic
Major

AfricanAmerican

7

Yes

Sophomore

Psychology

40

AfricanAmerican

1

Yes

Freshman

Psychology

SinJin

40

AfricanAmerican

1

No

Sophomore

Electronics

Slick

36

AfricanAmerican

1

Yes

Junior

Psychology

Superman

26

AfricanAmerican

3

Yes

Sophomore

Undeclared

Tall

28

AfricanAmerican

4.2

Yes

Junior

Sociology

AA

Tommy

34

AfricanAmerican

1.6

Yes

Junior

Public
Policy

AA

Turtle

44

Latino

4

Yes

Sophomore

Paralegal

Victory

29

AfricanAmerican

.5

Yes

Junior

Sociology

AA

Weezy

39

Latino

5

Yes

Sophomore

Psychology

AA

X

34

Nigerian

2

Yes

Sophomore

Chemical
Engineering

AA

Name

Age

Ethnicity

Roccy Loc

49

Shawn

Degree

AA

Before the focus groups begin, I informally asked the participants what it
felt like to be formerly incarcerated college students. The most disturbing
response was from Baridi, a participant who had gone through one of the most
remarkable transformations in the group. I had met Baridi when he was a firstyear student in my developmental English course. Today, he is a junior at a
university. He spent the first four weeks of the semester sitting quietly in the
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back of the classroom wearing dark sunglasses and a hoodie that covered much
of his face. Little did I know, he had recently completed a 20-year term in prison.
He had limited experience in a structured classroom setting, and he was terrified
that his feelings of unworthiness would be exposed. Today, Baridi is a highly
sought out English tutor in the Student Success Center. He states:
When I walk across the campus, it feels like I have an invisible tail that
swings back and forth with every step I take. I can see this tail on other
brothers too; that’s how I know we’re experiencing the same struggles that
come with being institutionalized by the prison system.
Another participant in the study, Caveman, gave a similar description of
how he felt during his first semester as a college student having served 30 years
of multiple prison sentences:
As normal as I may have looked on the outside, I showed up with a lot of
deficiencies socially, physically and emotionally . . . the treatment from
prison staff is horrible. They screw prisoners over every day. They tell you
every chance they get that society has thrown you away . . . nobody will
believe anything you say because nobody cares about you. I was told that
a million times, so I found myself sitting in class trying to process new
learning without ever processing all the bad stuff that I had stuffed away
so that I could feel normal, but I knew there was nothing normal about
what I had just experienced in the prison system.
The 27 men who participated had served time in prison and/or jail, and/or were
incarcerated as youths for violent and/or non-violent crimes. All except three of
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the participants were African-American and most were first generation students.
Their time spent incarcerated ranged from six months to 30 years, and their ages
ranged from 18 to 63 years old. All of the participants shared that no one had
ever inquired about their experiences with former incarceration, nor made any
attempt to consider that experience as a critical factor in their efforts to be
successful students.
Focus group data was collected chronologically in three phases: (a) before
incarceration, (b) during incarceration, and (c) after incarceration. The focus
group protocol explored five topics including: View of education, motivation, key
support person, character, and inner strength. Four themes emerged from the
focus groups and included: (a) inner strength, (b) adaptability, (c) re-birth, and
(d) peer influence. The data answered the research questions:
1.

What assets and strengths do formerly incarcerated men report
before, during, and after incarceration that support first year college
success?

2.

What are the implications for community colleges in responding to
formerly incarcerated men’s assets and strengths that support first
year success?

The findings will be presented in three phases that include before, during
and after incarceration. First, I will describe the overarching theme—inner
strength, and its connection to former incarceration that permeated throughout
the findings of this study. Next, I will present the findings that support the
remaining themes of: adaptability, rebirth and peer-influence occurring
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throughout each phase. After a description of the findings during each phase,
they are connected to the problem statement and the research questions.
Overarching Theme: Inner Strength
In each category of questions, participants were asked to rate their level of
personal inner strength from one to five with five being the highest level. They
were asked to measure their inner strength based upon their fortitude to
persevere in any endeavor they were expected to perform. Inner strength
represents the unwavering commitment to remain committed to a goal. The
inner strength of most of the participants was extremely high and unwavering
throughout each phase of the question and answer process, and the possession
of inner strength permeated throughout each of the three additional themes of
adaptability, rebirth and peer influence. Conceptually, inner strength surfaced
fluidly during each focus group and was a critical asset that supported the
participants on their life journeys, a considerable part of which had been spent on
the school to prison pipeline. When participants faced the lowest point of their
existence, their inner strength remained strong and intact. Mr. Black stated,
“Sitting in a cell naked and beat up with no food for days, I was motivated to
never go back to jail if I ever got out.” In a similar vein, Caveman stated,
I never knew from one moment to the next what was coming around the
corner. Never. Everything I was confronted with was life or death. For
years I lived in the urgency of the moment and I brought that mentality to
college. (Caveman)
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The concept of a perceived strength to survive was apparent for many of the
participants throughout their time incarcerated, and it led many of them to remain
hopeful that a second chance was possible.
Many participants agreed that they had received years of direct and
indirect training by elders on the streets, known as OGs (Original Gangsters) and
Big Homies and by prison personnel to function as if they were in combat at all
times and these adverse circumstances had surprisingly contributed to building
strength. Some of the participants frequently used military references while
describing their experiences related to inner strength during the focus groups.
Baridi had given me the nickname, The General, several years ago and I didn’t
clearly understand why until it was referenced during a focus group:
Generals never leave a soldier behind. Generals don’t let soldiers die.
You had many chances to give up on me, but you didn’t. It’s not by
coincidence that you’re the General. It’s not just a military term. It’s a
term of endearment that means I’m vulnerable enough to follow you.
In another military reference, Caveman stated:
I was taught to be a soldier and when I thrived as a soldier I became a
sergeant. On the streets and in prison I was taught to put that mask on
and operate as a soldier while coping with a lot of trauma.
For most of the participants, incarceration presented the challenge to fight
for their lives and operate as if they faced life or death at every moment. Many
acknowledged the complexities they faced in life as well as the limited resources
to correct the transgressions that accompanied their lifestyles. Others stated that
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street culture is responsible for the strength evidenced by formerly incarcerated
students due to the revolutionary spirit that was instilled by the OGs and Big
Homies who were adept at understanding and surviving life on the streets. Baridi
shared:
I hung around the veterans of the streets who are known as legends of
the game, pioneers, and trailblazers, and I was able to perfect the savage
persona of the streets that I needed to survive in that world. That
savagery, that animalistic mentality was needed to survive. The more
experience you have with that military mentality, the safer you are.
Victory added, “When you’re incarcerated, you can’t run. You’re forced to deal
with problems on the spot, and if you run, you become prey.”
Each participant clearly understood his abundance of skills to navigate
and survive the street world and the prison world; however, the academic world
introduced unforeseen hurdles that required professional assistance like
selecting classes or attending faculty office hours.
Although participants overwhelmingly reported that they had extremely
high levels of inner strength during the focus groups, they also stated that inner
strength was consistently at its lowest during the first semester of year one in
college. Many participants stressed the difficulty they had finding someone they
felt safe enough to ask how to get assistance with typical student needs. Slick
shared:
A lot of people like me get discouraged in college because they don’t feel
good enough to be here. Sometimes I don’t want people at school to
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know I was incarcerated because I don’t want people to get scared or
think I’m gonna do something stupid. I had trouble learning how to get
what I needed in the beginning because I didn’t want to look weak, but
that was a mistake.
Caveman talked about his fear: “I was scared to death when I started college. I
felt like a fish out of water so I kept to myself until I was so far underwater that I
had to talk to somebody or drown.”
Within the first week, it was clear that many skills that were useful in the
other worlds the participants had lived in and experienced were useless in
college. This created a disconnection for participants who were experiencing a
structured, yet independent, environment for the first time. Most participants
were accustomed to navigating their other worlds in which they had been forced
to live in with ease. College was a vulnerable field that presented unforeseen
challenges. The participants had to turn to people who saw them as different
and ask them to help with skills that might appear simple on the surface.
Superman shared:
It can be difficult for students like me to ask for help or receive services in
a public setting because my mentality made me feel inadequate in college.
We need programs like any other special needs groups like disabled
students and vets, but they should be led by people who have experience
with this population. With special services, multiple issues can be dealt
with in a tutoring session—private issues. I don’t want to say anything
about my past in a public space.

86
Victory talked about his difficulty building trust in the following quote:
Because I was younger, I was molded more easily, but when you’ve been
incarcerated, you build up a wall and don’t trust anybody because you
don’t have the foundation that someone who has finished high school
might have.
By and large, the participants found themselves caught in a cycle of
learning to survive and having to adapt to a world that had no mercy for the bad
choices they might have made. Additionally, they found that those who populate
this world had no desire to understand the struggles they had gone through.
However, despite these initial adversities many of the men reported, regardless
of the immediate situation before them, they had the fortitude to follow through
and take action in support of the immediate goal. Superman showed his fortitude
in the following statement:
I am unable to not complete a commitment that I said I would complete. I
wouldn’t start anything that I’m not gonna finish, weather I like it or not. I’ll
just fight through it. I don’t like timed assignments on Etudes [an online
learning platform], but I still do them. Actually, I hate them.
Nationwide shared how he applied the fortitude he had on the street to his
academic life:
I’ve always been solid [loyal], and I still am. When crime was a part of my
life, I treated it like a business. I never cooperated with authorities. I knew
what I was doing. I refused to compromise my commitment. Now, I apply
that to school.
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For most, there was never a question of fear or inability to accomplish any
task at hand—even those that led to incarceration—until enrollment in community
college. Some were apprehensive about what this new role as a college student
would mean to others because they didn’t want to jeopardize the safety they had
earned on the streets. Turtle stated his apprehension in the following quote:
At first, I was worried about what the Homies would think. I didn’t want
anybody to think I wasn’t down anymore. I didn’t want to be known as a
sell-out to the Homies. I still had to see them after school, so I tried to get
them to take a class too.
Although many participants desired to make changes to their volatile lifestyle, it
was challenging to walk away from the familiarity of and their commitment to the
streets.
For many participants, inner strength was described as if it was a custom
associated with oppression. Their descriptions of inner strength began to
emerge as a specialized sense of knowledge to make split second observations
and quickly decipher their next move. The participants’ inner strength surfaced
throughout the focus groups as if it was a coping mechanism used to retain a
core element of their humanity. This dynamic sense of perceived strength was
responsible for forming the pathway to self-empowerment through higher
education.
Emergent Themes
The three additional themes that emerged from the data analysis include:
(a) adaptability, (b) re-birth, and (c) peer influence. The themes evolved from
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responses shared during the focus groups that sought to identify the specific
experiences of participants before incarceration, during incarceration and after
incarceration. Adaptability refers to the ability to survive hostile environments
and emerge with one’s health and will to succeed intact. The participants’ ability
to adapt to ever-changing environments was a direct result of the inner strength
that was formed throughout their life experiences. Rebirth refers to the
transformation of values and beliefs that evolved during each of the three phases
of before, during and after incarceration. Rebirth reflects the participants’ ability
to transform into an improved version of self while adapting to the adversities that
accompanied their new environments. Like adaptability, rebirth was made
possible by the inner strength that was identified by each participant. The final
theme, peer influence, permeated throughout the focus groups as a direct result
of the mentorship received from peers on the streets, during incarceration, and
during the first year of community college. Peer influence was at the forefront of
decisions made by participants and it provided them support, discipline and
structure during the process of making their various decisions on their journeys
from incarceration to college success. The discussion that follows reflects the
findings that surfaced to develop the emergent themes. The themes are then
connected to the research questions.
Phase I: Strengths and Assets Before Incarceration
The ability to adapt was present in each phase; however, the way
participants adapted evolved during each phase. There was a commonality
throughout phase one that addressed the need to survive in a hostile
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environment and to live securely with enough money to support self and
dependents.
Adaptability
Before incarceration, participants expressed an innate ability to adapt to
their ever-changing environments in the street world. Many learned to operate
day-to-day in survival mode at very young ages, which led to a disconnection
from the focus and direction needed for a sustained activity such as getting an
education. Slick described his difficulty with school:
School was always hard for me. I had a hard time fitting in since grade
school because I was always in trouble. When kids teased me I would
retaliate and get in more trouble, but no one ever listened to my side of the
story so I lost interest in school.
Baridi explained how the lack of education affected him this way: “If you’re not
educated, you’re only privy to street culture. At one time I was illiterate, and you
couldn’t put a book in front of me. I didn’t know then it was once illegal for Blacks
to read.”
Many participants described schools as “racist institutions” that were
“confusing” and “uncomfortable.” This led many to develop a negative perception
of the purpose of education and its ability to transform lives. Most responses
reflected feelings and beliefs that public schools were not places where the
participants felt they belonged or felt safe. Sinjin described the sense of not
belonging this way:
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I always knew I was smart; I just didn’t like school because it was too
racially charged. Every day it seemed like I had to defend who I was or
what I looked like or how I talked. I had to always be ready to defend
myself. Someone would try me just about every day until I was kicked out
and I was happy to leave.
Blackjack also expressed his feelings of rejection: “Most of the trouble I got into
[in school] was because of the color of my skin. If a white kid had a complaint
about me, I had no one to stand up for me. If I defended myself verbally or
physically, I would be sent home immediately.” On the other hand, Slick felt that
being poor caused him not to value school: “When I was a kid, poverty made
education seem like a waste of time, so I ditched a lot and learned how to make
money on the streets to eat. I didn’t see the foundation it would build for me as
an adult.”
Education was viewed as something with no value, therefore, meaningless
in the non-structured environment of the streets. Many spoke of a code in the
streets that believed educational institutions were “racist systems of oppression”
that offered non-transferable skills that could get one killed in the streets. School
was also described as pointless and worthless in attaining skills needed for
survival in the street world. Baridi described the street view of school this way:
I grew up with the mentality that if you went to school, you wanted to be
white. That was the first lesson I learned in the streets. Education and
knowledge was deemed a white man’s world and that comes from
socialization and politics. That mentality was used to train me how to
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assimilate into that revolutionary culture. It was like teaching me that all
white people were devils, which is not true because everybody has a little
devil in them (laughs). But that’s what was needed to get my attention to
snap me back into my blackness.
All the participants in the room nodded in agreement as they heard Baridi’s
words and his explanation for his own choices. Survival was a common theme
before incarceration and participants closely connected survival to the ability to
assimilate into the street world. Success was measured by being a part of a
group that could provide protection and money.
Most of the participants reported that their key support person before
incarceration was either a Big Homie on the street or they relied exclusively on
themselves. Others reported elders in their families like a mother or aunt as key
support. The widespread imprisonment of men of color was inevitable for those
who relied on the streets to secure their financial freedom. Mr. Black described
why so many people relied on the street for support: “A lot of people choose the
wrong path of being gang bangers and drug dealers because they didn’t have
figures in their household with upstanding jobs. I saw the neighbors leave for
work every

morning, but no one in my house had a real job.” However, Baridi

explained the dangers of relying on the streets:
The streets are designed to make you grow up quick. Once you’re in the
streets, everything is fast. You have no time to learn lessons. Street
culture is like summer and winter sessions. Everything is quick. There’s
no fall and spring in street culture, you know what I mean? [laughs] In the
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streets you learn this skill or that skill in less than four weeks, and if you
miss a day, you might lose your life so you learn to trust your instincts and
watch your back.
There was a consensus among the participants that their options for choosing a
positive direction as an adolescent were limited. If they wanted to be safe and
connected to people who valued their talents, they were lured to trust the one
place that made them feel accepted and safe—the streets.
The participants’ reflections before incarceration presented an
overwhelming absence of formal education, either as a concept or reality that
was something that was desired or that should be pursued, which cut them off
from most paths of self-improvement. Additionally, the reliance on self
consistently grew while the participants learned that every decision they made
could result in their demise. In order to adapt to the hostile environment of the
streets, many participants came to the conclusion very early in life that reliance
on self was at times the safer option than relying on others who faced similar
struggles in the absence of a positive social network to assist in building a
sustainable future.
Peer Influence
Prior to incarceration, peer influence played a major role in decisions
made by participants. Advisement received from peers was significant to the
choices participants made regarding education before incarceration. Dolla Bill
explained: “All of my role models were dropouts, and I wanted to be just like them
because they were heroes on the street. They did what they wanted when they
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wanted to do it.” Baridi described how the perception that education was for
Whites affected the choices he and his friends made: “A lot of guys wanted to do
something different like go to school or get jobs, but to me and a lot of other
brothers that was the White man’s world because he [the White man] didn’t have
to deal with high volumes of discrimination, prejudice, racism and oppression.”
Finally, Caveman shared how peer influence limited his options: “As a gang
member, I never imagined a normal life. I thought this was the hand that life
dealt me. I never knew I had options. I never knew I could walk away. I forfeited
the option to use common sense and followed the crowd.”
Furthermore, peer influence guided their motivation to take action on any
given task, including the decision to avoid education. This narrow mindset
created an avoidance of consideration to move beyond their current conditions
and forge a path to self-improvement. Although many participants identified
themselves as the key support person they relied on before incarceration, many
others identified their Big Homies as being influential in terms of the choices and
decisions made regarding education. Big Homies were defined as male peers
who were older and savvier in the ways of surviving the street world.
Baridi and Caveman were among those who spoke of the influence of Big
Homies. Baridi stated, “I learned the hierarchy of the streets from Big Homies
when I was 17 years old. You would have thought I was grown because I knew
what was expected of me as a soldier. Never did a discussion of formal
education through schooling happen. I was taught to stay away from school.”
Caveman described his experiences this way:
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I was real clear about what the streets could do to me. I learned in the
streets that everything in life is fight or flight, and coming out of the hood,
flight is never an option so you gotta do what you gotta do right then and
there and you can‘t be concerned with the outcome. I had no one to
protect me at school. The Big Homies taught me that school wasn’t a safe
place for me.
For many participants, when they needed the presence of someone who
understood their daily adversities, their peers on the streets were always there to
provide support.
During the focus groups, younger participants often turned to older
participants who had served longer sentences when discussing street culture. It
was as if some of the younger participants didn’t have the words to express the
dynamics of what it meant and how it worked. Younger participants consistently
sought words from older participants when discussing the role of elders or Big
Homies in the street world. There was an obvious hierarchy within each focus
group, and the younger participants who served less time incarcerated frequently
gave nods, grunts, and gestures that supported their agreement and appreciation
of the older participants’ leadership in defining the complexities of street culture
and how they learned to understand and adapt to it.
Phase II: Strengths and Assets During Incarceration
During confinement, the participants were forced to make significant
adjustments to their existence. For most, the need to survive and make money
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before incarceration transformed into deep self-reflection and a desire to gain
knowledge as well as help others while incarcerated.
Adaptability
During incarceration, the former beliefs and values of the participants,
which had developed while in survival mode on the streets, were replaced with a
heightened level of self-awareness. This new self-awareness led to a desire to
make changes that would support the transformation needed to evolve into one’s
true self that was devoid of the distractions of the streets. Dolla Bill explained
how the streets became less relevant to him: “I was tired of hearing the war
stories. Everybody was always talking about what they did on the streets. I was
sick of that. I wanted something different. I wanted to challenge myself to learn
something different.” Baridi began to look forward instead of back to his old life:
“I wrote weekly journals in prison about what I wanted for my life, and while
reading what I was writing I started to realize that I wanted something better in
life—something that I had never experienced. I wanted an education.”
The isolation of incarceration brought forth reflective behaviors that
created a corresponding shift in how education was viewed. While adapting to
the controlled environment of incarceration, reflection on how self-improvement
could be achieved led to a desire to learn. Caveman explained how reading
helped him survive incarceration:
Prison leaves you with no self-esteem and that’s a cold emotion. You’re
left in a cell to feel savage and you start to believe that you are a savage
because it’s your only means to survive. Then your human side comes
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out because you see and hear horrible things happening to people of
other races too and you sit and say, man that’s cold blooded how we’re
treated in here. Reading helped to numb the pain by teaching me that
there was a better life waiting on the outside.
A dormant sense of self-awareness emerged during incarceration that did not
exist before. The narrow mindset of pre-incarceration that largely focused on
survival—and was limited to, and did not allow for consideration of an existence
that transcended the immediate—had now transformed into internal motivation
that heavily relied upon being educated. Nationwide described his motivation
this way:
I didn’t want to waste my time. I didn’t want to look at my time as
confinement. I wanted to get something out of it. I wanted to leave prison
after 96 months with something, so I took classes from Allen Hancock
Community College and made As and Bs despite the Bureau of Prisons
giving me books for class after half of the semester was over. I felt like
they didn’t want me to succeed, but I kept studying.
Education was now described using words like “priority” and “mandatory.” There
was a new motivation to understand why their freedom was taken and how to get
it back. Ali Baba shared, “I needed to understand my case, stay healthy, and get
out. Education was the only way to do it.” Caveman found that building skills
that others would find valuable could help him survive, “I needed to survive in
prison, so I became the proverbial jailhouse lawyer. I learned everything I could
about my case. When people realized that I had some knowledge of the law,
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they looked up to me because I was able to help them understand their cases
too.”
Within the confines of incarceration, a desire to move forward in life
emerged. In the midst of adapting to the controlled environment of incarceration,
the participants’ values shifted from being driven by quick monetary gain to
discovering the freedom of self-education, helping others, and understanding the
consequences of the choices they made in the past—not only for themselves, but
for others as well. Education was now also the motivation for self-improvement.
Ray explained how helping others made him want to continue his education:
“There were a lot of people who couldn’t read or write, so I helped guys by
reading and writing their letters and it made me want to learn more when I got
out.” This new internal motivation to gain knowledge was intensified by the
desire to share this new discovery with others. Their inner strength, now driven
by the desire to learn, was now linked to self-empowerment. The path to selfdiscovery during incarceration presented an ability to reflect on the choices that
led to incarceration and work towards evolving into a new existence.
Rebirth
During incarceration, participants moved from completely ignoring selfimprovement to viewing “self” as the only means to have a chance at redemption,
both on a material and ontological level. The solitude of incarceration created an
inward focus that was recalibrated during confinement. Thoughts and feelings of
hopefulness surfaced during incarceration and becoming educated was at the
forefront of rebirth during incarceration. Dolla Bill explained his change in
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attitude toward education this way: “I started watching TV and movies that
showed Black people having fun at school. They looked like they were having a
good time, and I wanted to experience that too.” Similarly, Baridi shared, “I was
tired of wallowing in ignorance so I started looking up words in the dictionary for
my cellie [cell mate]. As I looked up a word for him, I started finding words that
fascinated me. I was hooked.”
The confinement of incarceration presented opportunities to reflect on life
and the possibility of making changes that would lead to positive changes in their
existence. A discovery of personal talents and gifts that remained dormant
before incarceration surfaced in the form of leadership. The participants were
now motivated by activity that supported self-preservation. Victory spoke of
learning as self-preservation: “A guard told me, ‘You’ll be back.’ I thought to
myself, ‘No I won’t because I have experienced being a slave.’ I had to choose
to fight or flight and I chose fighting to learn.” Incarceration developed an internal
motivation that led most of the participants to believe that they could contribute to
their own revolution through education.
During incarceration, several participants discovered that helping others
was strongly connected to helping oneself. When they described what motivated
them during incarceration, participants used statements like, “helping inmates
who were illiterate” and “educating myself” and “writing” to define what moved
them to take action. Motivation became intrinsic and included elements of
leadership and intelligence. Caveman shared how interacting with inmates that
had served a lot of time helped him to learn new skills:
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Guys with short time are put on yards with older guys that have done a lot
of time. Lifers are more calm and less likely to engage in foolish conduct.
They need to make that phone call once a week and have that visit from
their kids. That’s much different from the younger guys fighting and
cussing out police all the time. The older guys taught us patience. I
brought that with me to college.
The idea of embracing traits of patience and consideration remained dormant
while fighting for survival on the streets, but they became understood as
necessary to forge ahead and support new values and beliefs that could improve
their lives once released.
The rebirth that manifested during incarceration was heavily supported by
the mentorship received from older inmates who had limited chances of getting
released and receiving a second chance at a fresh start in life. A new social
network of older inmates was discovered and participants begin to access the
knowledge and experience of those who had more experience with incarceration
and how to get a second chance at life beyond the cells of prison. Weezy’s
cellmate gave him this advice:
My cellie [cell mate] that was doing life told me to take advantage of my
second chance and leave the gang life behind me. He always told me I
was still young and had my whole life ahead of me. He told me to go to
school and never come back to prison once I got out.
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For many, the idea of creating a new life outside the walls of incarceration was
intriguing and frightening at the same time. The constant motivation from trusted
older peers created an option to consider a full transformation once released.
A silent strength began to surface that developed discipline and focus to
support the belief that a second chance at creating a meaningful life after
incarceration was now a possibility. A foundation for new values and a new
belief system begin to form for the participants as they evolved from their former
existence and embraced the new reality that commenced after reaching their
lowest point in life as one among many others who shared similar struggles of
oppression, poverty and lack of positive role models.
Peer Influence
Peer influence was pivotal during incarceration. Peers provided
participants with the support and guidance they needed in order to feel valued.
Almost all participants reported that their key support person while incarcerated
was a fellow inmate. These individuals were referred to as Homies, Big Homies,
and OGs.
Superman described the influence of Big Homies this way: “The big
homies made me feel confident and reassured. They made me feel like I could
do anything, and when I did good, they rewarded me.” According to Ice Man,
negative reinforcement from their peers could also help to keep them motivated:
If I got out of line, my OGs who were there doing time way before me
would punish me by not allowing me to hang out with them. This made
me reflect on my bad decisions and learn to refocus my anger. They
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knew how bad I needed to be around them. They made me feel like I
mattered.
Caveman found that learning a new language served both as protection and a
motivation to continue learning.
Big Homies taught us Swahili or Arabic because the Mexicans had
Spanish and the White boys had German. We had to communicate to
one another in a language that the police and our enemies couldn’t
understand. We had to warn each other when something was coming so
we took learning and teaching Swahili seriously so we could protect
ourselves. This triggered a desire to learn more and teach more.
Peer influence was instrumental in the development of self-esteem and discipline
during incarceration. Participants made statements like, “They made me feel like
I could achieve anything,” and “They made me feel like I didn’t belong here.”
Many peers were serving lengthy sentences, and some were sentenced to life in
prison. Slick shared: “I listened to the big homies who had life because they had
no reason to lie to me about the opportunities that education can provide.”
Senior inmates (Big Homies) instilled confidence and hope in many
participants who believed education offered a second chance to exist as a free
man. Many participants reported that peer coaching and advisement was
significant while incarcerated. Ray stated: “The Homies in prison motivated me.
We had a support group. They made me feel normal like I was somebody.” A
Big Homie also motivated Dolla Bill. “A Big Homie used to tell me I was different
from a lot of the homies in prison because I liked to read. He thought I was
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smart. He said I didn’t have to be a ‘ridah’ [loyalist to street life]; he used to say
you need to ride in those books.” Laughter erupted after Dolla Bill’s remark and
a participant shouted: “Now that’s love right there!” Everyone agreed.
Peer interactions led to decisions that supported getting out and enrolling
in community college. Once in college, participants had the reinforcement of
lessons learned from Big Homies and OGs in prison that supported
perseverance and sustainability when released. Positive peer interactions that
supported self-empowerment were driving forces in the participants’ belief in
achieving a second chance at obtaining an education when released. Other
motivational influences reported by participants included family members, and
some reported that there was no one that provided support to them while
incarcerated. Some participants, including Sinjin, also received peer influence in
negative ways.
As I was leaving prison, an inmate yelled, ‘You’ll be back!’ and I calmly
said I’m too smart to come back. The first thing on my mind was to enroll
in school. I knew I would never go back to jail. I owe a lot to the guys [in
prison] who kept me on track during our talks. They made me believe in
myself.
Peer advice had a strong influence on the decisions made by men of color during
incarceration, and whether positive or negative, peer interactions were key to
their evolution in decision-making.
As with their lives prior to incarceration, survival was at the forefront of
participants’ motivation to succeed. As participants moved through the
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incarceration phase, prior unfulfilled needs on the pyramid diagram of Maslow’s
Hierarchy of Needs are actualized and a natural progression to self-care and
self-respect took hold. Green Bay shared, “Seeing the high level of illiteracy in
prison made me want to get out and change my life. Lack of intelligence made
people come back to prison, and that wasn’t going to be me.” The incarceration
phase introduced a drastic change in mind-set and values that was strongly
influenced through peer advisement. Peer unions triggered an internal
motivation to succeed in empowering self as well as helping others. All previous
skills that dominated their existence and forced them to live in survival mode
evolved into a strong sense of self-worth with and excitement about the second
chance that awaited them once released. The following quotes illustrate how
peers helped develop a strong sense of self-worth in the participants. The first is
from Jose: “Two Homies I did time with motivated me to get out and do the right
thing. They knew I was a decent guy so they tried to keep me focused on what
my life could be like when I got out.” Ice Man stated similarly: “The Homies in
prison made me feel like a stand-up guy and smart. They were my family. I
would do anything for them and I knew they would do anything for me. We were
brothers.” Finally, Rob described his relationship with Big Homies this way:
“They made me feel solid—straight up and down and they had no reason to lie to
me about my character. I had nothing to give them except my respect and that
was valuable.”
Self-discovery and self-respect enabled talents and gifts like leadership
and intelligence to emerge and flourish. The character and positive ambition that
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lay dormant while immersed in street culture slowly evolved and created a
renewed sense of self-discovery and motivation to excel. Victory shared:
I learned a lot about myself in jail. I was told by the Homies to learn how
to do my time and not let my time do me. I read every day and kept busy.
It can break you down or you can get comfortable with it. Education is the
key. I remembered in jail that when I was in the 5th grade, I couldn’t read.
I used my time to improve my comprehension.
The positive reinforcements from peers supported higher level thinking that
developed the discipline needed to achieve a second chance at education. A
heightened view of self and the educational deficiencies that accompanied street
life became apparent for most participants during incarceration. For the first
time, many participants were clearly able to see their misguided perception of
education that contributed to a narrow mindset that lead to bad choices and
eventually incarceration.
Phase III: Strengths and Assets After Incarceration—First Year of College
Although the participants in this study acknowledged their excitement at
receiving a second chance at obtaining an education, many experienced selfdoubt and uncertainty about their ability to transform into a successful college
student.
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Adaptability
After incarceration, the participants overwhelmingly viewed education as
vital to success. Although the first year of college introduced the participants to a
culture that operated quite differently from the street world and the prison world
they had known before, the survival skills that were mastered early in life were
now heavily relied upon for college retention and academic success. Baridi
explained how he had transformed his survival skills:
I put forth the energy I used for doing wrong to do right in college. My
transformation transformed negativity to positivity. At one time I was
illiterate and you couldn’t put a book in front of me, but that was a
falsehood given to me to keep me from becoming whitewashed. I had to
reverse that mentality.
Likewise, Caveman described how prison skills supported him in college.
I came to college with great discipline. I applied all my prison discipline to
academics. I fought long and hard to get here so I had to commit to
getting a degree in order to give back and help other guys like me. I have
to make it through.
The harsh environments of the streets and incarceration contributed to the
participants’ understanding of the fortitude required to persevere in a college
environment that is filled with a new set of challenges. After incarceration,
education was described with words like “Holy Grail,” freedom,” and “uplifting”.
The shift in attitude regarding the necessity of education came with a renewed
understanding of its value. Baridi stated:
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In 2015, it’s ironic that the same revolutionary rhetoric has been modified.
Now education is pushed as the key to freedom. I feel like I was lied to,
but now I’m so vulnerable because I’m like a piranha on academics. I
feed off it. I’m like a shark and education is blood.
For many participants, education became a means to forming a new life, and it
completely shifted their priorities and developed a renewed sense of purpose.
Implementing actions that reflected the understanding of a new beginning
often also meant the recognition of having to start at the bottom. There were
acknowledgements of regret by many for not taking education more seriously
because in college, success is equivalent to a high GPA. Victory described how
believing in himself helped him to persevere when he did not get the grades he
wanted:
I didn’t get any As my first semester, but I kept believing I could do better.
I kept remembering all the promises I made myself when I was locked up.
I had to keep reminding myself that I could not quit. Just like I taught
myself reading comprehension I had to learn how to ask for help.
Weezy used his self-determination to persevere: “Getting an education was the
last opportunity to do something positive for my future. My best friend was dead.
I was the only person who could save me and just about every day I felt like
quitting because college is hard.” Shawn took it one day at a time: “It was a long
walk home. I put my addiction behind me and I enrolled in school. I didn’t wanna
screw it up so I took one day at a time.”
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Many participants begin college with the mindset that academia was a
world of isolation and solitude and they struggled through the first semester in
hopes that college would get easier with time. Although they heavily reflected on
the positive reinforcement received from peers during incarceration, in college
many participants avoided peer interactions and suffered from confusion and lack
of student support resources, and for many, their grades suffered in the process.
Adapting to the academic world was reported as a difficult process for several
participants. For example, Caveman explained:
I felt out of place in college. The lies started coming back. Maybe I’m too
old for college. School isn’t for me; it’s for other people. I was in a dark
cocoon dealing with health issues and homelessness, but no one at
school knew that.
Superman described his isolation:
The first time I felt like an outcast was during my first year of college. I
didn’t know anyone and no one knew me. That was very different for me.
The environment I came from everybody knew everybody so everybody
knew I was about the business [committed to my obligations]. When I
started college, I felt like I was in another world.
Superman adapted to the academic world by channeling the anger and
aggression he developed before and during incarceration into “going hard” for
learning. He likened obtaining an education to going to war: “My revenge is to
gain the knowledge required to succeed. I am ruthless when it comes to
education. I work hard at making good grades and no one can stop me.”
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Passion in the focus groups was intensified when discussing the drive to
succeed in college. Superman described himself as a “ruthless student” while
pursuing his degree and so did others. For example, Mr. Black described his
drive as revenge:
The world sent me away and I came back to get all the knowledge I could.
I promised myself to study hard every day. My revenge for being locked
up in a cage is to get all the knowledge I can and use it to expose and
reverse how we are prey for the prison system.
Baridi used another strategy to succeed. “I took literature classes that pushed
me to be more open about my feelings. They gave me permission to be myself
and own my shit. When I saw myself in the literature, I found myself and learned
to accept myself.” The drive to persist through the first year of college led the
participants to embrace the vulnerability required to ask agents of the college for
help with fulfilling basic requirements of students. Therefore, adapting to life as a
college student caused an immediate shift in support systems for many
participants. Superman turned to campus faculty and staff whom he trusted:
I learned to depend on people who showed me they wanted me to be
successful. Faculty who cared, a lady in financial aid, a campus police
officer, they introduced me to things I didn’t even know I liked such as
acting, giving speeches and stuff that was new. No one had ever asked
me what was important to me until I got to college.
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First generation students quickly realized that survival in the academic world
depended on advisement from experts in higher education. For Green Bay,
relying on faculty was an idea that he had not considered previously:
I didn’t know anything about talking to counselors and faculty about
school. I finished several semesters without ever talking an instructor. I
didn’t know it was important. Luckily, a professor made seeing her during
office hours a part of an assignment. That’s when I learned how easy and
helpful it was.
It was also a new idea for Sinjin: “I was so young when I was incarcerated. I
was only in middle school. I was clueless about a lot of things regarding school.
In the beginning, I just followed what everybody else did. I learned how to
interact with teachers for the first time in college.”
The gaps in knowledge that formerly incarcerated students bring to
college campuses can be so overwhelming that students will sometimes choose
to ignore terms that they don’t understand. For example, Slick stated, “I made
the Dean’s List and didn’t even know what it meant.”
The venture into the academic world came with a need to rely on college
faculty and staff and religious/spiritual advisors outside of family to provide key
support during the first year of college. These new social networks developed in
college were key in providing support and encouragement needed to persevere
and persist from one semester to the next. Turtle spoke of the support that he
found as part of the First Year Experience (FYE): “Being a part of the FYE
program helped a lot. They helped with everything and I needed that because I
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didn’t know nothing about college. I met a lot of people who were confused just
like me and we learned together. I’m still friends with a lot of the people I met in
FYE.”
Shawn found support being in the company of others who had goals that
were similar to his: “It was nice to spend time with positive people at school.
Everybody was focused on bettering them self and that’s what I wanted too. I
looked forward to school every day because I know I’ll be around people who
want me to succeed.” This new circle of advisors and peers strengthened the
positive social capital that many of the participants lacked and needed in order to
learn the mores of academic culture.
Many participants reported a complete transformation in the way they
were perceived by others during their first year of college. Their character was
now defined in positive terms and they were excited to embrace those new
views. Roccy Loc stated: “Now people in my classes want to know what I think
and they want to hold study groups with me. Maybe what everyone’s been telling
me about how smart I am was right. I think I’m pretty smart.” For many
participants, this was the first time they truly felt proud of themselves and looked
forward to what the future held. Inclusiveness in academic culture led to a
strengthened belief in the power that higher education offers.
Rebirth
After incarceration, the participants discovered a renewed sense of
confidence in wanting to persevere. This new confidence instilled a desire to
become individuals who were, in many ways, “reborn.” However, as the old
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regrets begin to dissipate, new fears begin to surface. Weezy spoke of his
reluctance to ask for help: “A tutor in my class told me to let him help me with my
writing. I was too proud to ask for help, but he could tell I was giving up.”
Although many described the academic world as daunting, it was also viewed as
“refreshing” and “beneficial” as well. Lil Money felt: “Being a part of something
big like college motivated me to work hard.” Caveman described finding what he
described as a substitute family in a faculty member:
A staff member recognized my name, saw my efforts and pretty much like
a child told me what to do. She actually needed to see my face every day
in her office. I stopped by every day and waved and she would say ok
now go to class. She took the place of my auntie and Granny.
Participants begin to make connections with college staff and relied on their
encouragement to support the apprehensions that came with understanding and
acclimating to life as a college student.
Participants were excited to learn of opportunities for success in college
that did not involve crime, risk of self-destruction, or negative consequences.
Dolla Bill reflected on how his view of his past had changed: “I was seeing for the
first time the lies I was taught and the false beliefs I had. I didn’t know I was
setting myself up for failure.” Tommy was grateful to college staff for giving him
career guidance:
A counselor was brave enough to tell me that I should reconsider my
choice of major. She knew that I had twins and she was afraid that I
would have trouble finding work in the business world with a criminal
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record. I am grateful that she pointed this out to me because the only
reason I decided to enroll in college was ensure that I would be able to
immediately find work after graduation to support my kids.
Learning about self, making the Dean’s List, preparing for the future, and
witnessing commencement ceremonies, now fueled motivation for the
participants. Also, the discovery of having the ability to handle a full load of
college classes led to decisions that supported the encouragement to forge
ahead. The new support network that included faculty, staff and college peers
made participants feel valued and empowered. Caveman, whose family was
deceased, described the importance of his new support network this way: “I am
an only child, and I was incarcerated for a long time. When I came out all my
family was deceased. I came out with nothing and nobody, so I had to learn to
trust myself and other people again.” Baridi felt especially empowered by
working with other students:
When true consciousness is identified and permitted to embellish the
power within, our true purpose is revealed. Until then, we are only
fragments of our true self that can get buried or snuffed out when you’re
caught up in the struggle to survive. That’s why I’m good at helping
students. I’m able to tap into their struggles, which are my struggles. I am
them, and they are me.
Although family support decreased for some participants after
incarceration, many became known as dedicated, determined, and influential
leaders in their families and on campus. Others who faced similar struggles with
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being disconnected from formal education as youths found support in other
students who had experienced marginalization in society and came to community
college to fight for social justice and educational access for underrepresented
students in their community.
Peer Influence
The dynamic nature of peer influence after incarceration developed and
evolved into strengths that supported college success. Peers were instrumental
in the participants’ development of coping mechanisms that encouraged them to
give their best in college. The coping mechanisms also assisted with the
participants’ ability to judge the difference between good and bad advice, a skill
that evolved while incarcerated. Participants reported that their new college
peers had the ability to make learning and accountability to course work seem
“easy” and “natural”. Mr. Black found a mentor that helped to keep him focused:
An older student with a similar past but did more time than me, told me to
study more. He wasn’t being a hypocrite. He changed his life around. He
wasn’t out there on the streets. No, he was in school. He was studying,
working hard, typing papers, reading all day long. I saw that with my own
eyes and thought, now I have no excuse.
College peers also made participants feel that they could do more than just pass
classes. Many participants were encouraged to take on leadership roles at the
college by their peers and faculty members. Caveman spoke of his wish to be a
role model:
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I fought long and hard to get here, so I had to commit to getting a degree
in order to give back and help other brothers like me. I am open to taking
leadership roles in college. I’m a member of the college’s jazz band. I
speak out on injustice on behalf of students every chance I get. I want the
younger guys to believe that there’s an opportunity for a new life on the
other side if they want it. If I can do it, anybody can do it.
Dolla Bill spoke proudly of his impact on his peers
When I went to college, my peers looked up to me as a leader. They were
impressed that I turned my life around and was getting a college
education. They saw how dedicated I was to getting good grades and that
made them work harder too. It always feels good when a classmate asks
me for help and I can deliver. This led me to getting a job as a tutor.
Victory shared the necessity of relying on peers: “Being incarcerated
taught me to approach a problem by first attempting to fix it in house. Not go to a
superior to fix it. We have been programmed to rely on each other.”
The strengths and assets reported by participants are grounded in
perseverance and belief that success in any endeavor is attainable. The work
ethic and fortitude of the participants taught them to survive in multiple hostile
environments, and when they arrived to a college campus, they were permitted
to put their hopes and aspirations for a second chance into action and become
forces to reckon with in the college setting. Additionally, they were willing to
assist others in reaching this level of self-empowerment. Caveman shared this
experience:
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I met this brother one day who reminded me of me. At this time, I had
friends who looked out for me, so one day I approached him and said,
“Look Homie, I’ve been here a minute so I can ensure you, the war is
over. There’s nobody walking around here with Kisus [Swahili for knives].
You’re in a safe place. You can relax.”
Many participants clearly understood the power they had to provide other
formerly incarcerated students like themselves the support of a social network.
Over time, this network grew into an informal club called, FI that embraced new
members and provided them with the assurance that someone understood their
past and believed in their futures.
There are many hidden strengths that exist among the participants in this
study. Their ability to adapt and survive in hostile environments is a testament to
their heightened instinct to quickly assess a situation and identify if there is an
unforeseen danger is a specialized talent that is very useful in college.
Implications
Community colleges have the opportunity to participate in the redirection
of pathways for men of color in higher education by creating a prison to college
pipeline. The reported collective inner strength possessed by the participants in
this study asserts that a specific pathway for them is not only necessary, but it is
imperative. Community college campuses across the nation are filled formerly
incarcerated students who are embarking on a transformation that will lead to a
sustainable future for generations to come. Mr. Black gave this advice: “Colleges
need to provide people from the streets a different outlet for decision making. A
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place to expand and become better people and immediately use a muscle that is
rarely used—the brain.” Caveman spoke of the need to have faculty and staff
who understand the needs of formerly incarcerated students: “Colleges have to
understand the backgrounds of students like me and the reality of the
deficiencies we show up with. It takes a special type of person to break through
all our stuff. We even have a hard time processing it.”
The participants’ ability to adapt and survive in the harsh reality of their
existence sheds light on their resiliency and their ability to overcome adversity in
an underground world that leads to self-destruction and incarceration. Their
reflections on life before incarceration presented an overwhelmingly negative
view of education, a life where education was not valued in any way and not
considered as a viable or meaningful choice. Mr. Black cautioned: “When
colleges reach out to students who have been incarcerated, they need to use
people who have been through incarceration to support us or people who
understand oppression and the struggle it takes to overcome it.”
Peer influence can be identified as an asset for participants before
incarceration because it allowed them to build meaningful relationships with older
adults that supported their ability to navigate and survive the hostile environment
that comes with the street world. Learning to rely on the support of others before
incarceration provided communication skills and knowledge to collaborate with
others who have more experience with self-preservation and fortitude that in-turn
supports first year college success. Caveman spoke of the importance of
education in changing the trajectory of his life:
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Community college is the best foundation of hope for anybody trying to
change the conditions of their life. Parole and all those other agencies
have failed. They’ve never done it. The record clearly shows that nothing
has ever worked positively in my life until I landed here among my people
who cared about me until I learned to care for myself.
Understanding how to overcome obstacles that stifle success is a strength that
formerly incarcerated students learned before they were ever incarcerated, and
they bring this strength with them to college campuses.
Before incarceration, the 27 participants reported strengths and assets
that provided a foundation for the creation of pathways to college success. The
emergent themes were aligned with skills that support first year college success.
The findings suggest that community colleges must heighten their awareness of
the reported strengths and assets of formerly incarcerated students and develop
strategies that do not detract from their progression towards degree completion
and/or transfer. In order for community colleges to understand these pivotal
phases on the pathway to college from prison, there first must be an
acknowledgement of this invisible population and a desire to provide an equitable
opportunity for them to succeed. Victory emphasized the importance of
appropriate counseling:
There should be counseling in place for us to get access to resources
before we even enroll in classes because in order to do good work, we
need a place to live, a place to study, and a job. We need the basics and
when you’ve been incarcerated, you build up a wall and don’t trust

118
anybody. You just can’t have anybody working with students like us
because we’re fragile and we don’t have the foundation that other
students have. Someone who hasn’t been locked up won’t understand
this.
Formerly incarcerated students are aware of their deficiencies in navigating the
academic world with ease. However, many of the participants discovered during
the focus groups that among them is an abundance of immovable power that
created a positive force of energy that was contagious. This led the men to
embrace one another as if they won something significant in the process. Their
triumph was acknowledging that they are remarkable and on a path to college
success.
Chapter Summary
The primary purpose of this study was to identify the assets and strengths
that formerly incarcerated men of color bring with them to community college
campuses. Although many of the participants had no prior interactions with me
before the focus groups, and they were slightly suspicious of my intent, they were
also intrigued and wanted to know what I wanted them to tell me. There was a
power in the room that was palpable. I knew that something phenomenal was
about to happen, and it did.
The overarching theme of inner strength is illustrated in each phase
through the participants’ candid responses to the questions that are described
using their own voices. The chronological sequence of the data unfolds the full
circle transformation experienced by the participants that was evident by the end
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of their first year of college. During moments of despair and severe trauma, the
participants built and maintained inner strength through their narrow social
network of friends and foes encountered on the school to prison pipeline as well
as on their journey from incarceration to college. Their inner strength was
embedded in survival skills formed before, during, and after incarceration that
taught them to proceed through life with the urgency of protecting one’s life at all
times, and the importance of building communities of support and trust. They
learned to embrace their life experiences and convert them into the strength
needed to overcome any obstacle placed before them. Their strength permitted
them to persevere through their first year in college and critically analyze the
circumstances that led them to the school to prison pipeline and allowed them to
overcome its goal of eradicating them from society. Their discoveries of their
true selves serve as support for education’s ability to lift them out of literal and
figurative confinement.
The additional emergent themes of adaptability, rebirth, and peer influence
are woven throughout their stories and connected to the research questions
through descriptions of their views on education, motivation, key support person,
and perception of their own character as viewed by them as well as others. The
transformation needed to escape the school to prison pipeline and succeed in
college is further described with detailed accounts of reflections shared by the
participants regarding what they believe educational institutions should do in
response to their reported assets and strengths. Their responses were
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categorized and analyzed according to an analysis of the remaining themes of
adaptability, rebirth, and peer influence that surfaced during the analysis process.
The discovery that most participants rated their level of inner strength at
the highest possible rating throughout each phase of questioning was not
expected. This finding asserts that formerly incarcerated men of color are highly
aware of their ability to succeed in higher education. However, without
advisement and influence from peers, staff and faculty, many did not believe that
they could have accomplished all that they did in the short period of one year.
While there is a chronologically divided structure in the data (before, during, and
after incarceration), and thematic sections as well (adaptability, rebirth, and peer
influence), there are many overlaps both chronologically and thematically that
provided the participants with the ability to learn valuable lessons within the
confines of their existence during each phase of the data collection. Their
graphic descriptions of experiences in the street world and the prison world and
the feelings that accompanied them are yet another display of their vulnerability
and desire to reverse the untruths they were told of how education would provide
no value to their existence.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION
Mass incarceration in America is likely responsible for the scarcity of men
of color on community college campuses across the country (Heitzeg, 2009; Neal
& Rick, 2013; Teeter, 2010). For the first time in history, there have been slight
decreases in the national prison population for three consecutive years beginning
with 2010 (Cadora, 2014; Prison Policy Institute, 2014). Current research
supports the need for community colleges to expand outreach to men of color
and implement comprehensive academic and support services to equip them
with the tools needed to progress, graduate, and transfer (Achieving the Dream,
2014; Booth et al., 2013; Center for Community College Engagement, 2013).
However, educators that serve students of color are possibly not aware of the
increasingly large number of formerly incarcerated individuals enrolled in
community colleges with aspirations to achieve a college degree and improve the
trajectory of their lives as well as the lives of their children and future generations
to come. With knowledge of this growing population of vulnerable students
committed to succeed, we can position ourselves to build a solid foundation for
them by first selling them on the power within them to succeed.
The purpose of this study was to highlight the assets and strengths that
formerly incarcerated men of color bring to college campuses that support their
first year success. The findings were gathered during five 2-hour focus groups
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with 27 participants who had been incarcerated and have successfully completed
one year or more of community college. Their responses during the focus
groups were used to answer the following research questions, which guide the
discussion in this chapter.
1.

What assets and strengths do formerly incarcerated men report
before, during and after incarceration that support first year college
success?

2.

What are the implications for community colleges in responding to
formerly incarcerated men’s assets and strengths that support first
year college success?

Although the backgrounds and length of incarceration varied for the
participants, their commonality was their desire to earn a college degree. The
phenomenological research design was used in this study to ensure the ability to
collect rich and reliable data from the participants with ease and full transparency
(Creswell, 2014; Maxwell, 1996). The central phenomenon is the factors that
drive first year success for students who have experienced incarceration. There
was no desire to generate theory since the discovery of understanding an
experience as perceived by the participants is the goal of the phenomenological
research design.
In this chapter, I begin with a summary of the emergent themes
discovered during the data collection along with my interpretation of what they
mean in relation to first year college success and the research included in
Chapter 2. Next, I provide implications to consider that can led to strategy and
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policy amendments as well as innovative policies and practices that support
success for formerly incarcerated students. Furthermore, I discuss the emergent
themes and their implications for transformative leadership. Finally, I close with
recommendations for educational leaders, and I explain how the findings of this
study affected my role as a community college leader and advocate for social
justice in higher education. The chapter ends with my recommendations for
future research and a call to action.
Interpretation of the Findings
Formerly incarcerated community college students are possibly the most
elusive student group on college campuses. Institutions will never know if a
student has been incarcerated unless the student feels safe enough to share the
devastating experience. Formerly incarcerated students bring deep and personal
challenges to college campuses, and for the participants of this study, their
challenges were strongly connected to their will to succeed. In this chapter, I will
begin with an interpretation of the overarching theme—inner strength, which
permeated throughout every phase of the data collection. I will then connect its
meaning to my implications and recommendations. Next, I will identify the
remaining themes of adaptability, rebirth and peer-influence, which emerged
during chronological reflections from the participants on their experiences with
education and decision making before, during and after incarceration. These
finding and their meanings are then extended by defining their implications and
recommendations for policy and practice. I conclude with an interpretation of
how the results have affected my role as an educational leader.
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Inner Strength
Regardless of what the participants experienced while on the school to
prison pipeline and during incarceration, there was a belief among most of them
that they had the ability to perform at high levels in any chosen endeavor. The
emergent theme of inner strength was not a surprise based on my prior
experience working with many of the participants. Prior to this study, I taught
basic skills English in a program for men of color called Passage that was offered
at my institution from 2011-2014. I observed firsthand the strong desire that the
men enrolled in Passage had to perform at high levels. The men worked hard to
adapt to classroom decorum and frequently held one another accountable to the
requirements of the course. Over one half of the male students in this program
shared their experiences with incarceration through writing assignments. Also,
many shared that they have had uneasy relationships with education since grade
school, and they had enrolled in community college for the opportunity to reinvent
themselves into knowledgeable and productive leaders in their families and in
their community. The overarching theme of inner strength delineates the deeprooted desire within formerly incarcerated students to obtain an education, and
the need for institutional agents to make themselves more accessible to students
who have faced the adversities of incarceration and oppression by ensuring that
our services reflect equity, validation, engagement, and inclusion for men of color
in community colleges.
In fall 2011, success rate data from one of my basic skills English courses
in the Passage program was compared to California statewide success rates for
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students of all ethnicities and genders, taking the same course. My students
finished with a 68% success rate compared to 64% for all other students in the
state of California (California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office, 2014).
Many students in the all-male course shared during the semester that they had
been formerly incarcerated, and several of them were participants in this study.
Being members of an all-male cohort provided access to the academic and social
support needed to persist during the first year of college. Inner strength
accompanied by a strong social network of peers provided the ability to transform
into successful college students and build a viable social network in the process
(Coleman, 1988; Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000; Yosso,
2005). The participants’ inner strength was vital to their ability to adapt,
transform, and support their peers as they persisted through college. This finding
supports the theoretical foundation of social capital as a viable resource that
leads to opportunities that support student success (Coleman, 1988; StantonSalazar, 1997; Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000; Yosso, 2005). However, it is
crucial that trust is the foundation of the bridge to connect formerly incarcerated
students to networks that support educational success. The relationship
between formerly incarcerated students and institutions is an uneasy one. These
students have been programmed to not trust systems or institutions that are
known to be in place to rehabilitate them. The trust factor between institutions
and students who have experienced oppression must be further addressed.
The theme of inner strength also supports the conclusions in the empirical
research highlighted in Chapter 2 that identifies the significance of equitable
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practices to level the playing field for marginalized students (Cuyjet, 1997;
Madyun, 2011; Rose & Clear, 1998), validation of their experiences to increase
chances for success (González, 2000; Rendón, 1994), effective teaching
strategies to support engagement (Herndon & Moore, 2002; Perin, 2013),
campus culture to promote and model collegial relationships with students
(Bensimon, 2007; Ladson-Billings, 2014), and how environmental factors outside
of the classroom can present hazards that impede student success (Knaggs et
al., 2013; Moss & Young, 1995; Person et al., 2014). Therefore, the theme of
inner strength is an asset that supports first year college success and formerly
incarcerated students bring it with them to community college campuses.
Adaptability, Rebirth, and Peer Influence
For some participants in this study, college appeared to be more difficult to
manage than incarceration itself due to the expectations that institutions have of
incoming students. It is imperative that colleges create environments that enable
all students to reach their potential to learn, grow, and connect with one another
in meaningful ways that build trust in the completion process. As stated with
inner strength, the themes of adaptability, rebirth, and peer influence support the
significance of social capital theory as the theoretical framework that guided this
study. Social capital is reflected in the adage, “It’s not what you know, it’s who
you know,” and social networks provide linkages to information and benefits that
are transferred between people (Coleman, 1988; González et al., 2003; Lin,
1999; Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Yosso, 2005). The links to new networks continue
to grow over time and social capital continuously grows while formerly
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incarcerated students are on the path to degree completion. However, a huge
gap exists in the trust component between formerly incarcerated students and
institutions. The trust component is an effective way to reach students who have
not experienced a positive P-12 experience, whether or not they have been
formerly incarcerated. The trust component has been a wedge between
institutions and oppressed populations for decades.
Now is the time to build bridges that support access to cultural and social
wealth that is accessible through education. When institutions are honest with
students about the reality of our country’s tumultuous relationship with people of
color and institutions, the trust component required for rapid success in any
endeavor is activated. The difference between a high trust and low trust
relationship is simple to identify. The confidence that we have in others
determines their trustworthiness. When we are not confident enough to trust, we
become suspicious. This is true in every aspect of human relationships. The
unchartered club, FI that I discovered while teaching in the Passage program
created a new opportunity to support an unknown population of students who
were fending for themselves as they attempted to navigate the community
college landscape with limited understanding of what was required of them. The
organic development of FI is a testament to the value and importance of social
networks and the participants’ experiences with adaptability, rebirth, and peer
influence because each theme led them to first year success and beyond.
Furthermore, the themes allowed the participants to develop and implement their
own social network in the form of a principled club that was founded to support
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their academic growth and success. They relied on themselves due to their
limited trust in the institution. They choose to develop their own social network
that sought out others like them instead of relying on the institution to exert its
power upon them and possibly redefine their objective.
The theme adaptability as perceived by this study is the ability to quickly
adjust to multiple environments that are infused with hostility and/or obstacles
that present hidden challenges embedded within the street world. These
challenges often perpetuate failure and lack of opportunity for upward mobility.
For a formerly incarcerated student, the ability to survive the street world,
incarceration, and then enroll in college develops an inner strength to overcome
adversity while persistently working toward a goal. The ability to adapt to hostile
and/or foreign environments reflects yet another asset that formerly incarcerated
students possess to support college success. Additionally, the ability to reinvent
oneself through the transformation of beliefs and values is a powerful asset for
formerly incarcerated students, and it fits the scope of findings in similar studies
that identify the value of support systems for marginalized students of color
(Dowd & Bensimon, 2012; Lundberg & Schreiner, 2004; Stanton-Salazar, 1997).
The social capital component is crucial in the success of college students
(González et al., 2003; Lin, 1999; Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Yosso, 2005).
The theme peer influence is an element of the findings that supports the
social capital framework as it defines the importance of relationships with others
that can offer valuable insight to qualities and services that will enhance success
in college (Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Yosso, 2005). The trust component is
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essential in peer relationships, and it is the driving force in building social
connections; therefore, it is crucial for formerly incarcerated students to cultivate
relationships with students of similar backgrounds in order to learn to trust in the
support that is available on college campuses. Peer influence promotes the
ability to sustain one’s self by seeking familiar support during times of adversity
and change. This finding qualifies as another asset for the formerly incarcerated
student since their desire to connect with peers is strong, especially when the
peer has had experiences with incarceration. When formerly incarcerated
students belong to an identified social network at the college, it expands their
sense of camaraderie with college peers, and it strengthens their ability to use
past experiences as a platform to access support that will lead to completion of a
college degree.
Implications
The number of formerly incarcerated students enrolled at any given
community college campus is a mystery because students are not currently
asked or required to divulge information of this nature. Many students keep their
former incarceration hidden in order to avoid being targeted as a problem or a
danger to those around them. In actuality, once an individual has served time in
prison and has made a commitment to enroll in community college, there is no
added threat to the safety of the college community. As a community college
professor in classes with large numbers of formerly incarcerated students, there
was never a moment when I felt unsafe or uneasy while instructing this
population of students. The only real threat was to their success because
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without meaningful accommodations for formerly incarcerated students, their
ability to persist to college completion is in jeopardy. Actually, there is added
safety that exists in the presence of formerly incarcerated students, and when
their inner strength is transferred to an academic setting and they are engaged in
the learning process, success for everyone is inevitable (Bensimon, 2007;
Lundberg & Schreiner, 2004). Formerly incarcerated students are adept at
having a heightened awareness of their surroundings, which is beneficial to the
safety of everyone on a college campus. I have always felt a sense of security
when in the presence of formerly incarcerated students because I have
discovered that a part of their redemption is to give back to their communities as
leaders who promote fairness, equity, and inclusion for everyone, and this is a
direct result of transforming into a truer and better self in order to succeed in a
college environment.
During my time as a faculty member for the Passage program, I was
convinced that formerly incarcerated students were one of the hardest working
student groups on campus—especially when their self-preservation kicks in and
they are forced to fight for the ability to survive with a passing grade. Formerly
incarcerated students have a lot of experience in fighting for their lives, and I
have discovered through working with them that they are attracted to challenges
and competition. Furthermore, when their desire to learn is activated, it is just a
matter of time until their internal war between the double conscious of their dual
identities are merged to support educational success (DuBois, 1903).
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Trust, Vulnerability, and the Emergent Themes
The journey to inner strength in an academic setting is daunting for
formerly incarcerated students due to their arrival on college campuses in an
uncomfortably vulnerable state. Upon arrival, many have a fear of possibly being
further emotionally and/or spiritually wounded. However, vulnerability will surface
when institutional agents provide information and support that is intentional and
embedded in the reality of the formerly incarcerated student’s life experiences.
When an environment is created that supports students’ ability to trust self and
trust institutions, a commitment to college completion is accepted. A formerly
incarcerated student’s biggest vulnerability is his commitment to a goal. Many of
the participants are aware that the odds for success are against them. However,
their expressed need to commit to a purpose allows them to feel their connection
to humanity. When the humanistic connection that permits people to see
themselves in others is ignited and cultivated, the power of vulnerability is
activated and formerly incarcerated students connect the power of commitment
to their desire to achieve educational success. Intentional interaction with
formerly incarcerated students requires being selfless. This is possibly the only
means to transfer the power of vulnerability to another human being and the
interaction must be authentic in order to manifest into first year college success.
The inner strength required to adapt and thrive in the academic world is
within formerly incarcerated students. They enter college campuses with a long
list of adversities they have overcome, and they are ready and willing to apply
their strengths and assets to adapt, transform, and build social networks to
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support their education. However, adapting to the academic world only covers
one foundational layer of the bridge needed to cultivate academic success for
formerly incarcerated students. The ability to transform one’s self into a college
student without a holistic foundation of academic preparation and without positive
experiences connected to formal education requires the courage to trust one’s
self and believe that success is possible, and this requires inner strength.
Influence from peers plays an intricate role in a formerly incarcerated student’s
development of the courage needed to build a strong core of beliefs and values
that promote successful progress and completion.
Implications for Policy
The findings of this study support the conclusions from many other studies
of its kind that express the need to develop academic pathways for students of
color who are underprepared for college, products of under resourced P-12
schools and underrepresented on college campuses (Achieving the Dream,
2014; Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2014). However,
there are obstacles in play for formerly incarcerated students that are invisible to
observers who have no knowledge of the school to prison pipeline and how it
lures impoverished school children into its cycle of incarceration (Heitzeg, 2009;
Neal & Rick, 2014; Skiba et al., 2011). The emotional and physical trauma
experienced on this cycle of destruction remains when the evolution to becoming
a college student occurs. According to the participants, they arrive at college and
commence to mask the multiple traumatic experiences they have survived, which
can prolong making the personal connections on college campuses that are
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required in order to bridge the gap of mistrust. When former incarceration is
added to limited academic and social capital and poverty, there is even less
access to the academic language that is needed to communicate the needs and
challenges that accompany college.
Collaboration between colleges that serve men of color and state, local,
and federal policy makers must include the voices of formerly incarcerated
students in discussions regarding educational support for them. Their input and
experiences add value and trust to the planning and development of sustainable
processes to provide support services that lead to college progress and success.
Support for this population must be intentional and genuine or else it will not
produce the desired results. Colleges must seek to employ institutional agents
who were formerly incarcerated and are able to understand the depth of the
challenges that incarceration brings. Peer leaders must lead the efforts to
support this population. They are more adept at bridging the gap of the trust
component than institutions. Their role must be to coordinate bridge programs
that employ peer coaching advocates to guide the day-to-day transformation of
the attitudes and beliefs needed for formerly incarcerated students to succeed in
education and in life. This is no easy task and it should not be left to college
employees who have no knowledge of the experiences that accompany
incarceration.
The uneasy relationships that students from impoverished communities
have with education suggest that current policies in place do not support
intentional educational access and inclusiveness for formerly incarcerated
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students (Fenning & Rose, 2007; Skiba et al., 2011; Tapia, 2010). Since
intergenerational poverty and involvement in the criminal justice system eclipses
many of their strengths, many of them arrive to college campuses with
apprehensions that are embedded in self-doubt. Although many are succeeding
in spite of losing a significant portion of their lives to incarceration, I am afraid
that many more are falling through the cracks. Specific pathways for this diverse
student group would ensure that equitable opportunities for success are available
for all students. State and local policies must align themselves with college
districts to develop intentional support to formerly incarcerated students.
Institutions must become adept at learning non-verbal cues that signal distrust
and distress, and formerly incarcerated students must have a voice in the
planning, implementation, and practice of programs and services intended to
support their success. Many formerly incarcerated students are noncommunicative and struggle with being open about what they have experienced
and how they feel about it. However, they do learn to adapt to challenging
environments and transform into improved versions of themselves.
Most participants shared that their uneasy relationship with school was
preceded by volatile relationships with school employees who concluded that if
the student was removed from the school, then the problems associated with
educating students in low performing P-12 schools would improve. This is not
the case. Policy makers must be willing to explore what is not easily seen and
view the process of educating formerly incarcerated students through a lens that
promotes an evolution of the spirit. Educating formerly incarcerated students is
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more encompassing than merely teaching English and math. It is about reaching
people; it is about touching people. California is an ideal state to become a
trailblazer in developing and implementing policy that maximizes success for
formerly incarcerated students. It is urgent that relationships and collaborations
between marginalized students of color, P-12 teachers and administrators, and
community college educators continue to improve. Since values and beliefs
about people are at the forefront of every social challenge, it is imperative that
educators at all levels embrace pluralism and avoid negative value judgments
towards students of color (Bush, 2004; Cuyjet, 1997; DuBois, 1903; Foley, 2001;
Locke, 1935; West, 1993). Educators cannot ignore racism or any topic that has
foundations in oppressive behaviors when attempting to support marginalized
students and their ability to succeed in higher education (Dowd & Bensimon,
2012).
It is urgent that community colleges serving men of color form alliances
with prisons and parole boards to create smooth transitions for incarcerated
individuals to access an introduction to college culture before they arrive on the
college campus. Also, it is recommended that housing is discussed and finalized
before a full semester of college begins. According to national data on student
success, colleges that implement support services for marginalized students that
ensure timely understanding and completion of required processes like
registration, selecting classes, and purchasing books support success (Achieving
the Dream, 2014; Center for Community College Student Engagement, 2014).
Furthermore, when colleges go beyond college needs and provide marginalized

136
students access to information on entitlement and community services, the
chance for success increases (Achieving the Dream, 2014; Center for
Community College Student Engagement, 2014). It is detrimental to the
academic success of formerly incarcerated students if they are not acclimated
with a formalized orientation to college that addresses foundational practices that
are learned in early educational experiences since many of these students did
not attend or were far removed from a formalized educational setting in the past.
Since many participants reported that uneasy relationships with school
employees jeopardized their ability to remain in school in the past, policies must
ensure that all institutional agents are trained to understand the lack of trust that
marginalized student groups have in institutional agents to provide the support
that is needed for success. Before student equity, student validation, and
support strategies that engage marginalized students are effective, students
must have trust in the individuals who are charged to provide these services. If
there is no knowledge of the experiences and needs of formerly incarcerated
students, plans made for them will be futile. When students are valued and
respected by college leaders who support them while they adapt to the academic
landscape, these relationships will serve as models for interactions with
institutional agents throughout their academic career (Gonzáles, 2000; Karp,
2011; Rendón, 2006). Community colleges must lead the charge for
implementing practices and interactions that are embedded in trust and equity,
and they must intentionally validate the experiences that formerly incarcerated
students bring with them to college campuses.
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Implications for Practice
Formerly incarcerated students have a keen sense of perception and it
stems from their inner strength. While on the school to prison pipeline they
mastered the ability to discern inauthentic behavior. The skill of perceiving a
person’s true intentions or the ability to recognize the differences between
authentic and inauthentic behavior is possibly a trait of oppression. In order for
institutional agents to be effective in gaining the trust of this population, they must
be engaged with the community and its concerns. In some instances,
institutional agents must stand in discomfort and pain alongside the community.
Colleges have to see formerly incarcerated students for who they are, not what
they did. We must convince them of their value and that we care about their
futures and are fighting with them, not against them. It is important to know that
the initial connection with formerly incarcerated students is not about education.
It is about tapping into their humanity and acknowledging who they are, what
they value, and why they matter at community colleges.
When formerly incarcerated students feel accepted, they embrace
everyone. There cannot be a discussion about success factors for formerly
incarcerated students without exposing the many layers of racism that shroud
common educational practices that are experienced by marginalized students
daily (Harper, 2012; National Association for the Advancement of Colored
People, 2011). Many formerly incarcerated students require developmental
education and it must be completed early on when they arrive to community
college campuses, so there must be specific pathways in place for them when

138
they arrive. The pathway from incarceration to college requires immediate
adaption to a new environment; therefore, it is imperative for them to have a
support system in place on day one. Additionally, there must be focused training
mandated for faculty and staff to provide meaningful support that is embedded in
trust and engaging instruction to students who have likely received inequitable
educational experiences in the past. Developmental education instruction varies
widely from classroom to classroom (Herndon & Moore, 2002; Perin, 2013).
Specific teaching strategies and nurturing environments that validate the
experiences of diverse cultures must be infused into classrooms to meet the
unique needs of diverse students, including formerly incarcerated students
(Bensimon, 2007; Lundberg & Schreiner, 2004; Umbach & Wawrznski, 2005).
Equitable practices do not tolerate distractions that can impede progress like lack
of engagement and meaningless materials that clearly do not connect to the lives
of students (Bragg & Durham, 2012; Carnevale & Strohl, 2011; Dowd &
Bensimon, 2012; McTier Jr., 2015). Formerly incarcerated students have real
challenges and issues aside from class work, and many of them have no one
outside of the campus to mentor them about academic issues. The hidden
challenges of students must be exposed in order for colleges to improve the
support they provide, and this information must be conveyed in the voices of the
students who have lived the experiences.
Today’s educational structure supports the notion that students need to
rise up to meet the faculty where they are; however, in order for formerly
incarcerated students to persist in higher education, faculty must prepare to meet
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students where they are and provide specialized support that best meets the
specific needs of the student (Bensimon, 2004; Bragg & Durham, 2012). Faculty
must be equipped to understand how current policies and privileges that do not
support sustainable access to learning and achievement for formerly
incarcerated students must be avoided. They must fully embrace and validate
the diverse experiences of formerly incarcerated students and be open to
understanding an existence that may be very different from anything imagined in
the past. Faculty cannot place the comforts and rewards that come with the
prestigious position of professor above the possibility of improving a student’s
life, which can have a ripple effect in improving the educational attainment for
that student’s children, siblings, and future generations to come. At the forefront
of practice, there must be accountability instilled across disciplines that remove
faculty who do not succeed at supporting and improving learning and
achievement for students who require developmental education. College leaders
can no longer stand-by idly and watch low performing faculty further disengage
marginalized students with their complacency and unwillingness to institute
equitable practices that have been proven to be successful with similar students
who have faced marginalization in previous educational settings (Center for
Community College Engagement; 2014).
Implications for Theory and Future Research
Higher education must level the playing field for formerly incarcerated
students and all other marginalized student groups that have been underserved
and under resourced in the public education system. Structural inequities must

140
be eliminated in community colleges if we are to ever see increased degree
attainment for men of color. Simply providing access to community college is not
enough. However, faculty can lead this charge. They cannot make sweeping
changes to how higher education is structured for underprepared students, but
they can begin to build a coalition of faculty gladiators, who utilize intense
engaging practices in classrooms that build self-efficacy and value within
students, and increases their chances for success (Bain, 2004; Center for
Community College Engagement, 2012; Vader-McCormick, 2012).
Faculty must re-examine their own personal views about how
marginalized students learn and decide if they are up for the challenge to make
changes to the way they operate inside and outside of the classroom (Aspen
Institute, 2013; Bain, 2004). By adopting the existentialist philosophy for meeting
the needs of formerly incarcerated students, community colleges can focus on
developing action strategies to support faculty. However, they must be held
accountable to use them. Furthermore, use of action strategies must be
accompanied by strategies to build collegial relationships with students that are
embedded in respect and understanding of cultural and socio-economical
experiences that can hinder motivation (Bensimon, 2007; González et al., 2003;
Ladson-Billings, 2014). I do not believe change will happen in classrooms filled
with marginalized students unless faculty leaders are willing to accept that they
must lead the change (Achieving the Dream, 2014). Faculty who work with
formerly incarcerated students must be willing to accept a new set of rules if they
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truly want to empower these students. Specific trainings for faculty on fresh
perspectives are needed to empower faculty so that they can empower students.
Recommendations
There is an urgency surrounding the lack of success for students of color
in community colleges across the nation. In order to level the playing field for
students of color, changes must be instituted on college campuses that bridge
student support services and academic services that appear as seamless as
possible.
College Pathway Programs in Prisons
It is important for colleges to create pathway programs for prisoners who
aspire to attend college. An important element of a pathway program is to
institute an orientation to college that is specifically tailored to support the unique
needs of formerly incarcerated students. An orientation to college that is
accessible while still in prison can alleviate the pressures that come with not
knowing how to maneuver through the enrollment and registration process
(Strickland et al., 2010; Teeter, 2010). An understanding of this process can
happen while an individual is still incarcerated.
Programs that offer comprehensive academic and student support
services to formerly incarcerated men of color who are seeking a college degree
is essential to closing the achievement gap. According to the participants of this
study, formerly incarcerated students arrive to college campuses with high levels
of fear, apprehension and confusion about college. This reaction usually stems
from uneasy relationships with education since grade school that, in turn, placed
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numerous men of color on the school to prison pipeline (Fenning & Rose, 2007;
Heitzeg, 2009; Neal & Rick, 2014; Okonofua & Eberhardt, 2015). A crucial
component for a pathway program for formerly incarcerated men of color is the
development of a peer mentor/leadership program to provide peer support to
newly enrolled formerly incarcerated students by more experienced formerly
incarcerated students (Coleman, 1988; Harper, 2012). Each year, new peer
mentors should be trained to support the incoming group of new students. Peer
support is significant for formerly incarcerated students and their ability to build
self-confidence and develop a strong sense of self-awareness as it relates to
higher education (Lin, 1999; Rose & Clear, 1998; Stanton-Salazar, 1997;
Stanton-Salazar & Spina, 2000).
During enrollment, students are matched with a peer leader who can
support them with the tools and mindset needed to succeed in college (Dweck,
2006). Participants in the pathway program are required to immediately
complete all required basic skills courses in English and math to strengthen the
knowledge base needed for the rigor of college level courses. Students should
be permitted to begin the process for inclusion in the pathway program while
incarcerated. Once participants are released and on a college campus, they
should participate in a learning community model that is at the core of their
college experience and sets the tone for the duration of their enrollment
(Achieving the Dream, 2014; Center for Community College Engagement, 2013).
Gender Specific Comprehensive Support
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Gender specific, holistic support is recommended to further level the
playing field for marginalized men of color in higher education. As with the
previous recommendation, immediate completion of basic skills English and math
is imperative (Barbatis, 2010; Center for Community College Student
Engagement, 2013). As members of a gender specific learning community,
formerly incarcerated students will have the opportunity to connect with other
male students who have had similar experiences (Bryant, 2008; Bush, 2004).
These men will strengthen their connections with one another while discussing
real-world problems or issues that are relevant to their own lives and
experiences. The students in the learning community will have the opportunity to
build relationships with peers and faculty leaders that are embedded in trust and
an understanding of societal and institutional barriers, including racism, that
prevent students of color from persisting in college (Carnavale & Strohl, 2013).
Each course in the learning community can be assigned a supplemental
instructor (SI) to ensure that formerly incarcerated students have daily examples
of traits and practices of a successful student while they are building resilience to
persist through each semester until graduation (Cuyjet, 1997; Ladson-Billings,
2014). It is recommended that each learning community identifies a theme at its
inception and synchronizes topics in linked courses to maximize the opportunity
for students to make interdisciplinary connections as well as connections with
one another to strengthen their new social network (Ladson-Billings, 2014; Lin,
1999; Wood & Turner, 2011). Gender specific pathway programs that bridge the
gap from prison to college and are designed specifically for formerly incarcerated

144
students will contribute to leveling the playing field during the first semester by
easing the burdens that come with having limited positive experiences in
formalized educational settings (Heitzeg, 2009; Neal & Rick, 2014; Okonofua &
Eberhardt, 2015). Formerly incarcerated students who have achieved success in
higher education must be a part of the planning and designing of these programs
(Boyle, 2011). It must not be left for scholars alone to create. Classroom faculty
must be at the table as well to ensure that their voices are represented in the
early stages of planning such an important program (Boyle, 2011; Dowd &
Bensimon, 2012).
Building Student Trust—Faculty/Administrator Professional Development
Professional development in Building Student Trust (BuST) is a program
designed to engage and support all marginalized students. This professional
development training is recommended to further level the playing field on college
campuses by strengthening the connection that formerly incarcerated students
have with faculty members and administrators (Cole, 2008; Lundberg &
Schreiner, 2004; Umbach & Wawrznski, 2005). BuST incorporates the voices of
students in trainings and shares stories of their prior experiences with
incarceration in order to align students with support services that build trust in
institutions. Since the participants of this study reported high levels of inner
strength to move forward on the attainment of a goal but did not have the selfconfidence to apply this strength on arriving to a community college campus,
institutional agents enrolled in the BuST program will have the opportunity to be
effectively trained in how to maximize the strengths of formerly incarcerated
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students from their first day in a college classroom by setting a foundation that
builds trust and understanding. All faculty members, including adjuncts, should
be eligible to complete the professional development training at no cost to them.
Newly hired faculty and administrators should be mandated to complete the
BuST training during their probationary period. The focus of the BuST training is
to gain clarity and insight of how trusted leaders are more productive and achieve
better results much faster. The training is inspiring, empowering, and
immediately useful.
A secondary goal is to assist faculty in motivating formerly incarcerated
and other marginalized groups of students to believe that they are worthy of an
education and that they belong in college. Participants in this study reported
feelings of unworthiness due to the low self-esteem they had when they were
released from incarceration. Faculty should be equipped to build trust and
positive motivation for formerly incarcerated students on day one of classes.
Motivation builds trust and positive relationships with faculty and peers as well as
increases energy, which improves classroom performance. The strength that is
within formerly incarcerated students will sustain them throughout their degree
attainment as long as faculty members gain their trust. Formerly incarcerated
students will not give up on themselves as long as there is trust in the leaders
that serve them. Faculty members have the power to personally validate
formerly incarcerated students by ensuring them that they matter by recognizing
them as individuals (Center for Community College Engagement, 2013; Aspen
Institute, 2012). Success is likely to happen when students feel personally
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significant. However, it is possible that many faculty members who work with
formerly incarcerated students in developmental courses do not value the
experiences of diverse cultures (Barbatis, 2010; Kahlenberg, 2012; SandovalLucero, 2014). Success will happen much faster if there is trust at the forefront
of the educational experiences of formerly incarcerated students.
Recommendations for Future Research
More than ever, additional research is needed to support the educational
attainment of marginalized students. Students who were once incarcerated
deserve an opportunity to positively contribute to society by obtaining an
education and by bridging the gap between education and communities inhabited
by people of color. Many men of color are absent from households and the
traditional family structure due to incarceration, and once released, opportunities
to have a positive impact on the fate of others in their community should be
available. How can men who seek a college degree be held accountable to
break the cycle of the school to prison pipeline? This is a question that requires
further research. Additionally, I would like to see research designed to transform
how marginalized students perceive themselves in the larger context of the
college experience. I believe men of color are willing and able to contribute to
reversing the mass incarceration phenomenon as well as their own negative selfperceptions. Active engagement in strengthening communities through
education is a good starting point for dialogue on the next steps to improving
communities through education and stopping mass incarceration for men of
color.
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Formerly incarcerated students have paid their debt to society, but they
should not continue to be penalized. They are strong, committed, and extremely
vulnerable when they are released. However, when they are in the realm of their
genius and purpose, and they are supported and valued, they will commit to
performing at high levels. The inner strength possessed by formerly incarcerated
students who have navigated the cells of jails and prisons is a valuable asset for
college campuses and communities. It would be of value to determine how this
strength can be utilized fully to support others who have landed on a similar path.
Once incarcerated students are released, they should have the opportunity to
redirect their lives by completing a college degree at their local community
college. Not only will education prepare the formerly incarcerated for the
demands of life, it will also prepare them to support their children and
community’s efforts to improve the quality of education for future generations.
Providing intentional support to formerly incarcerated students will produce
results that can reenergize communities to redirect young people of color to
engage in the educational process early by supporting teachers, administrators
and all staff at local schools (Brown v. Board of Education, 1954; Neal & Rick,
2013). Traditional education systems breed traditional minded educational
leaders. Therefore, I challenge future research to delve into non-traditional
practices to support this 21st century problem.
Leadership
As a faculty leader at an urban community college, I have witnessed, first
hand, the results of a lack of early education attainment. It is my personal belief
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that all community college students are entitled to transformative and ethical
leadership from staff, faculty, and administrators who are committed to fulfilling a
college’s mission. It is crucial that I model clear examples of leadership to define
my beliefs and the ethical standards of my institution (Wallin, 2005). As a
transformative leader, I am inspired by philosophies of education that value
equity, accountability, respect, and excellence; however, ethics can easily get
lost in the daily struggles of colleges to maintain robust enrollments. It is
imperative that colleges use disaggregated college and student data to create,
implement, and evaluate student support programs and services that create
pathways to student success (González, 2009). College has the ability to
change the trajectory of a formerly incarcerated student’s life as well as the lives
of their families for generations to come. I know this because I am a firstgeneration, non-traditional student who is from a marginalized community and
my experiences are strongly connected to why transformative and ethical
leadership is imperative in the daily operations on community college campuses.
Identifying and trusting my personal code of ethics that is embedded in
accountability, equity, respect, and excellence allows me to strengthen my ability
to engage in courageous conversations regarding inclusion and social justice for
all students. All decisions made by me or on my behalf are designed to improve
productivity and to build trust by relying on qualified and trustworthy employees
to utilize their creativity and innovation to boost performance and create positive
and productive relationships with students. As a transformative leader, I
demonstrate accountability daily by being alert and quick to respond to the needs
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of students, employees, and the community by evaluating the work performed by
my division to ensure that all policies, procedures, and interventions are informed
by data and responsive to the needs of students and the community.
The time has come to make success for marginalized students a reality,
and educational leaders must take the lead to ensure that equity is at the
forefront of all discussions involving the planning and implementation of initiatives
for their success. It takes bravery to closely examine the authentic culture that
exists on a college campus. My experiences as a community college leader and
former community college student has provided me with keen insight and the
ability to rise above empty dialogue and confront the core of ethical matters that
are significant to achieving student success. As a transformative leader, I will
continue to create spaces for courageous conversations to take place and to
serve as an active listener as well as a collaborative and fearless change agent
on behalf of students. However, students, too, must have a seat at the table to
ensure representation in the process of learning from transformative community
college leaders.
Summary of the Dissertation
It has been over 60 years since the landmark Brown v. Board of Education
(1954) decision that guaranteed access to public education for students of all
ethnicities by desegregating public schools. Although this decision placed a
national spotlight on educational inequities and provided that every child should
have an equal chance to succeed, it did little to promote changes in the attitudes,
beliefs, and values of those who are entrusted with educating students of color,
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especially those in underserved communities. This lack of change in values has
led to the phenomenon of mass incarceration in the United States, and men of
color are disproportionately imprisoned at extremely high rates compared to
other ethnicities (Heitzeg, 2009; Neal & Rick, 2013; Sentencing Project, 2014).
This has resulted in low numbers of men of color enrolled in community colleges,
particularly African-American and Latino men.
It is important to state that mass incarceration has removed a significant
number of men of color from households across the country, and this is having a
devastating effect on African-American culture. Countless mothers have lost
their sons and countless children have lost their fathers to mass incarceration.
What is the most disturbing about this phenomenon is how it came to be. In a
matter of 30 years, millions of African-American and Latino men and children’s
lives have been regarded as expendable in the face of expanding the prison
industrial complex as a solution to the country’s economic, social, and political
problems. Mass incarceration is a huge social problem that is masked in racism.
Every discussion about reversing mass incarceration must not ignore that racist
practices are weaved throughout educational institutions in the United States.
Racism must be at the forefront of discussions that involve planning and
implementation of programs to increase degree attainment for formerly
incarcerated students.
It is important to understand that the data in this study implies that the
initial connection with marginalized students is not merely about education. It is
about tapping into a student’s inner self. Educators must assist marginalized
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students in identifying who they are, what they value, and why they matter in the
global perspective of education. Success for marginalized students is dependent
on the ability of institutional agents to accept differences in others and embrace
every student as a potential success story.
As hundreds of thousands of men of color are released from jails and
prisons each year, community colleges must be ready to provide them with the
mental, physical, and social support required to develop well rounded students
who have the ability to succeed in college courses and in life. The emergent
themes support the need for colleges to support the development of a strong
social network during and after incarceration to strengthen the belief that a
second chance or rebirth is possible. Furthermore, the themes provide insight
into the low self-esteem that formerly incarcerated men must overcome in order
to feel that they belong in college. The theme that is the most significant to me is
the high dependence on peers to assist formerly incarcerated students with
decision-making. This point solidifies why social networks, like the underground
club FI that was established on my campus by formerly incarcerated students,
are crucial to the success of this population. Student thrive when they have
social networks that provide access to information and services that support
student equity, validation, effective teaching strategies, positive campus culture,
and environmental factors that are conducive to learning and achievement.
For the participants of this study, social networks were limited but were
vital to their success, and they provided access to information that led to split
second decisions that in some cases could result in life or death. This study has
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confirmed to me the importance of teaching all students to build collaborative
relationships with one another inside and outside the classroom in order to
maximize success. During each phase of questioning, the data uncovered an
evolution of spirit for the participants that transformed them into empowered
individuals with clear understandings of their assets and strengths, although they
had limited experience articulating the power that was within them.

153
REFERENCES
Achieving the Dream (2014). DREAM 2014: Achieving the Dream’s annual
institute on student success. Retrieved 4/29/14 from
www.achievingthedream.org.
Advancement Project (2014). Quality education for all. Retrieved 01/16/14 from
www.advancementproject.org.
Aha! Process (2014). Professional development to address the root causes of
poverty. Retrieved 11/02/14 from www.ahaprocess.com.
Aizer, A., & Doyle, J.J. (2011). Juvenile incarceration and adult outcomes:
Evidence from randomly assigned judges. Providence, United States:
Brown University and Cambridge, United States: National Bureau of
Economic Research (NBER) and Massachusetts Institute of Technology
(MIT). Unpublished. Retrieved on 03/30/2015 from
www.law.yale.edu/documents/pdf/LEO/J.Doyle.swingjudges_03032011.pd
f.
Alexander, M. (2012). The new Jim Crow: Mass incarceration in the age of
colorblindness. New York, NY: The New Press.
Aspen Institute. (2012). Creating a faculty culture of success. Washington, DC:
The Aspen Institute.
Aspen Institute. (2013). Ten lessons for taking leadership on racial equity.
Washington, DC: The Aspen Institute.

154
Auerhahn, K. (2002). Selective incapacitation, three strikes, and the problem of
aging prison populations: Using simulation modeling to see the future.
Criminology & Public Policy, 1(3), 353-388.
Bain, K. (2004). What the best college teachers do. Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press.
Barbatis, P. (2010). Underprepared, ethnically diverse community college
students: Factors contributing to persistence. Journal of Developmental
Education, 33(3), 16-20.
Becker, K., Krodel, K., Tucker, B., & Shenk, D. (2009). Understanding and
engaging underresourced college students. Highlands, TX: aha!
Bensimon, E. M. (2004). The diversity scorecard: A learning approach to
institutional change. Change, 36(1), 45-52.
Bensimon, E. M. (2007). The underestimated significance of practitioner
knowledge in the scholarship on student success. Review of Higher
Education, 40(4), 441-469.
Booth, K., Cooper, D., Karandjeff, K., Large, M., Pellegrin, N., Prurnell, R.,
Rodriguez-Kiino, D., Schiorring, E., & Willett, T. (2013). Using student
voices to redefine support: What community college students say
institutions, instructors and others can do to help them succeed. Berkeley,
CA: Research and Planning Group for California Community Colleges.
Boyle, K. (2011). Instructional designers as potential leaders in community
colleges. Community College Enterprise, 17(2), 7-18.

155
Bragg, D., & Durham, B. (2012). Perspectives on access and equity in an era of
community college completion. Community College Review, 40(2), 106125.
Bryant, A. (2008). The correlates of spiritual struggle during the college years.
Journal of Higher Education, 79(1), 1-27.
Bush, E. (2004). Dying on the vine: A look at African-American student
achievement in California community colleges (Doctoral dissertation).
Dissertation Abstracts International (UMI No. 3115606).
Cadora, E. (2014). Civics lessons how certain schemes to end mass
incarceration can fail. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political
and Social Science, 651(1), 277-285.
California Community Colleges Chancellor’s Office (2014). System strategic plan
for the California community colleges preparing the foundation for
California’s future strategic plan. Sacramento, CA: Chancellor’s Office
California Community Colleges.
Campaign for Black Male Achievement (2015). News and events. Retrieved
02/01/2014 from www.blackmaleachievement.org.
Carnevale, A. P., & Strohl, J. (2013). Separate and unequal: How higher
education reinforces intergenerational reproduction of White privilege.
Washington, DC: Georgetown Public Policy Institute, Center on Education
and the Workforce.

156
Ceja, M. (2000). Making decisions about college: Understanding the information
sources of Chicana students. Paper presented at the annual meeting of
the Association for the Study of Higher Education, Sacramento, CA.
Center for Community College Student Engagement. (2013). A matter of
degrees: Engaging practices, engaging students (high-impact practices for
community college student engagement). Austin, TX: The University of
Texas at Austin, Community College Leadership Program.
Center for Urban Education (2014). Bridging research information and culture
(BRIC) initiative. University of Southern California. Retrieved 03/25/14
www.cue.usc.edu.
Cohen, A., & Brawer, F. (2008). The American community college. San
Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Cole, D. (2008). Constructive criticism: The role of student-faculty interactions on
African-American and Hispanic students’ educational gains. Journal of
College Student Development, 49(6), 587-605.
Coleman, J. S. (1988). Social capital in the creation of human capital. The
American Journal of Sociology, 94(Suppl.), S95-S120.
Cooper, D., Barton, M., Booth, K., Chaplot, P. Johnstone, R., Karandjeff, K.,
Large, M., Pellegrin, N., Purnell, R., Rodriguez-Kiino, D., Schiorring, E.,
Verma, V., Willett, T., Davidson, A., & Solem, L. (2012). Student support
(re)defined in California Community Colleges. The RP Group for California
Community Colleges. Retrieved 02/07/14 from www.rpgroup.org.

157
Cooper, D., Rodriguez-Kiino, D., Scharper, A., Karandjeff, K., Chaplot, P.,
Schiorring, E., & Taylor, S. (2014). Practically speaking. Community
college practices that help (re)define student support: A practitioner
primer. Berkeley, CA: Research and Planning Group for California
Community Colleges.
Creswell, J. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing among
five approaches. Los Angeles, CA: Sage Publications.
Creswell, J. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative and mixed
methods approaches. Los Angeles, CA: Sage Publications
Currie, D. (2007). Investing in our human capital. Community College Journal.
77(6), 6.
Cuseo, J. (2011). The Cuseo collection: Papers by Dr. Joseph Cuseo. Retrieved
on April 14, 2014 from ePortfolios @ Bronx Community College www.bcccuny.digication.com/fys_faculty_development.
Cuyjet, M. (1997). African American men on college campuses: Their needs and
their perceptions. New Directions for Student Services, 1997(80), 5-16.
DeNavas-Walt, C., & Proctor, B. (2014). Income and poverty in the United
States: 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Reports, P60-249).
U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, DC.
Denzin, N. (1970). The research act: A theoretical introduction to sociological
methods. New Jersey, NJ: Transaction Publishers.

158
Dowd, A., & Bensimon, E. (2012). What’s race got to do with it? American
Educational Research Association. Retrieved 4/29/14, from
http://aera.net/whats_race_got_to_do_with-it?
Dillon, S. (2009, October 9). Study finds high rate of imprisonment among
dropouts. The New York Times, pp. A12.
Du Bois, W. E. B. (1903). The souls of Black folks. New York, NY: Vintage
Books.
Dweck, C. S. (2006). Mindset: The new psychology of success. New York, NY:
Ballantine.
Fenning, P., & Rose, J. (2007). Overrepresentation of African American students
in exclusionary discipline: The role of school policy. Urban Education,
42(6), 536-559.
Foley, R. M. (2001). Academic characteristics of incarcerated youth and
correctional educational programs: A literature review. Journal of
Emotional and Behavioral Disorders, 9(4), 248-259.
Frankenberg, E., & Siegel-Hawley, G. (2011). Choice without equity: Charter
school segregation and the need for civil rights standards. Education
Digest, p. 44-47.
Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York, NY: Bloomsbury
Publishing.
González, K. P. (2000). Toward a theory of minority student participation in
predominantly White colleges and universities. Journal of College Student
Retention, 2(1), 69-91.

159
González, K. P. (2009). Using data to increase student success: A focus on
diagnosis. Lumina Foundation for Education. Retrieved from
http://www.achievingthedream.org/docs/guides/ ATD-FocusDiagnosis.pdf
González, K. P., Stoner, C., & Jovel, J. E. (2003). Examining the role of social
capital in access to college for Latinas: Toward a college opportunity
framework. Journal of Hispanic Higher Education, 2(2). 146-170.
Harper, S. R. (2012). Black male student success in higher education: A report
from the National Black Male College Achievement Study. Philadelphia;
University of Penn, Center for the Study of Race & Equality in Education.
Harper, S. R., & Kuykendall, J. A. (2012) Institutional efforts to improve Black
male student achievement: A standards-based approach. Change: The
Magazine of Higher Learning, 44(2), 23-29.
Heitzeg, N. A. (2009). Education or Incarceration: Zero tolerance policies and the
school to prison pipeline. Forum on Public Policy Online, 2009(2), 21.
Herndon, M., & Moore, J. (2002). African American factors for student success:
Implications for family and counselors. Family Journal, 10(3), 322-327.
Johnson, K. R. (2003). Prison, race and space: The impact of incarceration on
career trajectories and labor market outcomes (Doctoral dissertation).
North Carolina State University, Raleigh.
Johnson, R. C. (2009). Ever increasing levels of parental incarceration and the
consequences for children. In S. Raphael & M. A. Stoll (Eds.). Do prisons
make us safer? The benefits and costs of the prison boom (pp. 177-206).
New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation Publications.

160
Kahlenberg, R. (2012). A new kind of affirmative action can ensure diversity.
Chronicle of Higher Education, 321-327.
Karp, M. (2011). How non-academic supports work: Four mechanisms for
improving student outcomes. (CCRC Brief No. 54). New York: Community
College Research Center, Teachers College, Columbia University.
Kluger, R. (2011). Simple justice: The history of Brown v. Board of Education and
Black America’s struggle for equality. New York, NY: Vintage Books.
Knaggs, C., Sondergeld, T., & Schardt, B. (2013). Overcoming barriers to college
enrollment, persistence, and perceptions for urban high school students in
a college preparatory program. Journal of Mixed Methods Research,
20(10), 1-24.
Kruger, R., & Casey, M. (2009). Focus groups: A practical guide for applied
research. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Ladson-Billings, G. (1994). The dreamkeepers: Successful teaching for AfricanAmerican students. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Ladson-Billings, G. (1995). But that’s just good teaching! The case for culturally
relevant pedagogy. Theory into Practice, 34(3), 159-165.
Ladson-Billings, G. (2014). Culturally relevant pedagogy 2.0: a.k.a. the remix.
Harvard Educational Review, 84(1), 74-84.
Lexington. (2009, April 2). A nation of jailbirds: Far too many Americans are
behind bars. The Economist, pp. 40.
Lin, N. (1999). Social networks and status attainment. Annual Review of
Sociology. 25, 467-487.

161
Locke, A. (1935). Values and imperatives. In L. Harris (Ed.), The philosophy of
Alain Locke: Harlem Renaissance and beyond (pp. 34-50). Philadelphia,
PA: Temple University Press.
Lundberg, C., & Schreiner, L. (2004). Quality and frequency of faculty-student
interaction as predictors of learning: an analysis by student race/ethnicity.
Journal of College Student Development, 45(5), 549-565.
Madyun, N. I. (2011). The impact of the reparations discourse on the
achievement gap. Race, Gender & Class, 18(1/2), 95-110.
Martinez-Aleman, A. (2007). The nature of the gift: Accountability and the
professor-student relationship. Educational Philosophy and Theory, 39(6),
574-591.
Matthews, D. (2012). A stronger nation through higher education. Indianapolis,
IN: Lumina Foundation.
Maxwell, J. (1996). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach. Applied
Social Research Methods Series, Vol 1. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage
Publications.
McTier, T. S., Jr. (2015). Can you help me? What a mid-west land grant
university is doing to help formerly incarcerated students in higher
education. Digitalcommons.unl.edu.
Moss, R., & Young, R. (1995). Perceptions about the academic and social
integration of underprepared students in an urban community college.
Community College Review. 22(4), 47-61.

162
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage Publications.
Mullin, C. (2010). Rebalancing the mission: The community college completion
challenge (Policy Brief 2010-02PBL). Washington, DC: American
Association of Community Colleges.
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). (2011).
Misplaced priorities: Over incarcerate, under educate excessive spending
on incarceration undermines educational opportunity and public safety in
communities. Baltimore, MD: Author.
Neal, D., & Rick, A. (2014). The prison boom & the lack of Black progress after
Smith & Welch (No. w20283). National Bureau of Economic Research.
Nguyen-Michel, S., Unger, J., & Spruijt-Metz, D. (2006). Associations between
physical activity and perceived stress/hassles in college students. Stress
and Health, 22(3), 179-188.
Obear, K. (2015). Navigating triggering events: Critical competencies for
engaging in difficult conversations. CSUF Educational Leadership
Diversity Retreat 01/24/15.
Office for Civil Rights. (2012). Civil rights data collection. Retrieved 04/20/2015
from http://ocrdata.ed.gov/.
Okonofua, J. A., & Eberhardt, J. L. (2015). Two strikes: Race and the disciplining
of young students. Psychological Science, 26(5), 617-624.
Padilla, R. (2009). Student success modeling: Elementary school to college.
Sterling, VA: Stylus Publications.

163
Patton, M. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods. Thousand Oaks,
CA: Sage Publications.
Perin, D. (2013). Literacy skills among academically underprepared students.
Community College Review, 41(2), 118-136.
Person, D., Garcia, Y., Fujimoto, E., Nguyen, K., Saunders, K. & Hoffman, J. L.
(2014). Increasing educational attainment and aspiration in an
underserved community: The perspective of urban-community leaders.
The Urban Review, 46(3), 493-506.
Pettit, B. (2012). Invisible men: Mass incarceration and the myth of Black
progress. New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation Publication.
Prison Policy Institute (2014). National incarceration briefing series. Retrieved
from www.prisonpolicy.org on 03/30/2015.
Raphael, S., & Stoll, M. (2013). Why are so many Americans in prison? New
York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.
Rehavi, M. M., & Starr, S. B. (2012). Racial disparity in federal criminal charging
and sentencing consequences. University of Michigan Law and
Economics Research Paper Series, (12-002).
Rendón, L. (1994). Validating culturally diverse students: Towards a new model
of learning and student development. Innovative Higher Education, 19(1),
33-50.
Rendón, L. (2006). Reconceptualizing success for underserved students in
higher education. Retrieved 11/10/14 from nces.ed.gov.

164
Rocque, M., & Paternoster, R. (2011). Understanding the antecedents of the
“school-to-jail” link: The relationship between race and school discipline.
The Journal of Criminal Law and Criminology, 101(2), 633-666.
Rose, D., & Clear, T. (1998). Incarceration, social capital, and crime: Implications
for social disorganization theory. Criminology, 36(3), 441-479.
Rigoni, K. K., Pugach, M. C., Longwell-Grice, H., & Ford, A. (2013). A
programmatic vies of portfolios for urban teacher preparation: A second
look. Education and Urban Society, 45(1), 88-119.
Saguaro Seminar on Civic Engagement in America. (2015). Harvard University’s
Kennedy School of Government. Retrieved 04/29/2015 from
www.bettertogether.org/socialcapital.htm.
Saldana, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers. London, UK:
Sage Publications.
Sandoval-Lucero, E., Maes, J., Klingsmith, L. (2014). African American and
Latina(o) community college students’ social capital and student success.
College Student Journal, 48(3), 552-565.
Sentencing Project (2014). Annual reports and newsletters. Retrieved on
01/15/2014 from www.sentencingproject.org.
Skiba, R. J., Horner, R. H., Chung, C., Rausch, M. K., May, S. L., & Tobin, T.
(2011). Race is not neutral: A national investigation of African American
and Latino disproportionality in school discipline. School Psychology
Review, 40(1), 85-107.

165
Smith, J. P., & Welch, F. R. (1989). Black economic progress after Myrdal.
Journal of Economic Literature, 27(2), 519-564.
Stanton-Salazar, R. (1997). A social capital framework for understanding the
socialization of racial minority children and youths. Harvard Educational
Review, 67(1), 1-40.
Stanton-Salazar, R., & Spina, S. (2000). The network orientations of highly
resilient urban minority youth: a network analytic account of minority
socialization and its educational implications. The Urban Review, 32(3),
227-261.
Strickland, T., Collins, T., & Director, G. (2010). What works? General principles,
characteristics, and examples of effective programs. Retrieved from
www.drc.state.oh.us on 05/15/15.
Tapia, M. (2010). Untangling race and class effects on juvenile arrests. Journal of
Criminal Justice, 38(3), 255-265.
Teeter, C. B. (2010). Community college education for the incarcerated: The
provision of access, persistence and social capital (Order No. 3403764).
Available from ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Full Text: The
Humanities and Social Sciences Collection. (497006151). Retrieved from
http://search.proquest.com/docview/497006151?accountid=9840
Thelin, J. (2011). A history of American higher education. Baltimore, MD: Johns
Hopkins University Press.
United States Department of Education. (2012). The condition of education.
Washington, DC: National Center for Educational Statistics.

166
Umbach, P., & Wawrznski, M. (2005). Faculty do matter: The role of college
faculty in student learning and engagement. Research in Higher
Education, 46(2), 153-184.
Vader-McCormick, N. (2012). The engaged teacher: What works with today’s
students. Stillwater, OK: New Forums Press.
Venezia, A., & Kirst, M. (2005). Inequitable opportunities: How current education
systems and policies undermine the chances for student persistence and
success in college. Educational Policy, 19(2), 283-307.
Vuong, B., & Hairston, C. (2012, October). Using data to improve minorityserving institution success (Issue brief). Retrieved from
http://www.ihep.org/sites/default/files/uploads/docs/pubs/mini_brief_using_
data_to_improve_msi_success_final_october_2012_2.pdf
Wallin, D. (2005). Ethical leadership: The role of the president. In D. Hellmich
(Ed.), Ethical leadership in the community college: Bridging theory and
daily practice (pp. 33-45). Bolton, MA: Anker Publishing Company, Inc.
Weiss, E., & Garcia, E. (2014). Blacks and Hispanic kindergarteners are
disproportionately in high poverty schools. Economic Policy Institute,
Washington, DC.
West, C. (1993). Race matters. New York, NY: Vintage Books.
Wildeman, C., & Western, B. (2010). Incarceration in fragile families. The Future
of Children, 20(2), 157-177.
Wilson, W. J. (1987). The truly disadvantaged: The inner city, the underclass,
and public policy. Chicago, IL: The University of Chicago Press.

167
Wood, J. L., & Turner, C. (2011). Black males and the community college:
Student perspectives on faculty and academic success. Community
College Journal of Research and Practice, 35(1-2), 135-151.
Wooldredge, J. (2012). Distinguishing race effects on pre-trial release and
sentencing decisions. Justice Quarterly, 29(1), 41-75.
Yosso, T. J. (2005). Whose culture has capital? A critical race theory discussion
of community cultural wealth. Race Ethnicity and Education, 8(1), 69-91.
Zarate, M. E. (2014). Class notes. EDD 612: Inquiry II. Summer, 2014. CSU,
Fullerton.
Zhang, Y., Maxwell, C. D., & Vaughn, M. S. (2009). The impact of state
sentencing policies on the U.S. prison population. Journal of Criminal
Justice, 37(2), 190-199.

168
APPENDIX A
LETTERS TO PARTICIPANTS
Invitation to Participate in a Research Study
Dear Potential Focus Group Participant,
My name is Sabrena Turner-Odom. I am a graduate student under the
direction of Dr. Dawn Person at California State University, Fullerton (CSUF). I am
conducting a study to identify and describe strengths and assets that formerly
incarcerated men of color with 30 units or more possess before and after
incarceration. I would like you to participate in my study.
If you agree to participate, two hours of your time will be needed as a
participant in one 2-hour focus group. Focus groups are relaxed discussions that
encourage participants to share their perceptions and points of view without
pressure. Through your participation, I hope to understand the essence of your
strengths and assets as they are revealed through your responses to the focus
group questions. You will be asked to recall specific situations, events, places and
people connected with your experiences as a formerly incarcerated, first year
community college student. The focus groups will be audio and video recorded.
A brief synopsis of each participant will be included in the study and will
contain the following information: name (pseudonyms selected by the participant),
units completed in college, academic major, gender, age, ethnicity, sexual
orientation, gender and ethnicity of mentor, and any other pertinent information that
will help the reader come to know and recall each participant. Confidentiality will be
provided to the extent allowed by law. I will not use your name or any identifying
information. The responses provided will not be connected with names in any way,
as participants will be referred to only by pseudonyms. The dates and times of the
three focus groups are as follows:
 Thursday, October 15, 2015 from 3:00pm – 5:00pm
 Friday, October 16, 2015 from 11:00pm – 1:00pm
 Wednesday, October 21, 2015 from 3:00pm – 5:00pm
 Thursday, October 22, 2015 from 3:00pm – 5:00pm
 Friday, October 23, 2015 from 11:00am – 1:00pm
At the end of the focus group, you will be given $20.00 cash as a gift for your
participation. Additionally, participants will receive a summary of the findings from
the focus groups once the information is transcribed. This may take up to 90 days.
Your participation is strictly voluntary and you have the right to withdraw from the
study at any time without penalty.
You will be required to sign a consent form in order to participate in the study.
If you have any questions before signing the consent form, or if there is a problem
with the dates and/or times of the focus groups, I can be reached at
odomst@lasc.edu. Furthermore, your may contact my faculty advisor, Dr. Dawn
Person at dperson@csu.fullerton.edu as well.
With warm regards,
Sabrena Turner-Odom, CSUF Graduate Student
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Participant Release Agreement
Consent Form
My name is Sabrena Turner-Odom. I am a graduate student under the
direction of Dr. Dawn Person at California State University, Fullerton (CSUF) in the
doctoral program in Community College Educational Leadership. I am conducting a
study to highlight strengths and assets possessed by formerly incarcerated men of
color who excel during the first year of community college. The purpose of this study
is to understand and describe the intangible strengths and assets that men of color
possess pre and post incarceration that build foundations for college success.
As a male student of color who has been incarcerated and completed at least
30 units, you are eligible to participate in this study. You will have the opportunity to
answer questions and share information about your first year experience as a
formerly incarcerated community college student. Your participation in this research
study will contribute to our knowledge and understanding of the perspectives of a
particular student population.
If you agree to participate in this study, two hours of your time will be needed
as a participant in one 2-hour focus group. During the focus group, you do not have
to answer any questions that make you uncomfortable. If you choose not to answer
certain questions, there will be no consequence and you will still remain a part of the
study. The only identifiable risk to you as a participant in this study is that you may
recall personal and academic obstacles you had to overcome in your college
experience.
Research records will be kept confidential to the extent allowed by law. I am
the only person who will know your name. The responses you provide will not be
connected with your name in any way, as participants will be referred to only by
pseudonym (alias). Focus group transcripts and other study information will be
stored in a locked cabinet and on a password-protected computer. Data will be kept
indefinitely for future publication or presentation.
Your participation in this study is strictly voluntary and you have the right to
withdraw from participation at any time. At the end of the focus group, you will be
given $20.00 cash as a gift for your participation. If you withdraw from participation,
you will not suffer penalty or loss of benefits or services to which you may otherwise
be entitled.
If you have any additional questions, I can be reached at
sabrena@csu.fullerton.edu. My faculty advisor, Dr. Person, can be reached at (657)
278-7643 or by emailing dperson@csu.fullerton.edu. If you have any questions
about the rights of human research participants, contact the CSUF Institutional
Review Board (IRB) Office at (657) 278-7640 or irb@fullerton.edu. I have no conflict
of interest relating to the results of this study, financial or otherwise.
Thank you,
Sabrena Turner-Odom, CSUF Graduate Student
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I have carefully read and/or have had the terms used in this consent form and
their significance explained to me. By signing below, I agree that I am at least 18
years of age and agree to participate in this project. I have also been given a
copy of this form.
________________________________________________________________
Printed Name

Signature

Date

I agree to be audio and video-recorded for the purposes of this research study
only.
________________________________________________________________
Printed Name

Signature

Date

All California State University employees are mandated reporters
under California¹s Child Abuse and Neglect Reporting Act ("CANRA").
Whenever a CSU employee, in his/her professional capacity or within the
scope of his/her employment, has knowledge of or observes a person under
the age of 18 years whom the employee knows, or reasonably suspects, to
have been the victim of child abuse or neglect, the employee must report
the incident to the appropriate authorities.
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APPENDIX B
THANK YOU LETTER TO PARTICIPANTS
Dear_______________________,
Thank you for meeting with me in an extended focus group and sharing
your college experience as a formerly incarcerated student. I appreciate your
openness to share your unique and personal thoughts, feelings, and
experiences. I have enclosed a transcript of your focus group. Would you please
review the entire document? Be sure to ask yourself if this focus group has fully
captured your experience of being a formerly incarcerated community college
student. After reviewing the transcript of the interview, you may realize that an
important experience(s) was neglected. Please feel free to add comments, with
the enclosed red pen, that would further elaborate your experience(s), or if you
prefer, we can arrange to meet again and tape-record your additions or
corrections. Please do not edit for grammatical corrections. The way you told
your story is what is critical.
When you have reviewed the verbatim transcript and have had an
opportunity to make changes and additions, please return the transcript in the
stamped, addressed envelope. I greatly value your participation in this research
study and your willingness to share your experience. If you have any questions
or concerns, do not hesitate to call me.
With warmest regards,
Sabrena Turner-Odom

172
APPENDIX C
FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL
BEYOND THE CELL: FORMER INCARCERATION AND FIRST
YEARCOLLEGE SUCCESS
1. Please take a few moments to reflect on your life before incarceration. On the
card you were provided, write three words that best describe your views of
education/school back then and prepare to share what you list.
a. What did your family think about education/school?
b. What did your friends think about education/school?
c. What type of circumstances contributed to your views of
education/school?
Before Incarceration: Motivation
2. Before Incarceration, what type of experiences motivated you into action?
a. How did you define success?
Before Incarceration: Key Support Person
3. Before Incarceration, who was your go-to person for advice and what was
his/her relationship to you?
a. Describe how this person made you feel about yourself.
Before Incarceration: Character
4. How did others describe your character before incarceration?
a. Did you agree or disagree with this description? Why?
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Before Incarceration: Inner Strength
5. Please describe your strengths before incarceration.
a. On a scale of 1-5, how would you rate your level of inner strength before
incarceration?
b. How did you challenge the assumptions of others before incarceration?
During Incarceration: Views of Education
6. Please take a few moments to reflect on your life during incarceration. Did
your views toward education change?
a. What do you think caused this change/non-change?
During Incarceration: Motivation
7. During incarceration, what type of experiences motivated you into action?
a. How did you define success during incarceration?
During Incarceration: Key Support Person
8. Who was your go-to person for advice while incarcerated and what was his/her
relationship to you?
a. Describe how this person made you feel about yourself?
During Incarceration: Character
9. How did others describe your character during incarceration?
a. Did you agree with this description?
During Incarceration: Inner Strength
10. Please describe your strengths during incarceration.
a. On a scale of 1-5, rate your inner strength while incarcerated.
b. How did you challenge the assumptions of others during incarceration?
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After Incarceration: Views of Education
11. Now take a few moments to reflect on your first year in college. Please list three
words that describe your current views of college/education?
a. What circumstances contributed to this view?
b. What do your current friends (old and new) think about education/school?
After Incarceration: Motivation
12. During your first year of college, what type of experiences motivated you into
action?
a. Did your definition of success change? If so, how?
After Incarceration: Key Support Person
13. Who was your go-to person for advice and what was his/her relationship to
you?
b. Describe how this person makes you feel about yourself.
After Incarceration: Character
14. How have others described your character during your first year of college?
a. Did you agree or disagree with their description?
After Incarceration: Inner Strength
15. Please describe your inner strength during your first year of college.
a. On a scale of 1-5, rate your inner strength during your first year of
college.
b. How did you challenge the assumptions of others during your first year of
college?
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After Incarceration: Reflections
16. What were the top two compliments you received about yourself during the first
year of college?
a. What was your relationship to the people who gave the compliments?
17. What were the top two criticisms you received about yourself during your first year
of college?
a. What was your relationship to the people who criticized you?
18. What do you think community colleges should be doing in response to your
reported assets and strengths?
Additional questions may surface according to responses received by the participants.

