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Dewey (as cited in Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) saw narrative as a tool for the analysis 

of experience that consists of the ingredients of situation, continuity, and interaction.  Situation is 

described as a combination of the seen, the experience being discussed, and the plot or meaning 

the participant is attempting to offer by telling the story.  Continuity, on the other hand, is a 

representation of the movement of accounts that reflect how participants’ experiences are shaped 

by prior experiences and how this continues to shape those experiences that follow.  Interaction 

is the manifestation by a participant of her past experience with a story versus her current 

experience with the similar event. Thus, a narrative inquiry approach was chosen as it most 

closely fit the purpose of this study which was to examine the persistence and goal achievement 

(behavior) of  a purposeful sample of African American women who self-identify as being “in 

crisis” while attending community college.    

In this narrative study, the researcher was responsible for eliciting the stories from the 

participants that best illustrate their experience in community college while working through 

crises.  Moreover, the researcher was responsible for understanding the prior events that 

characterized participants telling of later experiences that influenced their responses during their 

handling of crises.  Additionally, the researcher, during data collection and analysis, wrote the 

accounts in a manner that denotes the participants’ descriptions, with sensitivity to what they 

were trying to communicate in their stories and an understanding of how they arrived at their 

observations based on prior experiences.     

         According to Chase (1995), a narrative may be oral or written with information typically 

obtained during an interview or in naturally occurring conversation.  A narrative may be a short 

story about a particular event or an extended story about a significant aspect of one’s life such as 

schooling, work, marriage, divorce, childbirth, an illness, or a physical or emotional trauma.    
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Gergen (as cited in Maraki, 2007) has characterized narrative inquiry as “an understandable 

story” arranged in a clear, often chronological fashion that enables listeners to recognize 

intended messages or events (p.2).  “Enclosed in a frame [it]... suggests causal linkages that 

make up the foundation of the story scheme” (Varaki, 2007, p. 2).     

The process of developing stories occurs one-on-one and face-to-face with study 

participants, and it explores issues directionally, inward and outward, backward and forward, in 

what Dewey referred to as interaction (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  Inward interaction is 

defined by “feelings, hopes, aesthetic reactions, and moral dispositions.  By outward, we mean . . 

. the environment.  By backward and forward, we refer to temporality – past, present, and future” 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 50).  Clandinin and Connelly (2000) believe that through 

narrative inquiry, as researchers collect and record the data, they “experience an experience”, the 

participant’s experience, through the expression of words and feelings (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000, p. 50).     

The structure of this methodology opens up a “three-dimensional narrative inquiry space” 

that transports the researcher into the private places of participants’ experiences (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000, p. 49).  As the participants tell their story, they experience not only the ideas 

they communicate but also the effects of previous experiences that influenced their responses.   

Identifying this interaction is a researcher’s responsibility.  Without identifying the influences 

behind the story, the researcher fails to understand the total makeup of the participant’s response.   

For instance, if the participant describes a time where she experienced criticism from a family 

member or boyfriend because she failed to meet a financial aid deadline and thus had to wait for 

the next semester to enter school, her telling of that story is likely to be characterized by the 

emotions she felt and the impact put on her by the discouraging comments of her loved one.   
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Should the researcher fail to unearth this prior experience, the element of interaction cannot be 

represented in the narrative composition prepared by the researcher.    

However, as the researcher is armed with the knowledge of interaction and temporality, it 

is conceivable that such techniques better prepare the researcher to accomplish the telling of her 

participant’s full story and generates a better set of data for later analysis by the researcher.  The 

use of past, present, and future inserts a litmus test to discover optimal impact experiences.  For 

example, the researcher might ask, “Can you think of another circumstance in the past that 

reminds you of this experience?”  Or,  “Tell me how you came to this conclusion and how you 

might use that experience to impact your decision making in the future?” Either of these 

questions might elicit a follow up that verifies accuracy in interpretation by the researcher.    

Selection of the Participants 

The participants were selected based on race and gender, specifically African American 

female, identifying by age the two subsets or groups 21-25 and 40-45 years old.  These subsets 

were chosen, based on age, in order to provide for generational distinctions between experiences 

and/or interpretational meaning/reactions from crises or values.  Participants were also selected 

based on their ability to explain their experiences with cohesion and a certain amount of brevity.   

To find the participants, the researcher enlisted the assistance of administrators and community 

college faculty who could immediately identify individuals that fit the criteria and assist in 

contacting them to determine their interest in participating in the study.  The researcher trusted 

that this might benefit rapport enhancement as well.   

Although the participants selected for this study did not all attend community college 

during the same period, they all did attend a city of Chicago community college within the last 

eight years.  Two separate community colleges are represented in the study, designated as 
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community college A and community college B.  Three of the participants attended both 

community colleges A and B before completion of their AA or AAS degrees.  All of the 

participants, with the exception of one, transferred to a four-year university.  Of the six 

participants who transferred to a four-year university, three have graduated with a BA or BS 

degree and three currently attend universities.    

Creswell (2007) advises narrative researchers to choose accessible, willing participants 

for studies that can bring relevant and useful information to the research topic.  Further, Creswell 

(2007) stresses the importance of selecting participants with the ability to relate information and 

their relationship to pertinent information within the framework of the topic rather than focusing 

on the individuals themselves.  Participants were chosen for their shared experience of crisis 

while attending community college.  Participants experienced crisis while attending a community 

college and still graduated from a community college with an AA, or AAS.  Finally, the 

participants live within the greater Chicago area, for accessibility to the meeting site.    

Therefore, the participants characterize a “purposeful sample . . . that can best inform the 

researcher about the problem under examination” (Creswell, 2007, p. 118).  Study participants 

were available and prepared to candidly share crisis events that affected their lives during their 

tenures at a community college.  Any focus on the individual, as a contributor to the study, is a 

derivative of the crisis events faced that affected their prospects of persistence.  Moreover, as the 

researcher benefited from introductions from faculty and administrators who knew the 

participants through prior interaction, she benefited from their previously established rapport.   

This made it easier to call to discuss the study as a somewhat known commodity.  The 

participants were open to addressing the qualifying questions; however, based on the use of 

attaining names from administrators and faculty, all were willing participants.   
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Instrumentation 

In qualitative methodology, the researcher becomes the instrument.  This means the 

researcher must have the ability to observe behavior and must sharpen the skills necessary for 

observation and face-to-face interview (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994).  Researchers tend to study 

what is of interest to them personally.  Furthermore, there is a tendency to study that which is 

consequential to their professional field in order “to verify or falsify existing knowledge” (Mruck 

& Breurer, 2003, p. 2).  The researcher is an African American female who experienced crisis 

while attending a community college.  The numerous challenges she faced during two years at a 

community college have motivated her interest in seeking a greater understanding of how crisis 

impedes educational achievement and how others have risen above personal crisis to succeed in 

their community college education.  Narratives from this research are intended to define the 

personal experiences and key influences that motivated seven participants throughout their 

academic persistence.  The researcher seeks to discover insights that will help community 

colleges to understand the experiences and obstacles faced by African American female students 

who are faced with crises.  The researcher knows these challenges all too well, having 

experienced them herself, however she took measures to safeguard against self-insertion of her 

own feelings into the findings.  Among those measures was the use of reflexivity, which is a 

form of self-reflection, and a detailed follow-up questioning process that enabled the researcher 

to remain outside of the participant’s storytelling.   

Data Collection Method 

Creswell (1996) states interviews as one method in qualitative research used to assemble 

complex pictures of social problems, and consequent understanding of those problems, by 

allowing participants to convey feelings in their own words and natural surroundings.  Narrative 
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inquiry has an emergent design, permitting participants to be interviewed by use of a form of 

storytelling that gives voice to their experiences (Creswell, 2007).  The researcher interviewed 

African American females who experienced crisis while attending a community college, 

overcame those challenges, and then persisted to graduate from a community college.  Engaging 

in an interpretive paradigm to capture relevant data from the seven participants, varying in age 

and income, unveiled the context and nature of strategies used for surviving crisis.  Certain 

characteristics endemic in the way of life for a majority of African American females emerged 

during the open ended semi-structured interviews.   

Bernard (1988) describes interview techniques as being structured or unstructured to 

various degrees.  Bernard mentions semi-structured interviewing and interviewing protocols, that 

is, sets of questions or scripts.  Frey and Fontana (1991) expanded this classification scheme by 

noting that interviews may be conducted individually or in groups, may include oral histories, 

and creative postmodern interviewing, almost verbatim reporting of participants’ words.   

Interview Procedures 

The researcher contacted each of the participants by telephone to arrange a convenient 

time and location for the interview.  Permission to audiotape the interview was also requested.   

Interview questions were sent electronically to participants one week before the actual 

interviews, in order to provide them with an opportunity for reflection.  Basic demographic 

information was gathered from study participants, such as age, years of education completed, and 

family background as part of a transition from the icebreaker into the interview.  The questions 

centered on household makeup, including number of siblings, position of the participant in the 

birth order, and asking the participants to describe their role in the family’s structure.    
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Following the final explanation of the process, participants were asked to articulate their 

roles as students and family members, detailing trauma or stress during their time at community 

college and the manner by which these situations were forestalled or overcome.  Participants 

narrated individual experiences in response to the interview questions.  The researcher was 

careful not to insert her personal experiences while listening to participants’ responses.  This 

practice aided the researcher in identifying conversational cues that indicated the need for further 

questioning.  Stories of encouragement and assistance or remedial solutions were told as they 

shared experiences in overcoming individual life crises.  The interview questions are found in 

Appendix A and the participant consent form in Appendix B.      

      The researcher procured dependable audiocassette tapes and tape recorders.   

Additionally, equipment tests were conducted prior to the interviews to ensure the quality of the 

recordings.  Each in-depth one-on-one interview lasted approximately one to one half hour.   

Prior to beginning the interview, consent forms were signed with the researcher retaining one 

copy and giving the other copy to the participant.    

After each interview, the researcher transcribed the audiotapes.  Each participant was 

subsequently provided a hardcopy of their transcribed interview and asked to review and 

comment on it for the purpose of ensuring clarity and accuracy.  This process also provided 

participants with sufficient opportunity to ask questions as needed.   

Ethical Considerations 

The researcher carefully factored ethical considerations into the data collection 

procedures and the protection of private information offered by the participants.  To protect the 

participants in this study, the researcher complied with the National-Louis University 

Institutional Research Review Board’s guidelines concerning human subjects.  Prior to 
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volunteering for participation in this study, each participant received a copy of the consent form.                 

Participants signed the consent form that detailed the description of the study.  Participants were 

also informed that their participation was voluntary and they could withdraw from the study at 

any time.  Finally, the researcher is the only person with access to the information which is 

stored in a secure place.  After seven years, all research documents will be destroyed.    

Data Analysis 

Each of the seven individual’s transcribed interviews, interview questions, signed consent 

forms and field notes were placed in separate folders bearing the name in the order in which the 

interviews were conducted.  The researcher carefully examined comments and direct quotations 

from the participants’ transcriptions to describe their overall experiences and what similarities 

and differences were in their responses that supported their determination leading to success.   

Data in field notes, that included the researcher’s reflections from each interview, was also 

analyzed.    

Data analysis was driven by the research questions and overall frequency of the given 

responses.  After examining the transcriptions and field notes, the data was grouped in categories 

as themes emerged and corresponding codes were developed.  The researcher coded the data into 

four themes: Public Assistance (PA), Family Support (FS), Spirituality (SP), and Determination 

(DE).  These four themes emerged as relevant to all of the participants who were interviewed.  

These categories allowed the researcher to report on each theme and its importance to the 

participants’ success.    

This approach to data analysis enabled the researcher to address the research questions 

posed in the study.  The researcher was able to identify key factors relating to these African 
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American women and their abilities to persist throughout crisis and graduate from community 

college.   

 Authenticity and Trustworthiness 

Authenticity in qualitative research relates to whether or not techniques to collect data are 

designed to capture relevant data and whether or not bias exists.  Limited amounts of literature 

exist relative to rapport development and issues of bias that arise from personal involvement in 

qualitative research; nevertheless, researchers must safeguard against emotional involvement 

when listening to narratives (Dickson-Swift, James, Kippen & Liamputtong, 2007).   

Trustworthiness, in qualitative research, relates to credibility and objectivity in data collection, 

reporting, and analysis.  According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), a tension exists between 

the stringent formalist and the narrative inquirer that identifies with societal distinctions.   

Formalists argue that participants are incompetent to assess who they truly are due to their lack 

of supposed objectivity.    

Phillion (as cited in Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) noted that for the narrative inquirer, 

there is a possibility for the inadvertent potential to “autobiographically” bias the research with 

personal interpretations based on cultural relativity, previous experience, or “personal tension” 

(p.   47).  Dewey (as cited in Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) states, that as a group, we all are 

“prisoners caught in the framework of our theories…expectations…past experience; our 

language” (p. 39).  Therefore, objectivity and credibility in data collection establish the standard 

in the researcher’s objectives and should be her only motivation.   

The idea of discovering truth through measures of reliability and validity is replaced by 

the idea of trustworthiness, rigor and quality in the qualitative paradigm.  Qualitative researchers 

use triangulation to control for bias in their perspectives and increase the researchers’ 
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truthfulness of a proposition about some social phenomenon (Denzin, 1978).  Triangulation is 

defined as “a validity procedure where researchers search for convergence among multiple and 

different sources of information to form themes or categories in a study” (Creswell & Miller, 

2000, p. 126).    

In this study triangulation of data sources was used to strengthen the comfirmability and 

creditability of the research.  It occurred through constant comparison of individual interviews 

that were conducted one-on-one with each of the seven participants.  The interviews were also 

triangulated with the researcher’s field note entries.  Field notes were taken to document each 

participant’s experience as a part of data collection during interviews, as well as for documenting 

excerpts from the conversations.  The relevancy to the driving questions and emerging themes 

were also documented.  Clearly written field notes for each interview are important for the 

researcher to read and re-read to assist in accurately reflecting the relevant facts of the stories 

such as time, setting and mood of the narrator.   

The researcher also took measures to maximize the quality of the interviews.  For 

example, to ensure that audiocassette tapes provided clear and complete recordings the 

equipment was tested prior to each interview.  Interview questions were sent via E-mail to 

participants prior to the actual interviews in order to provide an opportunity to reflect on how 

they could best respond.   

Member checks were conducted by providing transcripts of the interviews to the 

participants for review and comment.  This measure ensured that the data was accurately 

recorded and that participants were provided sufficient opportunity to make clarifications and ask 

questions.  Therefore, it enhanced the dependability of the data gathered for the narratives.     
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According to Lincoln and Guba (1985, p.301), both dependability and conformability can 

be determined through a “properly managed” audit.  To establish dependability, various stages 

and techniques of the study were examined.  To illustrate conformability, a record of the inquiry 

process, as well as all taped interviews, all data including documents, field notes, tapes, and 

transcriptions have been maintained and are securely locked in a cabinet.  No follow-up 

interviews are anticipated, since the opportunity to review and comment on the transcriptions has 

been granted.  Although the participants and the researcher have an agreement that should there 

be any questions, revisions, or additional comments, they are free to review the transcriptions.   

This agreement is an attempt to insure the data’s authenticity.    

By providing rich, thick descriptions in the stories of the participants the readers can 

determine what is applicable to their own situations.  In qualitative research, this is called 

transferability.  This study also strives to achieve Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) criteria for 

writing good narratives that are “explanatory” and convey “adequacy and plausibility” (p.185).     

 Limited amounts of literature exist relative to “rapport development” and issues of bias that 

arise from personal involvement in qualitative research; nevertheless, researchers must safeguard 

against emotional involvement when listening to narratives (Dickson-Swift et al., 2007).  The 

researcher must employ their own best standards of objectivity to assure trustworthiness of the 

data and ultimately the study itself.  Narrative inquiry within the framework of empirical 

research has a tradition of revealing what Locke has called “signs of internal conceptions” 

(Gergen & Joseph, 1996, p. 4).  We all possess sounds and intimate ways that we portray 

intended communication.  Ultimately, it was this researcher’s ability and desire for competence 

that established meanings offered by the participants.    
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Phillion notes (Clanindin & Connelly, 2000, p.47), for the narrative inquirer, there is a 

possibility for the inadvertent potential to “autobiographically” bias the research with our 

personal interpretations based on cultural relativity, previous experience, or “personal tension.”   

Dewey states that as a group, we all are indeed influenced by our personal history. Therefore, we 

are “… prisoners caught in the framework of our theories . . . expectations . . . past experience; 

our language” (Clanindin & Connelly, 2000, p. 39).          

The researcher reviewed key points with the participants and gave them the opportunity 

to add, delete or make any other modifications.  Transcripts of each interview was provided to  

participants for review of accuracy and any necessary revisions.         

Limitations of the Study 

This study involves rich, thick descriptions of the individuals who experienced a crisis 

while attending a community college.  A limitation is that this type of research depends on the 

memory of those telling their stories; therefore, inaccuracies can occur.  Yet, through the overall 

stories, valuable insights are gleaned to understand their experience and inform those working in 

community colleges concerning their female African American students who may be in crisis.           

In this qualitative research design the researcher as the research instrument incorporates room for 

description of the researcher’s own biases and ideological preference.  As described by Creswell 

(2007), it is the awareness of personal biases, values, and experiences the researcher may bring 

to the research, and the reflection of how these biases, values, and experiences may affect the 

research study.   “The qualitative researcher early on identifies his or her biases and articulates 

the ideology or conceptual frame for the study.”  “By identifying one’s biases, one can see easily 

where the questions that guide the study are crafted” (Denzin and Lincoln, 1994, p. 212).    
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Qualitative research paradigm believes that the researcher is an important part of the 

process.  The researcher cannot separate himself or herself from the topic, or the people, he or 

she is studying; however, it is in the interaction between the researcher and the researched that 

knowledge is created.  Therefore, researcher bias enters the picture, even if the researcher tries to 

stay out of it.  The researcher in this study made a conscious effort, for ensuring throughout this 

process, that the research actually revealed more about the subject than about the researcher.    

Wolcott (1990) maintained that in the qualitative research process the researcher has to 

listen to the research subjects, because the most important aim is to capture each research 

subject’s voice.  He also pointed to the importance of beginning writing early, reporting fully, 

and writing fieldwork notes accurately.  The researcher in this study, in order to prevent the 

research from being a narrative of her own opinions, remained candid, recorded detailed field 

notes, and was aware of her subjectivity.  Wolcott (1990) claimed that qualitative researchers are 

always striving “to not get it all wrong” (p. 126), and bearing this in mind, would suggest that 

narrative research is trustworthy and reliable because of the extensive data generation procedures 

and the narrative research process.   

Researcher as Research Instrument 

According to Clandinin, (2007) the researcher asks questions about and looks for deeper 

understanding of particular aspects of life experience.  Narrative inquiry emphasizes 

relationships or collaboration between the researcher and others (Pinnegar & Daynes, (2007).   

The researcher may check the emergent stories and negotiate their meanings with participants, 

Cresswell (2008).    

The researcher is from a family of educators, however the researcher’s own journey to 

the profession was complex.  A superior student, she finished high school at age 16.  At the same 
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time, however, she was pregnant with the first of her two children.  For the next four years, all of 

her energy went into raising them.  In 1977, she briefly enrolled in Truman College, but she 

dropped out when it became apparent that getting a degree was not an overnight process.   

Seven years later, in 1983, with children in school, she re-enrolled in a community 

college.  In 1985, she graduated on the Dean’s List, with an Associate Degree in Early 

Childhood Education and went on to National-Louis University to receive a Bachelor’s Degree 

in Human Development and Social Science in 1989.  After taking some time off, she later 

returned to NLU and received a Master’s Degree in Early Childhood Leadership and Advocacy 

in 1998.  At both institutions, she managed to balance her education with being a full time 

worker and single mother.  After receiving her Master’s Degree in 1998, she returned to Truman 

College part time for the next three years as adjunct faculty in Early Childhood Education.   

While working as Associate Director at a social service agency for early childhood programs, 

she taught early childhood courses in the very classroom she received course work for her 

Associates Degree, and in 2001 was featured as a Truman College Success story.   

Today she is a Deputy Director for Head Start Programs in the state of Alabama, and 

responsible for all areas of day-to-day program operations.  The researcher is very proud that the 

program has a Partnership Agreement with community colleges for professional development of 

staff and encourages students and employees to trust their abilities, work hard and be patient.   

The researcher has a passion for community colleges because they were there and opened doors 

for her, encouraging her to ask questions and seek higher education.   

Summary 

This chapter described the study’s qualitative research design, methodology, sample 

selection, instrumentation, data collection, and the data analysis procedures.  It discussed why 
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the researcher determined that narrative inquiry was the best method to collect data concerning 

the myriad struggles of its participants.  It told of the demographic group and how the 

participants were engaged, identified, qualified and processed into the study.  Its target group 

was African American women who were community college graduates and who self-identified 

as being “in crisis” during their enrollment.  The research method facilitated the expression of 

personal descriptors in the participants’ own voices, and enabled them to tell their stories about 

the determination it took to prevail over adversity and successfully face down personal crises and 

ultimately graduate earning an AA or AAS degree.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

 

DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS 

Chapter four of this research study presents and analyzes the data collection which was 

used to identify common themes from the descriptions of the women’s personal experiences.   

The data sources for analysis included a demographic survey, interviews and field notes.    

This study investigated how seven African American women persevered and overcame 

their self-identified crisis while attending one of the community colleges of Chicago.  Not 

surprisingly, students attend community colleges to pursue a variety of educational objectives, 

including academic transfer.  They persevered through their self-identified crises while attending 

community college and graduated.  These women, different in many ways, provided a wide 

range of insights and perspectives to address the study’s purpose.  All seven of the participants 

completed their Associates Degree; however, two of the participants chose not to continue 

beyond community college.  Three of the participants received a Bachelor’s Degree and two 

continued on to receive a Master’s Degree.  The demographics and characteristics of the study 

participants allow the reader to better understand the context of their responses and insights 

(Table 1).   

Table 1     Demographics of the Seven African American Women Participants 
 
Participant  Age     Marital 

Status 

Children Community College 

Degree Attained 

Final  DegreeAttained 

Tina 30 Single 1 Associates Degree Master’s Degree 

Ann 28 Divorced 2 Associates Degree Master’s Degree 

Mary Ann 33 Married 3 Associates Degree  Bachelor’s Degree 
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Shana 19 Single 1 Associates Degree  Associates Degree  

Elizabeth 40 Divorced 4 Associates Degree  Associates Degree  

Marie 39 Married 3 Associates Degree  Bachelor’s Degree  

Sophia 25 Divorced 3 Associates Degree  Bachelor’s Degree  

 

Data Gathered From Participant Interviews 

It took four months to interview the participants.  These were face-to-face semi-

structured interviews employed to gather verbal data and observe non-verbal cues. In some 

cases, the researcher went back for a second interview in order to go beyond initial information 

and gather more in-depth information about the participants’ experiences. These interviews were 

like a conversation, allowing time for the researcher to clarify information as well as enabling the 

development of a rapport so participants would feel comfortable telling their stories as these 

times were painful to remember.  According to Creswell (2008), participants in a narrative study 

share their stories and feel important and comforted that their stories are heard.  When the stories 

are well told there is a sense of connection between the listener and the teller.  All names of the 

participants are pseudonyms to maintain anonymity.   

Participant 

Tina is a thirty year old single African American woman.   

I grew up very poor and on welfare, in an impoverished community on the south side of 

Chicago. My mother had her first child at an early age and depended on welfare to care 

for my three older siblings and me. Two of my sisters became teenage mothers and I 

followed suit, having a child at the age of sixteen, continuing the cycle of poverty and 

welfare in my life. I graduated from high school ill prepared for college with several 

other obstacles facing me. I was a teenage mother with a one year old daughter, was on 

welfare, had no money for college, and no one in my immediate or extended family had 

ever even attended college. I knew nothing about financial aid or the college admissions 

process.   All I knew was that I wanted to break the cycle of poverty and welfare in my 
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life and I knew I had to attend college in order to do so. At the time, community college 

was my only viable option.   

 

The Crisis  

During my first two years at the community college, my child’s father went away to 

college. I had a series of deaths in my family, my father died, two aunts, one uncle, and a 

very close cousin. My daughter was also ill during the time I was in community college.   

 

Family and Church Support 

 

I would not have been able to make it without the support of my family, especially my 

mother and sister. They provided childcare and helped me financially.  My church 

support and strong spiritual foundation gave me strength to endure during the crisis.   

Faith 

Although I experienced a series of crises, somehow through faith I knew if I persisted, 

“which I did”, that I would be successful and graduate.  It is easy to trust in God for the 

small things, but it is when you realize that God is there for the big things we can know 

we can hold onto our faith in times of trouble.   

Community College Support 

 

I attended community college during the day and worked in the English department, 

tutoring in the evening to help support my child. I tested at a college level for English, 

but struggled with Math and had to take remedial classes. Community Colleges, along 

with other programs, assisted me in ways I never thought possible. I received my 

Associates Degree with a 3.84 grade point average. I furthered my education by receiving 

a Bachelors of Arts in Psychology and a Masters of Social Work Degree from Chicago 

State University, all with the highest honors. I ended the cycle of poverty and welfare in 

my life that so many African American females face every day. All the obstacles that I 

encountered as a young African American single parent influenced my personal and 

academic development and helped me become the person I am today, a proud 

professional African American woman serving community college students, primarily 

minority students, many of which who come from similar circumstances as myself.   

Although the community college provided support in some ways, in other ways it lacked.   

Sometimes women experiencing crisis need a safe comfortable space to talk and share.   

Women in crisis often need to be connected to outside resources to assist them with their 

crisis, whether it is counseling for domestic violence, childcare, or other resources. I 

think community colleges can do a better job of connecting African American women in 

crisis to the community which have a wealth of resources.   

 

        Tina’s story shows how higher education can break the cycle of poverty and welfare for 

low-income parents and their children.  Open access to community college ensures that the 
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disadvantaged, especially women, have access to a college education.  Through the process 

of successfully completing a degree and engaging in relevant pre-career internships and work 

study positions, low income parents and students like Tina develop crucial critical thinking 

and communication skills, giving them experience and credentials that enable them to 

become full and productive citizens, workers, and parents.  Also, there are a variety of ways 

community colleges could be supportive to help students through the grief and mourning.   

Support from others is one of the most important ingredients for healing grief.  A grief 

support group would be especially helpful.    

Participant 

 

Ann is a twenty-eight year old divorced African American woman.   

I grew up in a two parent household with working parents. My dad was a barber and my 

mom was a lunchroom manager for the Chicago Public Schools. I am the oldest of two 

with a sister five years younger. As I was growing up, education was always important in 

our home. My parents were very hands on, helping with homework, attending PTA 

meetings etc. My grades were always good and my parents encouraged me toward 

college.  However, at age 16, in my junior year of high school, I became pregnant with 

my daughter and after graduation rather than going away to college, I walked down the 

aisle and married my high school sweetheart and the father of my daughter. One year 

later my son was born and college seemed like a distant dream that had been lost and 

would be impossible to achieve.  Here I was at age seventeen, still a child myself, 

married with two children. Ten years later the marriage ended and I decided I was going 

back to school. I had always known the importance of education and was determined to 

succeed and get a degree to be self-sufficient for myself and my two children. I took an 

apartment near my parents and enrolled in community college.   
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The Crisis 

 Shortly after enrolling in community college my father was diagnosed with lung 
 cancer and died six months later. A year later I remarried and continued on with my 
 course work. I was doing very well in my classes and had made the Dean’s list with a 
 3.54 grade point average. The semester was about to end when I became a victim of 
 domestic violence. I was badly beaten and had to tell my instructors of my condition 
 because I was unable to attend classes.   

Family and Church Support 

 

My family, closest friends and church family rallied around me with the upmost love and 

support. They provided me with immediate and compassionate refuge and safety.   

Facing a wide range of issues, doctor’s appointments, court appearances’ and obtaining 

legal representation.  I couldn’t have made it through that difficult time without their 

support. I also received crisis intervention services from a domestic violence program 

that provided me with safety planning, court accompaniment and legal assistance that 

provided me with a divorce.    

Faith 

I grew up knowing that holding on to faith in times of trouble is to realize that when we 

trust God, “we know with God all things turn out to the good!” It may be hard for us to 

understand when we are in the midst of what seems to us as a mountain of total 

desperation, but it is then we need to remember, that it is with the “faith of a mustard 

seed” we can be sure God is in control.    

Community College Support 

 

The instructors were all very supportive and allowed me additional time to complete and 

mail in my final assignments. I had worked very hard and made the Dean’s list and was 

very appreciative of the support and compassionate response I received from my 

instructors. It relieved me of the stress of having to worry about my classes in addition to 

everything else I was facing. I remained on the Dean’s list and received my Associates 

Degree in Early Childhood Education and went on to receive a Bachelor’s Degree in 

Human Development and a Master’s Degree in Early Childhood. During the past century, 

community colleges have grown tremendously in number and have changed with the 

times. At community colleges, students can learn at any point in their lives while taking 

advantage of affordable tuition and convenient campus locations that offer open access.    

Many African American women today are reevaluating their lives and personal goals and 

embracing the knowledge that obtaining a college degree will result in an increased 

opportunity for success and obtaining life goals. African American women of all ages 

continue to make decisions to improve the quality of their lives by obtaining a degree.   

I’m not sure what else community colleges can do to assist, but I do know that it is 

important that students know that they can talk to instructors and if the instructor really 

hears what they have to say, or what they need at the time, that opens the door to a 

support system. Community Colleges opened doors of employment and knowledge for 

me, helping me to become the professional I am today.    
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Community College Support 

 

The professors and other staff that I got to know really helped me keep my head up when 

times got hard. However there are other staff at my community college that are really 

rude and come across very cold hearted. They should really take time to readjust their 

personalities. Some of the staff is also very incompetent; they have lost paper work and 

many other things have gone wrong. These are just a few things that could be worked on 

at my community college. I believe that any education, if it is a good education, 

empowers one. My community college education was fair.  Some of the professors I feel 

don’t work to their full ability, but overall, in its entirety, it was ok.     

 

      Shana’s story illustrates that student parents face many challenges while pursuing higher 

education.  Nearly fifty percent of student parents work full-time while enrolled, in addition to 

care giving responsibilities, which are heavier for enrolled mothers than their male counterparts.   

Single student parents are most likely to come from disadvantaged backgrounds or situations, 

they are less likely to have parents who have earned postsecondary degrees and more likely to be 

low-income and qualify for need-based financial aid.  Attempting to balance work, school, 

studying, and family demands, child care is an absolute necessity for most.  Unfortunately, the 

need for child care is much greater than the supply of on-campus care.  According to the 

Department of Education and a survey from the National Center for Education Statistics, only 

five percent of the child care needed by student parents is supplied at on-campus child care 

centers.  Placement can require months or years on waiting lists, especially for infants and 

toddlers.  Between 2003 and 2009, the number of two and four year institutions providing care 

has decreased with a large drop between 2007 and 2009 in the number of community colleges 

providing care.  Community colleges have a much higher proportion of students who are parents 

than four-year institutions with only 13 percent of students being parents and six percent being 

single parents; at community colleges, 29 percent of students are parents and 14 percent are 

single parents (U.S. Department of Education 2009a).    
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       On-campus child care centers provide student parents with peace of mind to focus on 

succeeding in classes while also providing high quality early childhood education and 

socialization for young children.  Participants in a focus group of student parents attending 

community colleges identified stable child care, personal support from family members, peers, 

and college faculty and staff, and accommodating employers as leading factors influencing their 

ability to enroll in college (Matus-Grossman et al. 2002).   

Participant 

Elizabeth is a forty year old divorced mother of four.   

I am divorced with four children; I have a 12 year old son, 13 year old twin girls, and a 16 

year old daughter. After my twenty year marriage ended, I decided that I would go back to 

school and get a degree with the hope that I could better provide for myself and my children.   

I enrolled as a full time student in the community college near my home. Although most of 

the students in my classes were younger than me I felt very comfortable and enjoyed my 

classes. Because my children were not little children they understood what I was doing and 

help to make my transition as a student a smooth one. They were excited and happy because I 

was happy and, as a result, my first semester as a student was going very well.   

The Crisis 

 

Shortly into my second semester I received a call from my niece who lived out of state. It 

may as well have been a “bolt of lightning from the blue”; she had gotten into trouble and 

was incarcerated. This was something unexpected that suddenly hit our family and was a 

crisis that required the family to deal with many changes. She was the mother of four 

children: ages 8 months, 2 years, 4 years, and 6 years. She needed me to take the children and 

bring them back to Chicago to live with me; this was the only way to ensure keeping them 

together and out of the system. I wanted to do all I could to help transition the children and 

prepare for all the changes. It didn’t take long to realize that I would have to move my family 

and find a larger house or apartment large enough to accommodate us all. I also found myself 

back and forth to the Public Aid office trying to secure food stamps and medical benefits for 

the children. I was given a medical card for the children, but denied food stamps. Without 

this help it was difficult because my family had literally doubled in size.This was also a 

difficult time for the oldest child dealing with the trauma of being separated from his mom.   

When a family is experiencing a crisis, all its members are affected, including the children.   

He was having difficulties with the transition and acting out in school; this lead to weekly 

counseling sessions to address his feelings of separation, anger, anxiety, and fear.   
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Family and Church Support 

 

In order to continue to function as a family we (my children and I) had to adapt to change 

and accept the hardship.  Being newly divorced and a single parent, I had to use my energy 

and resources to meet the challenge.  I had to wipe away my tears and figure out my options 

for moving ahead.  I focused on doing things together, planning fun time at home, playing 

together, and going to church together.  My church family quickly became active assuming a 

family role helping with everything from childcare to making counseling appointments.  I did 

not drive or have a car and was using public transportation to make counseling appointments 

and everything else that needed to be done.  My church family quickly recognized that with 

the size of my family, having a vehicle would make life much easier for me and came 

together to teach me how to drive.  After learning to drive, I was saving for a down payment 

on a car when the church congregation provided me with enough financial assistance to 

purchase a minivan.      

 

Faith 

 

As Christians we bring praise to Christ the King and we are thankful that God ordained the 

family to be a shelter for love and fulfillment so that none of us, his children, should be 

lonely.  Faith and the support of my family and extended church family got us through; of 

this there is no doubt.  Trusting in God and learning to be accepting of the help of others 

provided a strong network of support and opened doors of assistance from other community 

and family service organizations.  “The family that prays together stays together.”  This is 

my belief as a Christian.    

Community College Support    

 

With all of the love and family support I received, this was a draining process for me as a 

student not to mention being a single parent.  I received much support from one instructor in 

particular, because I felt comfortable enough to talk about my problems.  When I felt like 

giving up this instructor would always have encouraging words for me, and when needed, he 

allowed me a little extra time to get an assignment completed.  Instructors are there for 

feedback in many ways.  An instructor who really listens rather than just hears is invaluable 

to students and really helps a student to feel comfortable enough to relay their feelings and 

what they are going through.  I appreciate all that my community college had to offer, and 

my encouraging instructor, however if there were support services for students in crisis I’m 

sure the resources provided would be appreciated.      

 

 Elizabeth’s niece going to prison and leaving her children became her crisis.  Elizabeth was 

left to cope with the stressors of a wide range of problems and various behaviors as the children 

went through the process of adjustment.  According to Krisberg and Engel-Temin (2007), 

“African American children are nine times more likely to have an incarcerated parent than white 
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children.  Latino children are three times more likely to have an imprisoned parent than white 

children” (p. 185).  This discrepancy between ethnic groups has become more pronounced as the 

population of children with incarcerated parents has risen over the past decade (Krisberg & 

Engel-Temin, 2007).    

Young & Smith (2000) found that children often experience better emotional outcomes in 

kinship care; however caregivers usually receive minimal services and funding from 

governmental and social agencies.  As a result, limited financial resources may cause the quality 

of life for children in kinship care to decrease because caregivers tend to live in unsafe 

neighborhoods.  Young & Smith (2002) indicate that kinship caregivers may face “emotional, 

physical, and financial difficulties when they take on the care of an incarcerated relative’s 

children” (p. 134).   

Participant 

Marie is thirty-nine years old and married with three children.   

Growing up I did a lot of babysitting and loved spending time with children. My husband and 

I have two daughters ages eighteen and nineteen years old. They have both graduated from 

high school and gone away to college. My husband and I had been blessed over the years to 

buy a three bedroom home to live in and raise our daughters; but the house seemed empty 

when our girls went away.  After a short while I talked to my husband about becoming foster 

parents.  He thought it might be a good idea to help others so we investigated the 

requirements.  My husband and I took preparation classes to become educated and informed 

as much as we could to be able to make good informed decisions each step of the way.  The 

children in foster care have had many losses and much sadness in their young lives and it is 

important to have an understanding of this and have information on how to best integrate the 

new child into your family because you want to be able to make good informed decisions 

each step of the way.  The first foster child placed in our home was a thirteen year old girl 

who had a history of running away from a home prevalent with drugs and domestic violence.   

The family caseworker assigned to us was responsible for placing the child with a family that 

was a “good fit for the child”.  She was also a good fit for us and we worked well as a team 

making sure that we as a family had what we needed to move forward to best meet the needs 

of the child.  My husband and I fell in love with this child and over time she grew to trust and 

love us.  It wasn’t long before we started the adoption process; twelve months later she was 

ours and we had three daughters.    
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The Crisis 

 

Shortly after the adoption was final I lost the job that I had worked on for fifteen years.  This 

was a shock that I didn’t see coming.  After some thought I decided that I would enroll in 

community college and get my degree to better my career choices.  All was well until I 

received a call that my daughter had an asthma attack and seizure at school and was rushed to 

the emergency room.  This was just the beginning of many trips to the hospital.  The teen 

years can be rough for kids, and even rougher for kids with asthma.  The last thing they want 

is for their friends to see them as “different”.  In our case she was in denial about having 

asthma and stopped taking her medication, which lead to more symptoms and flare-ups.   

This meant that administering her medication had to be monitored until she could do it alone.   

It was important to keep her actively included in all discussions and decisions concerning 

asthma and the medication because ultimately she would have to take the medication 

regularly and deal with possible side effects.  Through this crisis we experienced that 

uncontrolled asthma can lead to depression and low self-esteem, which manifested in 

emotional outbursts and poor school performance.  This led to intervention with school 

counselors, teachers, and doctors.  All of the doctor’s appointments, meetings, and therapy 

sessions made my life as a student very hard.    

Family and Church Support 

 

I know God works through good doctors and I respect and I am thankful for the medical field 

and the ongoing collaborative intervention between counselors, social workers, and doctors, 

which was needed to combat the disease.  If it weren’t for the support of my family and my 

church family I don’t know what my husband and I would have done.  The church support 

was beyond measure with members from the men’s group reaching out to my husband, the 

women’s group reaching out to me, and the youth group reaching out to our daughter, 

offering support to us as individuals as well as a family.  My church members pulled together 

and offered their support by letting me use their computers and were on standby whenever 

the school called about an attack to assist with trips to the hospital in hopes that I wouldn’t 

have to miss classes.  Because of their prayers and support I was able to finish my degree.    

   

Faith 

 

Our faith is what sustains us in times of trouble, but it really is a blessing when people of 

faith come to the forefront to help and to show support.  Our youth group with the support of 

the Pastor, now actively participate in clean environment campaigns, as a matter of 

stewardship and advocacy efforts, because they see the human consequences of dirty energy 

with kids in the congregation suffering from asthma and parents battling cancer.   

 

Community College Support 

 

Now I’m unemployed with a sick child and trying to finish school, but as difficult as the 

situation was I must say that community college came to my aid.  They worked with me to 

make up exams and allowed me to communicate via E-mail.  The instructors were very 
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understanding.  They took the time to work with me and walk me through assignments, when 

I needed extra help.  I was allowed to make up assignments and come in on days when I was 

free or didn't have class, and I was also able to bring my child to school when I didn't have 

child care.  The school was very understanding  I was allowed to make up assignments and 

come in on days when I was free or didn't have class, and I was also able to bring my child to 

school when I didn't have child care.  The assistance I received was very effective and aided 

me in continuing with no problem.  But on the other hand, more job opportunity, more daycare 

opportunity, more on line classes for working individuals, and more grants to assist students 

for higher education would be a definite asset to community colleges.  I learned how to deal 

with the circumstances and crisis presented by my child’s illnesses and was determined to 

succeed.  However, having more opportunities available during crisis, as support mechanisms, 

can become part of a process for facilitating other African American females who might be in 

crisis and need the same advocacy.    

 

 Marie’s loss of employment motivated her to seek a new career while trying to recover from 

the personal impact of being fired from her position.  She realized that the requirements for 

experience and specific types of education or knowledge required her to return to school.  Taking 

classes at her community college afforded her open access; however facing the crisis of a sick child 

during her career transition could have very well prevented her success of achieving her goal.   

Marie realized that community colleges define the basic framework of education; and she realized 

getting her degree would equip her with what she needed to open doors of career opportunities, 

offering better prospects in career and growth.  So, education becomes an eligibility criterion for 

employment into any sector of the industry.   

Participant 

 

Sophia is a twenty-five year old single mother of three.  

I have been a single mom forever with two beautiful kids: twins, a son and daughter 8 

years old, and a daughter 2 years old.  Their fathers are not involved in their lives.  When 

I graduated from high school I went to school and got my certificate to work as a dental 

assistant.  After I finished the program I found a good job, got an apartment, and found 

out I was pregnant. The twins’ father, my boyfriend from high school, moved out of state 

and has never met his children, and that is his loss.  I was married briefly to an African 

whom I realized later just wanted to get his citizenship.  It was an abusive situation.  I 

was always being told that I was worthless and anything else negative that you can think 

of he said it to me.  I spent a lot of time crying and depressed and always felt like crap.   

When the marriage was over my own twin sister and family members helped me through 
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it and I decided to return to school and pursue my educational career and get my degree 

in social work.    

The Crisis 

 

Shortly after enrolling in school I found out that I was expecting another child.  Once 

again, I found myself feeling depressed, stressed out, and having no hope for a better 

future at the thought of being a single parent with three children and no financial 

support.  My church, family, and friends offered support and I joined a support group for 

young mothers.  This inspired me to keep going toward my mission of getting my degree.    

Family and Church Support 

 

I had the support of friends and family, but most of all my Godmother.  She really did all 

she could to help out with childcare when I needed it.  Finances . . .  whatever she could 

do, she did to help me reach my goal, although family and church resources were a major 

resource for me.  I joined a support group for young mothers at my church that inspired 

me and they also gave me the support and the help I needed to complete my mission.   

My Pastor and members of my church were concerned and they did not judge me.  They 

prayed with me and me and my family.    

Faith 

My grandmother instilled in me that faith is not something that is passive.  Our faith 

requires a commitment from us, and if thoughts of doubt come to mind we should 

counteract such negativity by counting our blessings and giving thanks for the abundance 

of good things we have.  Keep positive affirmations of life and all God’s Blessings and 

go by faith in times of trouble.   

 

Community College Support 

 

My Academic Advisor assisted in identifying resources so I could continue my studies 

and receive my BS degree.  I recommend to people, men and especially African 

American women, who are experiencing crisis in their lives and want and need a change 

to do something for themselves, to go back to school and start at a community based 

college and don't stop, because the sky is the limit.  I'm a living testimony that miracles 

can happen.  My academic advisor continued to support me and assisted her in transferring to 

a four-year institution where I ultimately reached my goal and graduated.   

 

Sophia’s story is yet another example of how community colleges have seen a rise in the 

number of students who are older and single parents.  These nontraditional students usually have 

significant family responsibilities, work commitments, and off campus obligations that can 

impede their academic progress (Durodoye et al, 2000).  Counseling centers within the 
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community college setting were developed over forty years ago to effectively help students be 

successful in reaching their goals.  This included academic advising, career guidance, and 

personal counseling (Coll, 1993).  The change in student demographics has raised questions of 

whether the 1960s model meets the needs of today’s students (Pascarella and Ternzini, 1998).    

Presenting Themes from the Data 

Interestingly,  the general ideas of getting better jobs, being able to better provide for 

their families, gaining general knowledge,  and enhancement of their self-esteem were the most 

mentioned reasons that motivated these women to attend college.  However, what served as the 

underpinning to keep them enrolled and attending college were three themes: family support, 

their faith and college faculty support.  Commonalities of emerging themes of family support 

were examined as the participants told their personal experiences.  Family support included 

parents, grandparents, godparents, sisters, church members as extended family, and in some 

cases, those who had older children had their support as well.  Themes emerged among all the 

women that faith, as well as family and church support was significant.  Lastly, the support of 

community college faculty and advisory staff, who demonstrated patience and understanding in 

listening and flexibility with assignments, also come forward from these women  as significant 

for the success toward goal attainment and receiving their community college degree.                                                                                    

Theme of Family Support 
 

  These women not only needed willpower, discipline, persistence, and family support, but 

they also needed to take positive action to show their faith through interaction with their church 

family.  Every crisis is different, but they all share common traits.  When a crisis strikes, for 

example, there is always tension between the desire to understand the nature of the emergency 

and the urgent need to take immediate action.  There is no single rule book for managing crises, 

but their commonalities offer clear lessons on what matters to emerge successful and become 

empowered.        

Theme of Faith 

 

Among the keys to successfully reaching their goals with all these women were their 

spiritual values of faith and prayer.  Strong families share a belief in something greater than 

themselves.  They agree about what is right and wrong and what is really important to them.   
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These shared values gave these women purpose and helped them face their crisis and reach their 

goals.  Spirituality is thus a powerful source of strength for these women, and their spiritual 

values provided them with direction.   

The power of faith and belief with all of these women is real power.  Believing that you 

can attain your goal is of great importance for its achievement.  Without their faith, there would 

be doubts and disbelief, which could lead to non-doing and to non-achievement.  Faith draws and 

attracts what you want into your life, whereas doubts, worries and disbelief push them away.   

Faith played a major role in their lives.  They believed they could achieve their goals and had no 

doubts about it.  They visualized their goals as already achieved, as already a fact.  Faith in this 

sense equaled belief and certainty that they could achieve their goals.  This kind of belief and 

faith strengthened the motivation to act and do things, and helped them to maintain the positive 

attitude necessary for success.  Faith is important, but alone it is not enough for success.    

Theme of Community College Faculty and Staff Support  

Community college faculty and counselors had an emerging role as being effective in 

helping students to complete their academic objectives and reach their goals.  They served as 

advocates showing empathy and flexibility with assignments. In addition to listening, they 

assisted and encouraged these nontraditional students, helping to successfully meet their needs 

and manage to come through their self-identified crisis and stay the course, and in most cases 

exceed beyond community college to a university.         

Summary 

 

In addition to determining the motivation of adult students when they enter community 

colleges, it is helpful to have a clear understanding of some factors that support the persistence 

and graduation of students.  While these participants’ experiences in no way provide a complete 
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overview of the challenges non-traditional students face, it does provide a clearer picture of the 

elements these participants feel foster and enhance their abilities to stay enrolled, to persist and 

to graduate from college.  The study findings illustrate the importance students place on their 

family’s support, the support of their faith and the support of college faculty and staff.  This 

increased knowledge will allow community colleges to better meet the needs of these students to 

support and satisfy them.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

RESEARCH FINDINGS AND IMPLICATIONS 

 

A century after the first community colleges opened their doors in 1901, the “people’s 

college” has become an extremely popular option for the growing numbers of Americans seeking 

higher education.  Over the last two decades, the expansion of the community college sector has 

exceeded above all other sectors of higher education (Shugart, 2008).  Within this growth, 

community college enrollment has become increasingly more diverse in terms of age and 

ethnicity.  African American women represent a sizable segment of the community college 

population.  For many African Americans, the community college milieu provides a more 

comfortable learning environment than a traditional four-year institution (Cohen, 2003).  Easily 

accessible locations, affordable tuition, a wide array of courses and programs including 

technical, business, and nursing programs that equip students with knowledge and skills for 

careers in high demand fields, and flexible scheduling made even more so by a proliferation of 

online courses, are among the features that make community colleges an attractive option for 

African American women seeking upward social and economic advancement.  Many are single 

parents driven by the desire to provide a better life for themselves and their families.   

In conjunction with a wide variety of course offerings, community colleges also invest 

heavily in programs and strategies designed to provide their students with academic, 

psychosocial, financial, and career support (ACT, 2010a, 2010b; Habley & McClanahan, 2004; 

Hagedorn, 2006; Jenkins, 2007).  As the diversity of the student population increases, so does the 

complexity of adapting programs and services to meet the needs of the different groups of 

learners represented on campus.  Sealey-Ruiz (2007) observes that, “Despite their struggle for 

higher education during the past century, black women have made amazing strides” (p. 45).    
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For many, that struggle involves overcoming a crisis, defined as an acutely stressful  disruptive 

event that severely taxes the person’s coping resources thus threatening the ability to cope or 

function effectively (Roberts, 2005).   

This study explored how seven African American women persevered and overcame their 

self-identified crisis while attending one of the community colleges of Chicago.  All seven 

women persevered through the crisis and went on to graduate from their respective programs.    

Several common themes arose from their stories, illuminating the resources and supports that 

enabled these women to overcome the challenges they confronted.  The study also disclosed 

significant gaps in the services and supports that community colleges provide for their students.    

The insight and knowledge gained from this research study could be useful for helping 

community college officials expand and improve their services, not only by strategically 

targeting them to their students’ needs but even more importantly, by building on the strengths 

that the students bring to the campus.   

This chapter includes the following sections: (a) a brief summary of chapters one through 

four which provides a background for the research findings; (b) a summary of the findings 

followed by implications for practice organized under each research question; (c) conclusion; 

and (d) recommendations for future research.   

Summary of Chapters 1 - 4 

Chapter one served as an introduction to the issue being examined, including historical 

background on the evolution of the community college system and the progress and current 

situation of African American women in higher education.  This chapter presented the statement 

of the problem, the purpose of this research study, the research questions driving the study, an 

overview of the research design, and the significance of this study to the community college 
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sector.  Definitions of relevant terms were included to deepen understanding of the issue under 

study and the implications of the findings for future research and practice.  Terms especially 

pertinent to this study were crisis, empowerment, faith, and resilience.   

By presenting a comprehensive review of the relevant literature, chapter two provided a 

framework for understanding the study and its findings.  The literature review began with an 

introduction to community colleges, the students they serve, the challenges they face in dealing 

with issues of student attrition and retention, and the need for programs to deal with these issues.    

This section was followed by more detailed exploration of community college student 

demographics; student support services and programs; influences on persistence; traditional age 

versus adult students; and first year seminars, orientation, and student success courses.  A section 

on stress and coping led into discussions of counseling strategies for adult learners, culturally 

tailored interventions, students’ perspectives, mechanisms for academic and social integration, 

and the experience of successful students.  Academic advising, learning communities, culturally 

relevant learning, and mentoring were explored as proven or promising support strategies.     

Chapter three presented a detailed description of the qualitative research design, 

including the methodology, sample selection, instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis 

procedures.  Narrative inquiry was selected as the most appropriate and fruitful method for 

identifying and elucidating the struggles of African American female community college 

graduates who reported being “in crisis” during their college career but nonetheless persevered to 

earn their degree.  The participants were selected to represent Cresswell’s (2007) definition of a 

purposeful sample, specifically one consisting of individuals who can best articulate and 

illuminate the problem under study (p. 118).  Seven women who attended one, or in the case of 

one participant, both of the Chicago community colleges over a period of eight years were 
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selected for the study.  In addition to detailing the research methods, chapter three included 

discussion of ethical issues, including authenticity and trustworthiness which are particular 

concerns in qualitative research where the research is the research instrument.  The potential for 

subjective bias in qualitative research was also discussed as one of the limitations of this study.     

In chapter four the information drawn from the interviews was elaborated and analyzed.    

The seven participants ranged in age from 19 to 40.  The theme of crisis was central to the 

research design.  Common themes that arose from the interviews were: faith, family and church 

support, and community college support.  The overarching commonality of the seven women 

was the display of resilience to overcome the crisis situation and persist in achieving their 

educational goals.  All seven women successfully earned their Associate Degree.  All but one 

subsequently transferred to a baccalaureate degree program.  At the time of the interviews three 

had graduated with a Bachelor of Arts or Bachelor of Science degree and three were still 

attending the university.  Two of the three university graduates went on to earn a Master’s 

degree, one in Social Work and one in Early Childhood.   

The information gained from each participant was presented separately in order to 

provide a more vivid portrait of her unique experiences, perceptions, and perspectives.  The 

stories were told in the participants’ own words with the researcher’s analysis following the 

participant’s narrative.  The women presented their stories in rich and articulate detail.  Several 

participants offered specific recommendations for expanding and improving community college 

support services.  The presentation of individual narratives was followed by discussion of the 

themes that emerged from the interviews, and finally by a detailed discussion of the theme of 

community college support.    
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Findings and Implications 

 

Purpose of the Study 
 

The purpose of this study was to explore the in-depth nature of crisis in the experience of 

seven African American community college women and the strategies the women used to 

overcome the crisis and successfully persist to earn their Associate Degree.   

Research Question One   
 

What self-identified crises did the study participants face while attending community 

college? 

For all seven participants, the crisis situation was an event, or series of events, that was 

unexpected and placed their educational aspirations in jeopardy.  For two of the women, Tina 

and Ann, the crisis involved the deaths of family members compounded by an additional 

stressful event.  As a teenage single mother who grew up on welfare in an impoverished Chicago 

neighborhood, Tina was determined to “break the cycle of poverty and welfare,” to use her own 

words; and community college was her only practical option.  At the same time, her child’s 

father left Chicago to attend college and his departure was followed by a series of deaths in the 

family: her father, two aunts, an uncle, and a very close cousin.  Exacerbating the situation, 

Tina’s baby daughter became ill during her time at community college.   

Unlike Tina who grew up in poverty, Ann grew up with two working parents who 

actively supported her education and encouraged her to go on to college.  Although Ann’s 

original plans for college were disrupted by teenage pregnancy, she married her daughter’s father 

and the couple had another son a year later.  It was not until ten years later, when the marriage 

dissolved, that Ann decided to fulfill her educational aspirations.  Divorce is often a key 

motivation for adult women who enter college (White, 2001).  Similar to Tina, the first crisis 
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Ann experienced at college was the death of her father who was diagnosed with lung cancer 

shortly after she began community college and died six months later.  A year later Ann remarried 

and earned excellent grades, even making the Dean’s list.  Her success was severely disrupted 

when she became a victim of domestic violence, with injuries that made her unable to attend 

class.  Her diligent class attendance was interrupted by doctor’s appointments, legal 

consultations, and court appearance.   

Like Ann, Mary Ann was also married upon graduation from high school.  After having 

three children over ten years, Mary Ann decided that she “did not want to continue to be a stay at 

home mom” like her own mother.  However, her love of children was clear in her first job as a 

teacher’s assistant at a child development center.  After a year at the center, Mary Ann decided to 

pursue her own teaching aspirations.  While she attended community college, Mary Ann found 

out that her husband of 15 years had been using drugs for the last year.  His addiction affected 

the family finances and “disrupted what had been a normal family life.”  Given the long duration 

of their relationship, the revelation of her husband’s drug use had to be a terrible shock, made 

even worse by the financial implications for her educational and professional future.   

Shana, the youngest participant at 19, comes from a middle to upper middle class family, 

growing up with highly supportive parents and high educational and career aspirations.  Her life 

changed dramatically when she became a teenage mother at 16.  Shana is one of the many single 

parents attending community college.   

Elizabeth, the oldest of the participants at 40, experienced the most unexpected and 

unusual crisis.  In fact, the term she used to describe the event was a “bolt of lightning from the 

blue.”  The family abruptly found out that a niece with four children was being incarcerated and 

sending her children to live with Elizabeth, her only option for keeping the children together and 
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out of the foster care system.  Elizabeth herself was a divorced mother of four children and 

suddenly found herself having to move to a larger home and navigate public agencies to secure 

benefits for the children, who were ultimately provided medical benefits but denied food stamps.    

In addition to managing a family that literally doubled in size overnight, Elizabeth had to help 

the older child, a six-year old, deal with the trauma of separation anxiety from his mother.  It 

would be difficult to find a precedent for Elizabeth’s crisis situation in the higher education 

literature.  According to social science research, kinship caregivers are at risk for emotional, 

physical, and financial problems when they assume care for the children of a relative who is in 

prison (Young & Smith, 2000).   

Job loss spurs many adult women to begin or return to college (White, 2001).  For Marie, 

the loss of a job she had held for 15 years was not only sudden, but it came shortly after she and 

her husband formally adopted the 13-year old girl they had been fostering.  The couple’s two 

biological daughters were away at college and they decided to provide a caring home for a young 

adolescent with an unfortunate family history.  The initial crisis of job loss was actually positive 

for Marie, who saw it as an opportunity to enroll in community college to expand her career 

options.  However, her academic progress was disrupted by her daughter’s asthma and made 

more severe by her daughter’s denial of her condition which led her to stop taking her 

medication.  The young girl’s uncontrolled asthma had psychological and physical ramifications.    

As a result, Marie had to juggle her daughter’s doctor’s appointments, meetings, and therapy 

sessions with her academic work and other responsibilities.   

Sophia was a single mother of twins and was divorced after a brief and emotionally 

abusive marriage when, with the support of her own twin sister and other relatives, she enrolled 

in community college with aspirations to earn a degree in social work.  Soon after she began 
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college she found out she was expecting another child.  In her words, “Once again, I found 

myself feeling depressed, stressed out, and having no hope for a better future” when confronted 

with the reality of having three children and no source of financial support.   

Implications for Community Colleges 
 

Each of the seven women are parents; several are, or had been, single parents and four of 

the women, ranging in age from 19 to 40, were caring for infants, preschool, or school age 

children at the time they attended community college.  Recommendations for child care services 

routinely appear in the literature on community colleges but campuses have been slow to act 

upon them.  Having access to onsite child care can be a pivotal factor in the educational futures 

of adult women (Johnson et al., 2000).  Referrals for child care, along with referrals for other 

services such as tutoring, medical treatment, and long-term counseling were part of the 

counseling and support program created to help African American and Latina teachers’ aides 

earn bachelor’s degrees and credentials for teaching special education (Gary et al., 2004).    

Among the adult university students, surveyed by Bauman et al. (2004), forty percent expressed 

a need for financial assistance with child care.   

For parents of school-age children, Marie’s experience dealing with her daughter’ asthma 

highlights the competing demands confronting community college students.  Given the number 

of parents attending community colleges, support groups offer a viable mechanism for helping 

the parents on campus connect with one another.  Beyond psychosocial support, support groups 

composed of parents of children of similar ages and grades could provide a venue for exchanging 

practical information and possibly helping out one another with appointments or other 

obligations that might keep them from classes.   
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According to NCES data, only five percent of the parents attending colleges and 

universities in the U.S. have access to onsite child care (USDOE, 2009a).  Waiting lists are 

extremely long, especially for infants and toddlers.  At community colleges, the proportions of 

parents and single parents are more than double the figures for four-year institutions: 29% versus 

13% for parents, and 14% versus 6% for single parents.  Paradoxically, the number of 

community colleges providing onsite child care actually declined from 2007 to 2009.  It is 

widely recognized that many people enroll in community colleges to improve their earning 

capacity and better provide for their children.  Neglecting the urgent need for child care services 

is a serious issue for community colleges and it undermines their mission to serve all students.   

The crisis situations experienced by Tina and Ann who endured the deaths of their fathers 

and other loved ones while attending community college, Ann’s experience with domestic 

violence, which Sophia had also endured before attending community college, Elizabeth’s 

having to care for the children of an incarcerated relative, and Mary Ann’s discovery of her 

husband’s addiction illustrate the myriad of issues that women may be confronted with as they 

strive to attain their degree.  Mary Ann reported that she was not aware of any services on 

campus that could help her deal with her problem.  She recommends that community colleges 

offer some type of support services for helping women deal with drug related issues or provide 

referrals to an outreach program for women dealing with dysfunctional family issues. A grief 

support group would have been helpful for Tina and Ann.   

While it may not be practical for a single campus to implement onsite programs dealing 

with the various problems students may experience, it should not be difficult to establish a 

referral system for connecting students with agencies that do provide assistance with drug issues, 

family problems, domestic violence, kinship care, and other issues.  Broadly, students grappling 
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with any stressful life events could benefit from stress management programs.  In fact, with 

elevated levels of stress endemic in college populations, Johnson et al. (2000) recommend 

incorporating stress management techniques into campus orientation.  A major advantage of the 

program described by Gary et al. 2004) is that it included referrals for any services that were not 

offered on campus.   

For several of the participants, the crises they experienced placed a strain on their 

financial resources.  Community colleges educate a majority of low-income students pursuing 

higher education (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Hagedorn, 2006).  Students often obtain information on 

financial assistance, as well as other services, from informal social networks (Karp, Hughes, & 

O’Gara, 2008).  The literature suggests that even when services are available, the formal 

mechanisms for keeping students informed are often inadequate.  Nontraditional students need 

and desire financial advice and assistance tailored to their unique situation (Shugart, 2008; 

Baumann et al., 2004).  The participants in this study, and indeed many students, are quite 

resourceful in seeking out needed resources but having to do this on their own only adds to their 

stress and further detracts from the time and energy they devote to their academic work.           

Research Question Two 
 

How were the study participants aided in their self-identified crises and how did this aid 

contribute to the students’ persistence in their academic program of study? 

An overarching theme in the narratives of the participants was the help they received 

from their religious faith, and for several participants from their church.  Each of the participants 

mentioned their faith as a critical factor in helping them persevere through the crises and fulfill 

their educational aspirations.  Marie also spoke for several participants, declaring, “Our faith is 
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what sustains us in times of trouble, but it really is a blessing when people of faith come to the 

forefront to help and to show support.” 

As specific examples, Marie described how the men’s group at the church reached out to 

her husband, the women’s group reached out to her, and the youth group reached out to their 

daughter, supporting them individually and as a family.  In addition to spiritual and psychosocial 

support, the church members provided practical support by letting Marie use their computers and 

assisting with taking her daughter to the hospital so she would not have to miss classes.    

Elizabeth was helped by her church family with “everything from child care to making 

counseling appointments.” Even beyond that assistance, the church members helped her learn 

how to drive and provided her with financial assistance that enabled her to purchase a minivan.   

In contrast to these extremely supportive experiences, Mary Ann was ashamed to tell her 

church family or her own family about her husband’s drug addiction.  Instead, she made excuses 

for why he was not at church, which is a type of enabling behavior.  For Mary Ann, who 

admittedly felt isolated from others, personal faith in God was a powerful resource that sustained 

and strengthened her commitment to her educational goals.  Although Mary Ann’s story is a 

testament to her personal faith and resilience, it also underscores the need for campus resources 

to target drug related issues.  Psycho-education or counseling to alleviate the perceived sense of 

stigma would certainly be beneficial.   

For most of the participants, family members were an important source of support.  The 

women described various emotional and practical ways their families helped them.  For example, 

Tina elaborated how her mother and sister provided child care and financial support that enabled 

her to complete her degree.  Much of the literature focuses on the problems experienced by first 

generation college students whose parents lack the cultural capital to help their children navigate 
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the college choice process and other related issues (Pascarella et al., 2004).  Tina admitted, “I 

knew nothing about financial aid or the college admissions process.”  However, a focus on 

practical knowledge ignores the fact that many parents who did not attend college have high 

educational aspirations for their children and eagerly support them in whatever ways they can.    

Tina’s mother and sister seemed determined to help her break free of the cycle of poverty that 

limited their own lives.   

Family, close friends, and church members helped Ann deal with the psychological and 

practical impact of domestic violence, and family support was essential to the perseverance and 

success of Shana, Elizabeth, Marie, Sophia, and Marie.  A common theme in the portrayals of 

family support was that support came from extended family members.  This finding corresponds 

to other research reporting that African American women on campus often draw social support 

from extended families (Bradley & Sanders, 2003; Sealey-Ruiz, 2007).   

Unfortunately, there was less evidence that the participants obtained sufficient support 

from their community colleges.  On the whole, the support they experienced came from 

individual faculty and staff members.  Ann and Marie both had highly supportive instructors who 

allowed them additional time and made other accommodations.  According to Ann, their support 

and compassion allayed the stress of having to worry about her classes and this inspired her to 

work hard, remain on the Dean’s list and earn her degree.  Ann now has a Master’s degree in 

Early Childhood.  Ann believes that having instructors who are accessible, easy to talk to, and 

even more important, are active listeners, is important for the success of community college 

students.    Elizabeth expressed similar beliefs, also emphasizing the importance of “an instructor 

who really listens rather than just hears.”   
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Shana also related how certain professors and other community college staff “really 

helped me keep my head up when times got hard.”  Their support and the support of her family 

were especially vital because Shana lost some of her friends when she became a teenage mother.    

Elizabeth elaborated on the support and encouragement she received from one instructor in 

particular, with whom she felt sufficiently comfortable to discuss her problems.  Sophia credits 

her academic advisor with helping her secure needed resources and supporting her through the 

transfer process to a university where she earned a baccalaureate degree.   

On the negative side, Mary Ann found no support for her problem on campus.  Shana 

encountered rude and indifferent and even incompetent staff members along with those who 

were supportive and helpful, and Tina described the services on campus as adequate in some 

respects and deficient in others.  What was lacking in the participants’ narrative was evidence of 

a cohesive support system for serving the needs of the community college students.   

Implications for Community Colleges 
 

 The absence of an infrastructure for providing community college students with services 

and supports has definite implications for community college administrators and staff.  Tina now 

has a Master’s degree in Social Work, thus allowing her to help others break the cycle of poverty 

like she herself did.  In some ways, her perspective can be seen as analogous to Hagedorn (2006) 

in that both see the challenges facing community college students from the dual perspective of 

student and expert.  Tina feels the community college provided support in some ways but not in 

others.  In particular, she emphasizes the need for community partnerships by which community 

colleges connect African American women in crisis with community resources.   

According to Goodman and Pascarella (2006), the positive advantages students gain from 

attending first year seminars may come from the opportunities they provide for students to 
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engage in informal discussions with faculty members.  The support of individual faculty 

members was a prominent theme in the narratives of the participants.  Strategies such as first 

year seminars and learning communities that facilitate interactions between students and faculty 

as well as among students have proven extremely helpful in helping community college students 

build and sustain supportive relationships (Engle & Tinto, 2008).   

Sophia specifically cited the help she received from her academic advisor.  The 

individualized advising program described by McArthur (2005) resulted in high ratings of their 

advisors by the A&H students as well as substantially higher retention rates for the program.    

Based on the comments of the participants in this study, the ideal academic advisor is one with 

whom students feel comfortable and feel they can talk to, and above all else, is someone who 

really listens to what they are saying and conveys the impression that he or she really cares.    

Sophia also described her advisor as very knowledgeable, which is what the A&H students 

desired from their advisors after their experience with advisors who were uninformed and gave 

them poor advice.  For women struggling through a crisis, caring, compassionate attitude and 

good interpersonal skills with emphasis on active listening are even more important than 

concrete knowledge that can be acquired through training.   

An extremely important implication for community colleges drawn from this study is the 

need to respect, appreciate, and build upon the resources that African American women bring 

with them to the community college campus.  In the case of the seven participants in this study, 

personal faith and church and family support were pivotal factors in their success.  Programs that 

build upon these resources such as partnerships with faith-based community organizations and 

campus events that include family members could be especially valuable for students going 

through crisis situations.  African American women who have succeeded in community college 



125 

 

generally have strong inner resources and rich social support networks (Barbatis, 2008, 2010; 

Johnson, 2001).    

Research Question Three 
 

How can community colleges better assist African American female students in crisis to 

persist and achieve their educational goals? 

The stories of the participants revealed strengths and deficiencies in the resources 

available to African American women in crisis.  Tina observed, “Women in crisis need a safe 

comfortable space to talk and share.”  Women in crisis often need to be connected to outside 

resources to assist them with their crisis, whether it is counseling for domestic violence, child 

care, or other resources.  Tina added that she felt “community colleges can do a better job of 

connecting African American women in crisis to the community which has a wealth of 

resources.” 

Perhaps illustrating Tina’s expertise as a social work professional, she astutely targeted 

what is needed for helping African American women in crisis and the vast potential of 

partnerships with community organizations.  In critiquing the applicability of conventional 

models of student persistence to community college students, Hagedorn (2006) argues that 

unlike traditional students who enter college immediately upon graduation from college, often 

leaving home for a residential institution, community college students do not abandon their lives 

before college.  Rather, college becomes one more aspect of their typically busy lives.  Most of 

the literature emphasizes the challenges faced by community colleges striving to balance 

competing responsibilities.  Far less attention is paid to the family and community support that 

enables many community college students, like the women in this study, to persevere and earn 

their degree.   
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The participants are virtually unanimous in endorsing community colleges as an excellent 

way for individuals with limited financial resources to pursue higher education.  Even Mary Ann 

who found no resources on campus for helping her deal with her husband’s drug abuse problem 

praised the educational foundation she received.  Mary Ann went on to earn a Bachelor’s degree 

in Early Childhood and is now a Master Pre-K teacher working with at-risk children and 

families.  Her husband went into rehabilitation and has been sober for many years.  Yet despite 

the positive outcomes, Mary Ann’s experience clearly reveals major gaps in the services offered 

by the community college.   

At the individual level, caring and supportive faculty members are an invaluable resource 

for African American women striving to overcome crisis situations.  In addition to providing the 

women with social and emotional support through their caring and compassionate attitudes, a 

theme that repeatedly surfaced in their narratives was how the instructors allowed them extra 

time with their work, offered them opportunities to make up work they missed, and made other 

accommodations to facilitate their academic success.  For Shana who was clearly struggling with 

the social and emotional implications as well as the practical challenges of being a teen mother, 

compassionate and supportive faculty members helped restore self-esteem and self-confidence.    

Informal interactions with faculty members are important for all students and may be even more 

important for first generation college students (Pascarella et al., 2004).  For African American 

women in crisis, such interactions may be essential.         

Implications for Community Colleges 

The overarching implication for community colleges is that there is no evidence of an 

infrastructure for services designed to support students in crisis.  Indeed, the term “crisis” in the 

community college literature typically seems to be construed as an academic crisis.    
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Community colleges provide a plethora of programs, services, and supports for students who 

experience academic difficulties (Habley & McClanahan, 2004).  Indeed, this emphasis is not 

unwarranted in view of the high proportion of students who begin community college 

academically underprepared.  However, the needs of community college students are far more 

complex.  Furthermore, the student population is far too diverse for any single solution to be 

effective (Engle & Tinto, 2008; Hagedorn, 2006).   

The sista counseling intervention for African American female college students described 

by Bradley and Sanders (2003) could be a viable strategy for helping young African American 

women.  Building on the strong social support networks that often provide an essential resource 

for promoting resilience in the face of adversity, the client’s (the community college student’s) 

close friends and relatives use their personal insight to assist the counselor as well as providing 

the client with active support.  There are three key issues that are requisite for this type of 

intervention.  First, the client (the student) has a support group of friends who are concerned 

about her welfare.  Second, the client (the student) must be receptive to the idea of having her 

sister friends come to the counseling session.  Third, the client (the student) and her support 

group must be advised about confidentiality before the meeting.   

Bradley and Saunders (2003) note that group counseling and support groups have been 

lauded as the optimum form of counseling for African American female students.  They also 

note, however, that individual counseling has been given far more attention on college campuses 

than group counseling.  The neglect of group counseling is actually ironic in view of the capacity 

of group sessions for serving more students and for informally facilitating the development of 

social networks and friendships among the participants.   
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Learning communities build on the sense of community shared by many African 

American women and promote self-expression, self-reflection, and collaborative learning 

(Engstrom & Tinto, 2008; James et al., 2008).  Information networks may be critical to the 

survival of many community college students (Karp and Hughes, 2008).  Often these networks 

grow out of student success courses.  Although neither learning communities nor student success 

classes are specifically designed to help students in crisis, the social and academic support they 

offer can be an important resource for students undergoing a personal crisis.  In particular, the 

social networks they generate offer students needed support and encouragement from professors 

and peers.   

The counseling program described by Gary et al. (2004) offers a model for counseling 

interventions for African American women.  Notably, the program, built on the participants’ 

natural support networks and the faculty counselors, supplied them with information on all the 

available resources and encouraged their involvement with formal and informal supports.  As a 

result of the program, the participants had access to services ranging from academic assistance to 

stress management to child care.  The most effective programs for nontraditional students are 

created with input from the students themselves and therefore tailored to their unique needs and 

preferences.   

The most viable option for helping students through a wide range of crisis situations is 

following Tina’s advice and establishing collaborative partnerships with community 

organizations.  This strategy has the capacity to maximize resources while minimizing the costs 

to the community college.  An added advantage to the students is that they may feel more 

comfortable working with local organizations.  The seven participants in this study successfully 
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secured the resources they needed although in most cases with minimal support from the 

community college.   

Conclusion 

 

The narratives of the seven African American community college graduates interviewed 

for this study portray an extremely resilient group of women determined to achieve their 

educational goals despite having to work through crisis.  Strong religious faith was a powerful 

inner resource that enabled them to surmount the obstacles they encountered.  In addition, the 

women had faith in themselves and their own ability to succeed though it was clear at times they 

had to struggle to maintain their self-confidence and self-esteem.   

Family and church support also emerged as essential elements in their journey.  Family 

and church family members provided both practical and psychosocial support.  For several of the 

women, close friends were also integral to their informal support network.  In effect, the seven 

women had a powerful combination of internal and external resources that worked to sustain and 

reinforce their determination in the midst of crisis. Although two of the participants were 

married, there was no indication of support from their spouses. 

The support the women received from their community colleges was much more limited.    

At the individual level, there were many references to caring, compassionate, and supportive 

faculty members with whom the women could freely talk and who listened attentively and made 

time and other accommodations.  However, the narratives also disclosed an urgent need for 

support services for students who experience crises outside the typical realm of academic 

difficulties.  The establishment of a system for partnerships with community agencies and a 

referral system for students would be excellent for helping African American women in crisis 

persist in attaining their educational goals.  Ideally, this system would build on inner and external 
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resources the women bring with them to the campus.  The Bates Model for community colleges 

establishes a counseling / crisis intervention center which can be valuable not only for African 

American female students but potentially all students. 

The Bates Model for the Initial Creation of a Community College  

Counseling / Crisis Intervention Center 
 

           Due to the difference in cultural background, family background, education experience, 

growth stage and experience etc., crises are not experienced by everyone.  The   findings of this 

research suggest the crisis of community college students differ from one another with each one 

having its individual particularity.  Today, many community colleges are grappling with the 

question of how to assist these students.  The Bates Model provides the initial steps for 

community college leaders to follow as they seek to establish a counseling / crisis intervention 

center within community colleges to assist students who are facing personal problems, feeling 

emotionally distressed, or experiencing a crisis situation.  This model can be used for both 

academic and student affairs.  In light of the unique needs and culture of community colleges, 

this initiative is intended to improve community college’s ability to effectively respond to 

students in crisis.  Students facing crisis or facing challenges deserve the opportunity to get 

ahead and reach their educational goals.    

The Four Steps of the Bates Model 
 

Step One:  Evaluation of Student Needs 
 

 In order for community colleges to provide services that are useful for their students, 

initial information must be gathered to understand the types of services students might need.  

This can and should be done in a variety of ways in order to gather information regarding the 

types of problems or difficulties students are finding prevalent in their lives while attending 
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college.    Student focus groups can be held during each semester (fall, spring, and summer) to 

gather pertinent data.  In addition, a simple student survey (Appendix C), can be developed and 

taken by a cross section of the student body.  This student survey, for example, can capture 

information at multiple periods (beginning, mid-term and final days) during the semester to 

assess students’ stress and their needs for specific services.  The survey can be administered in 

an online format, such as Survey Monkey for student convenience and ease of analysis relative to 

the data gathered.  Results from various data activities guide the development, implementation, 

and evaluation of the college’s Crisis/Intervention Center.     

Step Two:  Appropriate Staff 
 

 The crisis intervention team should consist of a Center Coordinator, Crisis Team Leader, 

Crisis Counselors, and Licensed Social Workers (LSW) who would deal with student problems.  

List of staff and their general responsibilities is found in Table 2.  Staff can be hired in 

increments as the need for service grows.    

As a part of provision of personal counseling, the crisis center will assist students in 

emotional distress and provide an intervention plan for each student.  Professionally trained 

counselors will be available to support and empower students to accomplish their career and 

personal objectives through a variety of programs and services, including but not limited to 

individual and group counseling.  These counselors will have a case load, offer in-house 

counseling services, and refer students to the appropriate community resource.  Staff will 

undertake and view services with a student centered approach in order to better align services 

that will address the issues of those they are designed to help support.          
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Table 2   List of Center Team Roles and Responsibilities   

 

Position Responsibility 

Center Coordinator 

 

 

Responsible for overall management of center and staff.   

Verifies student facts for referral to appropriate services.   

Contacts crisis intervention counselors.   

Maintains written/oral communication with faculty and students.      

Maintains coordination with community service resources and agencies.   

Makes notifications as required.                    

  

Crisis Team Leader 

 

Convenes crisis team and assigns roles and responsibilities               

Compiles list of students presenting at the center.    

Addresses follow-up issues with students.   

Organizes and convenes morning and afternoon meetings                

Documents information for the Center Coordinator, faculty and students  

 

Crisis Counselors 

(Counselors and 

Social Workers)  

 

Provides counseling and intervention services.   

Addresses follow-up issues with students.   

Provide referrals for students to community resources and agencies.    

 

         Administrators, faculty and staff who are interacting with students are in an excellent 

position to recognize and observe behavior changes of a student that maybe stressed or in crisis.   

Acknowledging concerns directly to the student staff can serve as a significant factor in making a 

referral and successfully solving the problem.  Faculty and staff can confer with the Center 

Coordinator when making referrals as well as communicate with the student to ensure that the 

student successfully follows through.    

Step Three:   Selecting Services to Provide 
 

In order to offer the most suitable services and referrals, a student’s needs assessment 

must be conducted at the college.  Since each community college is unique, the needs of its 

students will be unique.  Therefore, a variety of techniques to gather this information should be 

done prior to the Center’s opening as well as periodically.  This could include such techniques as 



133 

 

surveys (paper and web-based) as well as focus groups.  Once this information is obtained, the 

offerings of the center can be developed.     

 The center will advocate for and encourage the social, emotional and academic growth 

of all students.  Students can see a counselor for confidential, short-term counseling.   

Appropriate referrals will be made to additional resources, both on and off campus, to address 

specific student issues.  Challenges of the crisis center practices include a stronger emphasis on 

instructional intervention, progress monitoring, and data gathering in relation to social work and 

counselor interventions that tend to be less directly academic and more mental health focused.   

Most direct services will be rendered through community organizations in order to assist the 

community college in providing more services in an environment where resources and funds are 

scarce.    

Each college needs to decide how to fund the crisis center.  One way to acquire funding is 

through receipt of grants or through charging students a nominal fee-for-services on a sliding 

scale.  Another avenue for continual funding is through the assessment of a small student fee 

charged each semester.  However the center is funded, it is hoped these services might be free to 

those who need them.    

Step Four:   Continuous Assessment of Services and “Fine-Tuning” of the Center 

The Crisis Center Team will annually conduct relevant comprehensive assessments 

services provided.  It is important for center staff to continuously review and document both the 

services and the outcome of the services provided.  Therefore, timely and accurate quantitative 

and qualitative data must be routinely collected and analyzed.  Continuous quality improvement 

efforts will only strengthen the center, making it more useful to those needing services.       
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Promoting Services of the Crisis Center 

 It is important that student, faculty, and staff know the crisis center is available to provide 

needed services and referrals.  Communication introducing the services offered and 

dissemination of pertinent information must be readily available to all.  This can be 

accomplished in a variety of ways.  Figure XX represents a flyer that might be distributed at the 

college to inform students, faculty, and staff of the crisis center.    
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Figure XX: Crisis Center Flyer  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

          The information gained from this study could be combined with other qualitative resource 

findings to develop a survey instrument for further examining the factors involved in African 

American community college women’s ability to work through crises and successfully graduate.    

An instrument of that type could also be used to compare the responses of women who did and 

did not persevere to earn their degree.  Insight into the attributes distinguishing the two groups 

could be useful for targeting interventions.   

Although the seven women expressed recommendations for improving campus services 

for African American women in crisis, that was not a focal point of the study.  Eliciting the 

opinions of individuals who are likely to be clients of campus services is especially important for 

developing support services for nontraditional students (Bauman et al., 2004; Gary et al., 2004).    

Surveying both traditional and nontraditional age African American community college women 

on the services they would like to see on campus is a topic for future research.   

This study involved women who attended two Chicago community colleges.  Another       

research endeavor, to undertake in the future, would be surveying a large, national sample of 

community college officials  to explore the types of services and supports they offer for helping 

students though crisis situations.  Research of that type might reveal model programs that could 

be adapted to fit the needs of African American community college women as well as provide 

insights into the effectiveness of various programs and strategies.    

 Continued research is important to assist women in crises who want to make a difference 

in their lives by attending community college, by seeking higher education, and by succeeding in 

spite of their crisis.  It has been shown that the influence of educated mothers and wives has 
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encouraged others, the next generation of minority men and women, to get an education and to 

reach their potential by striving for their dreams.  
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APPENDIX A 

Interview Questions 
 

 

1. When did you graduate from community college? 

2. What was your major?  

3. What crisis or crises did you experience while attending community college? 

4. While in crisis, what enabled you to persist at community college and reach your 

educational goals? 

5. Did you have support in persisting throughout the crisis?  

6. Did the community college assist you?  If so, what type of assistance did you receive?  

7. If you received assistance from the community college, was that assistance effective?  

Please explain.     

8. In which ways could community college improve services to support and assist African 

American female students in crisis? 

9. What barriers to persistence can be assuaged by both community colleges and the 

community at large in order to sustain African American female students confronted by 

crisis and struggling to achieve their educational goals? 

10. Do you think that your community college education empowered you?   Please explain.     

11. Did you continue to further your education after graduating from the community college?  

Please explain your decision.     

12. Would you recommend that others attend community college?  Please explain 
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APPENDIX B 

Informed Consent – Participant  
 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this study that will take place from June 2008 until 

April, 2009.     This form outlines the purpose of this study and provides a description of your 

involvement and rights as a participant.     

 

I consent to participate in a research project conducted by Marcie Bates, a doctoral student at 

National –Louis University in Chicago, Illinois.     

 

I understand that this study is entitled From Crisis to Empowerment: African American Women 

in Community College.     The purpose of this study is to examine the persistence and goal 

achievement of African American females who self-identify as being in crisis while attending 

community college and ultimately reach their academic goals and graduate.      

 

I understand that my participation will consist of one interview lasting 1-2 hours, with a possible 

second, follow-up interview lasting 1 hour.     I understand that I will receive a copy of my 

transcribed interview at which time I may clarify information.     

 

I understand that my participation is voluntary and there are no anticipated risks or benefits to me 

associated with this research any greater than those encountered in daily life.     Further, I 

understand the information collected from this research could be of benefit to future Africa-

American women “in crisis” seeking a community college degree.     

 

I understand that I can withdraw at any time without prejudice until completion of the 

dissertation.     

 

I understand that only the researcher, Marcie Bates, will have access to a secured file cabinet in 

which all transcripts, tape recordings and field notes will be kept.     

 

I understand that the results of this study may be published or otherwise reported to scientific 

bodies, but my identity will in no way be revealed.     

 

I understand that in the event I have questions or require additional information, I may contact 

the researcher: Marcie Bates, 7351 S. Sacramento Ave. Chicago IL.  60629 (312) 608-7067 or 

mbates56@yahoo.com 
 

I have been informed that if I have any questions or concerns before or during participation that I 

feel have not been addressed by the researcher, I may contact the Primary Advisor and 

Dissertation Chair: Dr. Rebecca Lake, National-Louis University, 122 South Michigan 

Avenue, Chicago, IL 60603, (312) 261-3534 or Rebecca.    Lake@nl.edu 
 

Participant’s Signature_________________________________         Date__________________ 

 

Researcher’s Signature_________________________________         Date _________________ 
  

mailto:mbates56@yahoo.com
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APPENDIX C 

Demographics Questionnaire  
 

Part I & Part II 

 

Student ID Designation________________________ 

 

Thank you for your participation in this survey of the impacts of personal counseling on stress, 

academic success, and retention in community college students.   Please fill out this 

questionnaire honestly, as your identity will be kept confidential.     If you have any questions, 

please feel free to contact the counseling center.   

 

PART I: 

 

PLEASE ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BELOW 

 

1. Please state your date of birth:  __________________ (ex.   12/12/1983) 

2. Where were you born? 

a. If not in the United States, how long have you lived in this country? 

3. What is your ethnicity? 

4. Please state your gender.   

5. Please state the number of credit hours you are currently enrolled in.   

6. Please state the number of credit hours you plan to enroll in the following semester.   

7. Are you working in addition to attending classes? 

a. If yes, how many hours per week? 

8. Please circle your household income.   

  $0 - $25,000  $25,000 - $50,000  $50,000 or MORE 

 

9. What is your current cumulative grade point average (GPA) 

10.   Please state any comments you would like to express if any, in this questionnaire.   

Thank you again for your participation in this survey of the impacts of personal counseling on 

stress, academic success, and retention in community college students.   The questions in this 

scale ask you about your feelings and thoughts during the last month.   In each case, please 

indicate with a check how often you felt or thought a certain way.   

Demographics Questionnaire 

 

Student ID#______________________ 
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PART II: 
 

PLEASE ANSWER THE QUESTIONS BELOW WITH A CHECK MARK 

 

1. In the last month, how often have you been upset because of something that happened 

unexpectedly?  

 
____0 = never     ____1 = almost never   ___2 = sometimes    ____3 = fairly often    ____4 = very often 

 

2. In the last month, how often have you felt that you were unable to control the 

important things in your life? 

 

____0 = never     ____1 = almost never   ___2 = sometimes    ____3 = fairly often    ____4 = very often 

 

3. In the last month, how often have you felt nervous and ‘stressed”? 

 
____0 = never     ____1 = almost never   ___2 = sometimes    ____3 = fairly often    ____4 = very often 

 

4. In the last month, how often have you felt confident about your ability to handle your 

personal problems? 

 

____0 = never     ____1 = almost never   ___2 = sometimes    ____3 = fairly often    ____4 = very often 

 

5. In the last month, how often have you felt that things were going your way? 

 
____0 = never     ____1 = almost never   ___2 = sometimes    ____3 = fairly often    ____4 = very often 

 

6. In the last month, how often have you found that you could not cope with all the 

things that you had to do? 

 
____0 = never     ____1 = almost never   ___2 = sometimes    ____3 = fairly often    ____4 = very often 

 

7. In the last month, how often have you been able to control irritations in your life? 

 
____0 = never     ____1 = almost never   ___2 = sometimes    ____3 = fairly often    ____4 = very often 

 

8. In the last month, how often have you felt that you were on top of things? 

 
____0 = never     ____1 = almost never   ___2 = sometimes    ____3 = fairly often    ____4 = very often 

 

9. In the last month, how often have you been angered because of things that were 

outside of your control? 

 
____0 = never     ____1 = almost never   ___2 = sometimes    ____3 = fairly often    ____4 = very often 
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10. In the last month, how often have you felt difficulties were piling up so high that you 

could not overcome them? 

 
____0 = never     ____1 = almost never   ___2 = sometimes    ____3 = fairly often    ____4 = very often 

 

Cohen & Williamson (1988) 


