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Adult learners are one of the largest growing populations on college campuses. However, many universities do not consider this population generally and Black male adult learners specifically in policy decisions. To address this oversight there has been a growing body of work exploring the experiences of Black male adult learners in higher education, but most theories used to study this population were developed for traditional aged college students. Given the differences in the experiences of Black male adult learners, I developed the Black Male Adult Learner Success Theory (BMALST) to present an asset-based lens in which to study and make institutional decisions that cultivate the academic success of Black male adult learners. In this article I present the journey to developing the BMALST, describe the theory, and discuss how it could be used by institutions to improve the experience for Black male adult learners in higher education.
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Introduction

Rahim: “I might not be a good fit for your study.”

Me: Why?

Rahim: I'm 61 years old!

This interaction with Rahim happened a little over 10 years ago as I was collecting data for my dissertation which explored the experiences of academically successful Black men at a historically Black college and university (HBCU; Goings, 2015). When I first met Rahim, he was a graduating senior construction management major, 62 years old, father of 15 children, and had made millions in the construction industry. Because of his motivation as a youth being centered on making money, he described school having “no value.” Consequently, he dropped out of school in the 8th grade to pursue employment and later would serve in the military as an engineer. As a Black adult he felt it was his duty to come back to his hometown, earn his degree at a HBCU so that all of his accolades would be connected to his alma mater. While he did not need the credential for employment opportunities, he self-described him having the “Bill Gates effect” where he was an expert in his field but due to not having a degree, he would not be allowed to teach the youth what he knew about construction.

When describing Rahim's background during research talks I give at colleges and universities the typical reaction I get is astonishment for him being an older student and still pursuing his degree. I also held a similar reaction when he reached out. When I first interacted with Rahim and several other older students like him in my foundational work, I did what most doctoral students do, I went back to the literature to see what I could understand about older students in college, and while there were studies about this population of students referred to as non-traditional, post-traditional, and/or adult learners (see Gulley, 2021 for a discussion on the implications of terminology), once I added Black and male to my search terms there was very few sources on the population at the time (e.g., Drayton et al., 2016; Rosser-Mims et al., 2014a; Spradley, 2001). For the purposes of this paper I define the term adult learner as a student who is 25 years or older and has one of the following characteristics identified by Horn and Carroll (1996): (1) delayed enrollment in college; (2) attending college part-time; (3) having financial independence; (4) working full-time while taking classes; (5) responsible for dependents (other than spouse); (6) a single parent, and/or; (7) obtaining a high school diploma through an alternative route. However, generally adult learners are one of the largest growing student groups on college campuses with ~38% of students fitting into being an adult learner based on their age alone (Gulley, 2021).

After my experience with Rahim and then understanding the paucity of literature on Black male adult learners I started to reflect on the following three questions:

1. If we truly believe that theory informs practice, what is happening across the university setting to support Black male adult learners if there is no theory or insights about this population being generated?

2. How can we ensure systems within an institution are equitable if certain populations of students are not even on the radars of decision makers?

3. Given the ways that Black men are often valued for their athletic prowess and not their academic ability, how can institutions and institutional actors be equipped to support Black male adult learners when there are very few asset-oriented models to base their decisions from?

When reflecting on my prior research and experiences as a Black male who played basketball in college, I would argue that Black male collegians are uniquely positioned within higher education organizations. For instance, Black male athletes have immense value to institutions when considering the billions of dollars they generate via ticket and merchandise sales, and television deals (Tatos and Singer, 2021). Moreover, due to data from the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) that shows < 38% of first-time Black male undergraduates graduate within a 6-year time frame across public, private, and for-profit institutions (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2016) there have been clarion calls from policy makers to support the retention and graduation of Black males. In many ways institutions profit from the current plight of Black men in higher education. However, despite the value Black men hold to institutions their academic pursuits and outcomes are framed and studied from a deficit thinking perspective. When discussing this deficit perspective I borrow from Valencia (1997) who defined deficit thinking as a framing which, “holds that poor schooling performance is rooted in students' alleged cognitive and motivation deficits while institutional structures and inequitable school that exclude students from learning are held exculpatory” (p. 9).

Consequently, due to Black male adult learners also being discussed from a deficit perspective, I sought to develop a theoretical model that colleges and universities could use that was grounded in an asset-based view. If institutions recognize that they want to be more inclusive to adult learners generally and Black male adult learners specifically, then there must be a shift from solely teaching the students the rules to navigating higher education to taking a systemic look at policies and practices that could be changed and/or implemented to ensure the institution is more responsive to the student needs. Thus, the Black Male Adult Learner Success Theory (BMALST; Goings, 2021) was created as a theoretical framing for institutions to use to center Black male adult learners from an asset-based perspective.

In this article I present the Black Male Adult Learner Success Theory as a model for institutions to consider and explore how it can be applied to address certain policies and practices on campus that if addressed systemically would ensure the retention of Black male adult learners. To contextualize the BMALST framework, I first provide a brief overview of literature on Black male adult learners specifically.



Academic success of Black male adult learners in higher education

When exploring the growing body of literature on Black male adult learners, scholars have explored individual, social-familial, and institutional level factors that have influenced their academic and social experiences on campus. At the individual level, several researchers have attributed the academic success Black male adult learners to their intrinsic motivation (Goings, 2016c, 2018; Goings et al., 2018; Jackson, 2021; Rosser-Mims et al., 2014b), being spiritually grounded (Goings and Hunt, 2023), and willingness to standout as Black men on campus (Goings, 2017a). One interesting aspect around the Black male adult learner experience in college has been how these men stand out and the consequences (both positive and negative of doing so). For example, Goings (2017b) conducted a comparison study of the experiences traditional aged college students (18–22) and adult learners (25 and over) and with interacting with faculty on campus. Findings from this study suggested that for older students they had to implement a strategy referred to as “Not Outshining the Master” to carefully navigate how they engaged in classroom conversations with faculty when they had more practical experience in the area they were studying than the faculty member.

At the socio-familial level, researchers have found that Black male adult learners were successful due to their family support network (Goings, 2016a) and peers on campus (Goings, 2015). While research on traditional aged Black male collegians too mirror similar findings (e.g., Davis et al., 2018), one caveat for adult learners is the role of their children on their academics. In Goings (2015) several of the participants noted the importance their children played in pushing them to go back to school. For some participants, they explained how their children would pose some form of the question: “well if you are telling me education is important and I need a college degree, why don't you have one?” This type of questioning from their children pushed men in this study to re-enroll and succeed academically to set the expectation for their family.

Along with family, other Black male peers on campus have been found to be impactful for the success of adult learners (Goings, 2018; Jackson, 2021). While adult learning scholars explain that adult learners have very different needs and expectations than traditional college students (Kenner and Weinerman, 2011), the literature on Black male adult learners shows how these men benefit from interactions with their fellow adult learners and younger collegians. Findings from Goings (2016a) described a “two-way” support system where Black male adult learners who glean insights from their classmates and they found opportunities to serve as mentors in particular to the younger students in their classes.

Lastly, while limited in scope there have been some studies to explore institutional level factors that influence the trajectory of Black male adult learners in higher education. First, scholars have found that there tends to be differences generally for this group based on whether they attend a PWI or HBCU. For Black men at HBCUs they have been found to encounter a warm institutional environment that fosters their academic success (Goings, 2015, 2016a,b). However, at PWIs Black male adult learners can face a racially hostile and/or unwelcoming environment (Jackson, 2021). Additionally, several studies have suggested Black male adult learners have inconsistent experiences accessing and using campus resources. Jackson (2021) found in his qualitative study that Black male adult learners found that many university services and events were not designed with them in mind, thus they often felt a sense of being bothered on campus.



Overview of the Black Male Adult Learner Success Theory

BMALST was initially developed after several years of having to pull from several asset-based theories that explained the success of Black men in society (Bush and Bush, 2013), community college settings (Wood and Harris, 2014) and 4-year college/university settings (e.g., Harper, 2010, 2012; Palmer et al., 2016). While this work was germane to my understanding, I started to find some nuances to the adult learner experience that were not at the foundation of these theories, which led to the construction of BMALST. As a model to examine the unique experiences of Black male adult learners in higher education and the impact of their various environments on their academic success, BMALST (see Figure 1 diagram) is guided by the following two assumptions:

1. Black male adult learners develop a scholar identity that ultimately positively influences their academic success.

2. Black male adult learners' social-familial-spiritual, institutional, and African diaspora environments influence the development of their scholar identity and ultimately, their academic success.
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FIGURE 1
 Black Male Adult Learner Success Theory model. Reprinted with permission from Adult Education Quarterly, 2021, Vol. 71(2), p. 136. © Ramon Goings 2020.


BMALST builds on Whiting's (2009a,b) scholar identity model (SIM) and Bronfenbrenner's (1979) bioecological systems theory (BST). While I will describe the constructs of the theory in a linear fashion it must be noted that various environmental factors influence how Black men develop a scholar identity (see Table 1 for definitions) and how they succeed academically.

TABLE 1  BMALST scholar identity and environmental construct definitions.


	Scholar identity constructa
	Definition





	Self-efficacy
	Black men have positive perceptions of their academic abilities and embrace challenges. As adult learners they recognize that challenges are an aspect of their lives and view overcoming them as a message for younger generations following them (both family and classmates).

 
	Willing to make sacrifices
	Black men are willing to make short-term sacrifices (e.g., missing social events) to ensure long-term success. As adult learners they recognize that due to their potential expertise in their area(s) of study they may also need to sacrifice being right in classroom settings to ensure they establish positive relationships with professors.

 
	Internal locus of control
	Black men believe their future rides on their own hard work and don't make excuses for their failures. As adult learners they recognize the stakes (i.e., upward mobility) at hand and seek to achieve and will secure help to do so when needed.

 
	Future oriented
	Black men engage in activities that will help their future aspirations. As adult learners they understand the importance of having a vision for their future and strategize on how to fulfill their futures by seeking experience and building relationships with others.

 
	Self-awareness
	Black men develop the ability to recognize and address academic strengths and weaknesses. As adult learners they also leverage the institution to access the resources needed on campus to succeed academically. In situations where those resources are not available they are willing to advocate for what they need.

 
	Need of achievement
	Black men believe academic achievement is valued more than social status. As adult learners they recognize the power earning their college degree can have and have a strong desire to become experts in their field.

 
	Academic self-confidence
	Black men have internal belief they are a strong student. As adult learners they understand that this self-confidence comes from their academic behaviors and pursue supports where needed to enhance their academic abilities.

 
	Racial pride
	Black men take pride in being Black and seek to disrupt negative perceptions. As adult learners they also see themselves as an example for younger Black students on campus on what success looks like and take opportunities to share their wisdom with younger students.

 
	Masculinity
	Black men see academic achievement as a masculine trait. As adult learners they seek their academic achievement as redefining who is envisioned when describing a successful college student.

 
	Environmental constructsb
	Definition

 
	Social-familial-spiritual environment
	The social-familial-spiritual-environmental level of the BMALST involves the interactions Black male adult learners have with individuals they interact with in their daily lives, the interactions that happen among individuals in their lives, and the influence of spirituality on their relationships.

 
	Institutional environment
	Spaces and places on campus and in the surrounding community that can influence Black male adult learner's academic success (e.g., adult learner center).

 
	Societal-African Diaspora environment
	The societal-African diaspora environment captures the ways societal views of Black males in higher education (and society at large) impact how they are perceived on campus, how they respond to bias and racism, and how these experiences influence their academic persistence.







aScholar identity construct definitions derive from and build on Goings (2015, p. 203).

bEnvironmental construct definitions are from Goings and Hunt (2023, p. 245).




Scholar identity model (SIM)

The SIM was developed by Gilman Whiting as an asset-based model to support the development of academic giftedness in Black boys in K-12 settings. However, as discussed in my past work (Goings, 2015, 2016a,b), scholar identity does not leave Black boys as they get older but stays with them through adulthood. Scholar identity is defined as Black boys (and men for BMALST) as someone who is “perceiving themselves as academicians, as studious, and as intelligent or talented in school settings” (Whiting, 2006b, p. 227). Furthermore, scholar identity is comprised of the following nine constructs: (1) self-efficacy; (2) willing to make sacrifices; (3) internal locus of control; (4) future oriented; (5) self-awareness; (6) need for achievement; (7) academic self-confidence; (8) racial pride; and (9) masculinity. For the purposes of space Table 1 provides a definition of each scholar identity construct (see Whiting, 2006a,b, 2009a,b, 2014 for a detailed description of each construct).



The BMALST environment to cultivate scholar identity

While developing a scholar identity is at the core of BMALST, I learned from researching Black male adult learners that the various environments in which they navigate were critical to their scholar identity development. Thus, BMALST borrows from and builds on Bronfenbrenner's (1979) bioecological system theory (BST). As Bronfenbrenner explains, “Seldom is attention paid to the person's behavior in more than one setting or to the way in which relations between settings can affect what happens to them” (p. 18). Given the influence of an individual's environment at various levels, the depiction of the BMALST (see Figure 1) uses concentric circles to represent the interconnectedness of an individual's various environments that influence their behavior. For the purposes of the BMALST, I have adapted new names for each of his nested environments. These names are derived from the environmental factors of success found in previous literature on Black male adult learners. Table 1 provides the names and definitions for each environmental construct (see Goings, 2021 for a more detailed explanation).




Discussion

One of the unique challenges facing adult learners generally and a Black male adult learner specifically is that they are sometimes an afterthought in policy decisions. One of the reasons for this is that institutions typically do not collect and/or report data about their adult learner populations in meaningful ways to inform institutional level decisions. Thus, through using BMALST as a lens there is an opportunity to improve the institutional environment for Black male adult learners by truly understanding their experiences on campus and gaining insights from the institutional members (e.g., admissions counselors, academic advisers, etc.) on how they approach working with this population. One example of this is the Adult Learner Initiative which was funded by the Lumina Foundation as a capacity building project for five HBCUs in North Carolina to “implement politics, programs, and initiative for Black adult learners” (Copridge et al., 2024, p. 5).

When considering developing initiatives, institutions must understand some of the nuances of their adult learning population. First, adult learners more than ever are looking for more flexible education options (Gardner et al., 2022). Consequently, we are seeing growth in enrollment at online universities (i.e., Walden University, Capella University, etc.) and the rapid birth of online and/or hybrid programs at traditionally brick-and-mortar universities. However, how do these universities and programs truly consider the learning styles (outside of course delivery modality) and lived experiences of their adult learners when designing curricular offerings? Moreover, how do we create online environments where Black male adult learners are welcomed and feel that they have adequate access to resources to be academically successful?

Adult learners come to campus with various backgrounds that may impact their retention and graduation. When describing adult learners Horn and Carroll (1996) noted that when describing this student group, they could also be characterized by how many non-traditional student characteristics they had. The authors developed three classifications as students who are: minimally non-traditional (one characteristic), moderately non-traditional (2 or 3 characteristics), or highly non-traditional (4 or more characteristics). This distinction is important to note because universities should collect data on all 7 of Horn and Carrol's adult learner student characteristics so that they can begin to analyze enrollment and retention data to address questions like: Are there differences in the first-year retention of Black male adult learners who are minimally, moderately, or highly nontraditional? What is the relationship between non-traditional classification and likelihood to participate in campus sponsored activities?

Lastly, BMALST provides a lens in which to look at advising practices on college campuses. This is important as myself (Goings, 2018) and Jackson (2021) found the need for advising to be more culturally responsive to the needs of Black male adult learners. I argued previously (i.e., Goings, 2018) that Black male adult learners need advisers whose entire unit encompasses a presence as a cultural navigator which Strayhorn (2015) described as “individuals who strive to help students move successfully through education and life” (p. 59). Furthermore, through a BMALST lens I would contend that cultural navigators also support the development and refinement of Black men's scholar identity.

While the exploration of Black male adult learners in higher education is at its infancy there is much opportunity for institutions to better support this population. However, there needs to be a shift in focusing on institutional structures being improved rather than solely trying to provide Black men with the knowledge of the hidden curricula (i.e., unspoken policies and practices) to navigate colleges and universities. In essence, I would like for my participant Rahim to not feel like an outsider on campus being older in age because colleges and universities embrace and provide the support for students like him to flourish.
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Academic self-confidence

Black men have internal belief they are a strong student. As adult learners they understand that this self-confidence comes from
their academic behaviors and pursue supports where needed to enhance their academic abilities.

Racial pride

Black men take pride in being Black and seek to disrupt negative perceptions. As adult learners they also see themselves as an
example for younger Black students on campus on what success looks like and take opportunities to share their wisdom with
younger students.

Masculinity

Social-familial-spiritual environment

Environmental constructs®  Definitio

Black men see academic achievement as a masculine trait. As adult learners they seek their academic achievement as redefining
who is envisioned when describing a successful college student.

The social-familial-spiritual-environmental level of the BMALST involves the interactions Black male adult learners have with
individuals they interact with in their daily lives, the interactions that happen among individuals in their lives, and the
influence of spirituality on their relationships.

Institutional environment

Societal-African Diaspora environment

success (e.g. adult learner center).

Spaces and places on campus and in the surrounding community that can influence Black male adult learner’s academic

The societal-African diaspora environment captures the ways societal views of Black males in higher education (and society at
large) impact how they are perceived on campus, how they respond to bias and racism, and how these experiences influence
their academic persistence.

*Scholar identity construct definitions derive from and build on Goings (2015, p. 203).
Environmental construct definitions are from Goings and Hunt (2023, p. 245).
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