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The purpose the present study is to explore African American undergraduate students' perceptions of their experiences and academic motivation within a Historically Black College or University (HBCU) learning environment. As part of a larger study, we collected 212 open-ended survey responses from first year students in STEM majors about how the HBCU context shapes their academic motivation. We used semantic thematic data analysis and found three major themes and corresponding sub themes that were salient in the development of students' academic motivation: place (institutional climate, HBCU mission and tradition, and absence of marginalization); pedagogy (culturally relevant pedagogy, positive faculty-student relationships, African American curriculum and instruction, racial socialization); and people (people “like me”; student, faculty and alumni models of high achieving African Americans). We discovered that HBCU institutional factors engendered academic motivation that is rooted in students' racial identity and suggest the construct of racial identity-rooted academic motivation. Given the important and unique realities of African American students that impact their educational experiences, engagement, identity development, and achievement in various types of school contexts, self and sociocultural variables must be included in research and theory on the motivational psychology of African American students. Implications for higher education practice and future research are discussed.
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The psychological science of broadening participation can offer needed insights into factors that promote the achievement of African American students in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields. Academic motivation, for example, is a key variable in students' academic achievement. Yet, traditional academic motivation research and theory have not adequately represented the motivational and educational attributes of African American students. Despite the study of academic motivation of African American students having a long history within the field of educational psychology, cultural integrity approaches are lacking in the extant research and this has limited the validity and utility of the knowledge base. Most motivation theories and research are based in whiteness (Usher, 2018). There is also a lack of deep knowledge about the development of African American students' academic motivation in varying educational contexts. For decades, scholars, such as Banks et al. (1978), Cokley (2001, 2015), Freeman et al. (2002), and Graham and Hudley (2005), have called for more diverse research approaches and theories in the study of the motivational psychology of African American students. In order to better understand the motivation of African American students and provide research evidence that can be used to improve practice, sociocultural variables must be included in research given the important and unique history and realities of African American students that impact their educational experiences, engagement and achievement (Banks et al., 1978; Cokley, 2003; Graham and Hudley, 2005; DeCuir-Gunby and Schutz, 2014). The present study uses an open-ended survey to explore the views of first-year undergraduate students in STEM majors at an Historically Black University about how the Black educational context shapes their academic motivation.

For more than a century, Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) have played a significant role in the provision of higher education to African Americans and others. Founded to provide higher education to African Americans who could not attain it otherwise in the system of segregated schooling, HBCUs have enrolled and produced more than their share of African American college students and graduates. Although HBCUs make up <3% of all colleges and universities, they award more than 15% of all bachelor's degrees to African Americans each year (National Science Foundation, 2016). In addition, in STEM fields, year after year several HBCUs make the list of top producers of African American undergraduates who go onto earn Ph.D.'s in STEM (National Science Foundation, 2016). Thus, studying the education of HBCUs can offer new insight into broadening participation of African American students in STEM. Yet, HBCUs are rarely the subject of study within educational psychology research on the motivation and achievement of African American students. While research that compares the motivation of white and African American students typically depicts African American students' school motivation and achievement as lacking or low, HBCU research on HBCU students reveals positive academic and psychological development of African American students. These unique Black educational contexts are critical socializers of many African American students and studying students in HBCU contexts can provide more culturally grounded research regarding the academic motivation of African American students. Thus, examining HBCU students and contexts in depth is warranted.

The goal of this study is to uncover students' perceptions of their first-year college experiences and academic motivation within an HBCU learning environment. In addition, the study seeks to contribute to the developing psychological science of broadening participation in STEM by describing how HBCUs influence the academic motivation of first-year African American students majoring in STEM. More specifically, we study students at HBCUs to capture and understand African American students' motivation from a culturally-grounded and cultural integrity approach (Burrell et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2019). Cultural integrity approaches focus on the centrality of culture in learning and development, and the strengths and cultural resources that diverse learners bring to the educational context (Boykin, 2000). In addition, in contrast to a common focus in educational psychology on understanding African American students' motivation in relation to experiencing racial stigma, threatening conditions and hostile environments, it is important to examine motivation in racially-affirming contexts, such as HBCUs. Examining the motivation patterns of students at HBCUs can provide new insight into the motivational psychology of African American students.


REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE


Research on African American Students' Motivation and Achievement at HBCUs

There is a large body of scholarship that provides evidence of the effectiveness of HBCUs in terms of: graduating black students; graduates' labor market outcomes; providing greater access to higher education for first generation college students and low-income students than other colleges and universities; advancing social justice, Black heritage and community development; supportive campuses; and producing undergraduates that have higher graduate school participation rates than African American undergraduates from non-HBCUs (Constantine, 1994; Wenglinsky, 1996; Nettles et al., 1999; Gasman et al., 2010; Price et al., 2011; Arroyo and Gasman, 2014). In addition, compared to African American students attending non-HBCUs, African American students at HBCUs report more faculty-student interactions, more positive relationships with faculty, more faculty encouragement and support, and greater participation in research experiences with faculty (Cokley, 2003, 2005; Kim and Conrad, 2006; Gasman et al., 2010; Hurtado et al., 2011; Fountaine, 2012). African American students attending HBCUs also report that they grow more in terms of personal and academic development in college than African American students attending non-HBCUs (Nelson Laird et al., 2007; Sadler, 2014).

Biographies and testimonies of HBCU alumni describe the motivating nature and impact of HBCUs, such as making students feel confident, driven, competent, valued, supported, and expected to achieve. Cokley (2000) examined predictors of academic self-concept among African American students attending HBCUs compared to African American students attending Predominately White Institutions (PWIs). Cokley found that for students at HBCUs, quality of faculty-student relationships and GPA were both strong, positive predictors of academic self-concept, but for students at PWIs, GPA was a much stronger positive predictor of self-concept than quality of student-faculty relationships, which was also a significant positive predictor. Cokley replicated this study in 2002 with a larger sample and found similar but not identical results. In this sample, GPA was the only significant predictor of academic self-concept for African American students attending PWIs, but for African American students attending HBCUs quality of faculty-student relationships was the stronger predictor, followed by GPA. For the most part, studies show that African American students attending HBCUs experience greater intellectual gains, and more positive self-concept and personal development than African American students attending predominately white institutions (Freeman and Thomas, 2002).



Studies of Motivation of African American Undergraduate Students in STEM at HBCUs

Ireland (2016) examined the motivation of 77 Black undergraduate women in computing majors and found that women enrolled at HBCUs had lower psychological cost, lower identity interference, and higher intention to remain in computing majors than women attending non-HBCUs. In a survey study of 639 African American undergraduate women in engineering majors, Rockliffe (2020) found that women attending HBCUs (n = 131) had significantly higher engineering identity, academic self-efficacy, and fewer incidents of racial microaggressions than African American women in engineering majors at non-HBCUs. Lopez et al. (2006) administered a survey to 1,789 undergraduate students in computer science (CS) majors at 21 HBCUs and 21 non-HBCUs. They found that HBCU CS students had lower mathematics self-efficacy than CS students at PWIs. Also, women had lower computer self-efficacy than men among White CS students, but not among African American CS students. Lent et al.'s (2005) survey study of 487 undergraduate students in engineering majors at two HBCUs and one PWI showed that the HBCU students reported significantly higher academic self-efficacy, outcome expectations, technical interests, social supports, and goals than students at PWIs. Smith et al.'s (2014) study of 14 HBCU students in engineering majors showed how social responsibility and community were part of students' motivation to achieve in engineering. Finally, White et al. (2019) gave a survey to 374 students from five HBCUs and found that science efficacy, racial identity and science grades were positively related.

The extant research, which consists mostly of between-group comparative, survey studies, shows a more positive psychological profile of African American students attending HBCUs than African American students attending non-HBCUs, but they provide little detailed and contextualized evidence about the nature of HBCU learning environments and how motivation is cultivated in these contexts. Social variables, such as positive relationships with faculty and peers, and self-beliefs, such as self-efficacy and self-concept, are key in students' motivation and achievement in STEM fields (Museus et al., 2011). But most studies look at differences between students' characteristics and outcomes at HBCUs and non-HBCUs, and rarely examine what is occurring in the institutions that is contributing to differences in students' attributes. Although HBCUs are known as top producers of Blacks in STEM, their institutional contexts are not sufficiently studied to gain evidence about dimensions of the HBCU context and education that promote positive student development and outcomes. Understanding multiple institutional factors that explain the success of HBCUs in enhancing students' motivation and achievement in STEM is needed, however research on institutional factors that account for the large number of Black college graduates in STEM is limited (Museus et al., 2011).

There are a few studies, with small numbers of schools and participants, that have examined the institutional characteristics and practices of HBCUs that are related to students' motivation and achievement. Freeman et al. (2008) conducted a quasi-experimental study at two HBCUs and found that participating in collaborative learning communities in STEM classes was positively related to students' intrinsic motivation. In a case study of African American women in STEM majors at a Historically Black College for women, Perna et al. (2009) found that the HBCU provided an institutional climate that promoted students' psychological readiness to be successful in STEM including a cooperative peer culture, faculty accessibility, and undergraduate research opportunities. In a qualitative case study of six African American women who graduated from HBCUs for their undergraduate degree and went on to graduate programs in mathematics or chemistry at PWIs, Joseph (2012) found that students described that HBCUs nurtured their self-concept and prepared them to be successful in graduate school environments through hands-on faculty and a strong sense of identity. These studies reveal aspects of institutional climate and faculty practice that enhance students' motivation and achievement in STEM. More studies that use open-ended and qualitative methods to examine how the HBCU context shapes students' motivation and achievement, across a range of HBCUs, are warranted. In addition, research that examines how HBCU institutional characteristics interact with students' motivation variables is needed (Gasman et al., 2010).



The Present Study

The purpose of this study is to explore how HBCUs shape the academic motivation of first-year students in STEM majors. We use a distinctive multimethod approach to capture these students' own words to describe their educational experiences. In so doing, we adopt a pragmatic theoretical perspective, as well as survey research design methodology that targets a single open-ended response prompt and a thematic analysis method to interpret students' first-year experiences in an HBCU learning environment that are related to their academic motivation. The open-ended survey responses provide “natural language” typical in qualitative inquiry in psychology (see Levitt et al., 2018), as well as compelling and conceptually complicated vantage points from which to explore students' motivational psychology. Furthermore, in organizational research, “open-ended questions are used … to explore, explain, and/or reconfirm existing ideas” (Jackson and Trochim, 2002, p. 308). Geer (1991) also provides evidence that open-ended survey questions can be used to measure salient topics with undergraduate students. Finally, our position as researchers is insiders of HBCUs (the first two authors are HBCU faculty; and all authors are HBCU graduates) and thus we have extensive varied experience at HBCUs and interpret the data with this knowledge base.




METHOD


Participants and Data Sources

The present study is part of a 4-year (2008–2012) longitudinal, concurrent mixed-methods study funded by the National Science Foundation Historically Black Colleges and Universities Undergraduate Program (HBCU-UP) Education Research Project1 grant program. The objective of the larger study was to examine what works in producing African American science and mathematics teachers at HBCUs. One component of the project included a 4-year longitudinal quantitative survey of a freshmen cohort of STEM majors at a flagship, private HBCU. The sample for the survey was recruited from the 2008–09 freshmen cohort of STEM majors attending college for the first time. In total, 323 students were included in the sample, which represented ~80% of the total freshmen STEM majors at the university that year. The baseline sample was 71% women, 65% biology majors, 18% engineering majors, 7% chemistry majors, 4% computer science majors, and 2% mathematics majors. More than 80% of the sample identified as Black/African Americans (81%) and 14% identified as Multiple Race including Black. The average level of education among students' mothers and fathers was some college.



Procedures

Students were recruited during freshman week at the university, which was before classes began. Researchers recruited students in dormitories, orientation meetings, and other events. We conducted several in-person group survey administrations, to collect multiple baseline measures from the students during freshman week. After the baseline survey, all surveys were administered to the students via the web, using the SurveyMonkey online survey tool. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants before they completed each survey. Participants received $10 for completing the baseline survey, and $15 for each subsequent survey. The data for the present study come from the survey that was administered online to the students at the end of their first semester. On the survey, students were asked to explain their perceived importance of attending an HBCU for their academic motivation using the following open-ended question “what is the value of attending an HBCU in terms of your educational ambitions?” We phrased the question in this manner to use neutral language that would elicit responses that focused on students' motivation and the impact of attending a Black college on students' motivation. In total, we collected 212 open-ended responses.



Data Analytic Approach

Data analysis was conducted by three researchers and occurred in several stages. We conducted semantic thematic analysis in order to uncover patterns in the data about students' motivation characteristics and how HBCUs shape students' academic motivation. We used an inductive approach with open coding as our goal was to develop codes from the raw data and not use a priori codes. We coded each open-ended response and through analysis and interpretation linked codes into categories and larger themes. According to Braun and Clarke (2006), “a theme captures something important about the data in relation to the research question, and represents some level of patterned response or meaning with the data set” (p. 10). We followed the procedures for semantic thematic data analysis as described by Braun and Clarke (2006), which included the following steps: (1) reading and re-reading the data to become familiar with it; (2) generating initial codes; (3) searching for themes; (4) reviewing themes; and (5) defining and naming themes.

In the first stage of analysis, all three researchers read through of all the data and developed codes and a codebook. We then coded a portion of the responses together and revised the codes and codebook for clarity, removal of redundant codes, etc. In the next step, two of the three researchers coded all the data by hand and then entered all of the coded data into the QSR NVivo 9 software for further analysis. We used to NVivo to conduct code frequency analysis and code relational analysis. We used the results of the code frequency and relational analyses to augment our interpretation of how codes related to each other and combined into themes, which facilitated our process of searching for themes, and defining and naming themes and sub-themes. Throughout data analysis, each researcher wrote “analytic memos” to record the process of coding, interpretations during analysis, and development of themes (Miles et al., 2014). We engaged in regular team meetings to discuss the ongoing analysis and emergent themes and revised themes to ensure that each theme was accurately reflected by the data and codes, and that themes (and their sub-themes) were distinct from each other. Upon triangulation and consensus across all three researchers, final themes and sub-themes were decided.




RESULTS

Three themes emerged regarding the salient dimensions of HBCUs that influenced students' motivation: Place: The HBCU Context; Pedagogy: Culturally Relevant Pedagogy; and People: The Impact of being Surrounded by High Achieving African Americans (people “like me”). As shown in Table 1, each theme had several sub-themes. Place included positive institutional climate, HBCU mission and tradition, and absence of marginalization in school. Culturally relevant pedagogy, faculty-student relationships, curriculum, instruction, and racial socialization were components of pedagogy. People referred to faculty, students, and alumni at HBCUs that constitute a large group/ concentration of models (people “like me”) who are exemplars of Black educational achievement. Taken together, these themes reflect the ways that students describe how attending an HBCU positively influences their academic motivation. Each theme is described in greater detail below with corresponding illustrative student quotes.


Table 1. Themes and subthemes in how the HBCU Shapes Students' Academic Motivation.
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Place: The HBCU Context
 
HBCU Mission and Tradition

Founded to educate freed African American slaves, HBCUs have been providing educational opportunity and higher education to African American (and other) students for more than 150 years. The mission and tradition of HBCUs resonate today on campuses as much as they did at the founding of HBCUs in the 19th century, which was expressed by students as important for their academic motivation in responses, such as the following: “There is so much history at [the HBCU]. Many greats have walked the paths of [the HBCU], and the legacy lives on through their descendants.” (Qt1) And,

I feel that the pride that is also foster in the African American community and Black heritage is also greatly due to the high esteem that HBCUs were founded upon and those values in turn foster a certain drive in black students. (Qt2)

The greatest value of attending a historically black university is the connection to history you feel. When I arrived at [HBCU] and visited the museum in [the] library I saw a picture from 1950 of women standing in the building I now live in; I felt as if I was a part of history. That feeling encourages me to do the best I can. (Qt3)

The HBCU in this study has a strong academic reputation and track record of producing high-achieving African American graduates, particularly in STEM. The physical environment captures this legacy and embodies the mission and tradition of African American achievement. The place represents achievement, and you feel it when you are in that place, which shapes students' motivation. The history of achievements permeates the physical environment and institutional climate.



Positive Institutional Climate

HBCUs are widely known for having an institutional climate that is supportive, nurturing, and family-like. We also found ample evidence of this value of HBCUs in the present study. The relatedness dimension of the climate—nurturing, belongingness, and positive relationships—was repeatedly cited as a major value of HBCUs. Supportive institutional climate was a significant influence on students' achievement motivation, as shown in responses, such as these: “I feel that the greatest value of attending a historically black university is the close knit family environment that the campus provides” (Qt4); “I feel that I will experience a special kind of nurturance that will prepare me for a successful career” (Qt5); and

…. I know for me as a student, so I started in HBCU and then I went to [PWI] and then I went to [another PWI], but I needed to be at a HBCU. I don't think that all HBCU's are equal [but] one thing that is unique to a HBCU is that it is nurturing. (Qt6)

Positive relationships in particular are important features of the HBCU context and climate that enhance students' motivation. Students describe that they need this type of nurturing environment to promote their success.



Absence of Marginalization in School

Another important dimension of the climate included an educational environment in which students were not marginalized because of their race, and a place that provides a counternarrative to the prevailing stereotypes and negative narratives about African Americans that are pervasive in broader society. Many students contrasted experiences in predominately white institutions and HBCUs. Some talked about the positive influence of the HBCU environment in contrast to the all-white school environments they had attended previously. The following responses describe this nature of the HBCU context:

Firstly it was important to me to remove myself from the all white environment I was previously in, for the fact that I believed that I was at a disadvantage compared to my other non-black classmates. [HBCU] is a non-bias school where I can be judged on the quality of my work. (Qt7)

… the HBCU experience is unlike any other. As a Black student who has been educated in predominately white schools for the majority of my education, I have experienced the struggle of attempting to receive an education as a minority; while I went to the top schools in my state and was successful in my studies, my achievements were always secondary to those of my white counterparts. I was marginalized in my educational societies, and only received academic and social recognition from teachers and peers when I far exceeded the school's expectations. On the converse, at [HBCU] I have felt the remarkable power of being educated amongst my social and cultural peers. Our race ties us together because of our shared common history; I could not receive this educational experience at any PWI. For many Black students, the chance to live and learn amongst a racial majority establishes a sense of equality and self-worth that was previously unexplored. (Qt8)

I think that a lot of people are convinced that you can't be successful and be “black” at the same time. Attending a historically black university introduces you to the range of people included within the range, all with their minds set on success. It can change your perception and increase your confidence in yourself and your race. (Qt9)

Students describe how being in the HBCU space allows them to see Black success, which refutes prevailing stereotypes about African Americans, makes them proud, raises their confidence and expectancies for success, and is motivating. At HBCUs, racial marginalization, stereotypes, and master narratives about the intellectual inferiority of African Americans are shattered. One aspect of culturally relevant pedagogy is disrupting inequities in education and economic opportunities for African Americans (Ladson-Billings, 2013; Leonard and Martin, 2013), which is also the HBCU mission.




Pedagogy: Culturally Relevant Pedagogy

Pedagogical practices of HBCU faculty were a salient contributor the development of motivation of first year students. Faculty approaches and instructional practices that students described can be viewed as culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995; Howard and Rodriguez-Minkoff, 2017). Culturally relevant pedagogy is teaching that uses students' culture as a vehicle and asset for learning in the classroom, fosters high achievement and cultural identity among African American students, and promotes critical consciousness among teachers and students. The culturally relevant pedagogy included several subthemes: faculty caring and faculty-student relationships; African American focused curriculum and instruction; and racial socialization.


Faculty Caring and Faculty-Student Relationships

Students favorably described the caring and commitment of faculty, positive relationships among faculty and students, and faculty high expectations for student success. The following responses are two of the many student responses that highlighted the instrumental role of faculty in the development of students' motivation and achievement:

The greatest value of attending a historically black university is the professors. The professors in the … department really want to help each student do the best they can while at [college] and once they leave. They go the extra mile by looking over your applications to programs or talking to you about career choices. I don't think students receive that level of care at other universities. (Qt10)

…I plan on going into the medical profession and I feel that by attending a HBCU it has better prepared me to go on and succeed in medical school, much more than a state school or non-HBCU would. I believe an HBCU provides a more academically encouraging environment in which the faculty care about your success. Personally, for me, I do not believe I would be as involved academically with working alongside faculty doing research if I was at any other institution. (Qt11)

Students discussed faculty caring and positive relationships as critical influences on their motivation. Students explained how faculty are dedicated to their success, supportive and encouraging and this enhances students' engagement and positive emotions. Students describe a connection with faculty and feeling like faculty understand and identify with them. Some students describe HBCUs as being different from non-HBCUs in terms of the level of faculty nurturing, student-centeredness, caring about the well-being and development of the students, and commitment to ensuring students' success. Students identify and feel a relatedness with faculty, and this enhances their motivation in school, as said by this student: “I think your professors identify with the students more at HBCU's. It's comforting and encouraging.” (Qt12) HBCU faculty are described as hands on and having high expectations for the academic success of African American students, which has been shown in other studies (Gasman et al., 2010; Joseph, 2012).



African-American Curriculum and Instruction

In addition, students emphasized the effectiveness of faculty teaching and the motivating aspects of course content, which included a focus on African American history, culture and accomplishments. Students made the following types of responses that reflect this sub-theme: “Professors at HBCUs understand how we as blacks learn and can relate to us,” (Qt13) and,

[HBCU] is really exposing me to a lot of things historically, professionally, and socially that I do not feel I could have learned at a non-HBCU. It teaches me the things about the African American race and history that I was not taught in school making me more confident and proud to be a black woman. (Qt14)

I think the one of the best aspects of attending an HBCU is the well-rounded education you receive. Each class I have taken at [HBCU] teaches things outside of the Western ideas or perspectives, and also incorporates black history and culture into the lessons. (Qt15)

HBCUs are well-known reservoirs of Black culture and history; many aspects of the HBCU curricula incorporate African-American, African, and Black studies and history, providing their students with a strong sense of their history, culture, and purpose. As repositories for black heritage, HBCUs are rich arenas that help promote and incorporate Black and African history in American society and more importantly, my life. (Qt16)

Students described faculty using teaching methods that build in and on students' background knowledge, interests, and cultural characteristics, and they use material that is relevant to students. Students learned new knowledge about African Americans and other multicultural content and this engaged and motivated students and enhanced their sense of self-efficacy and identity. As one student described the education at the HBCU: “…you get a sense of culture as well as a good education.” (Qt17) Because students are gaining new knowledge about African Americans and their history and accomplishments, this enhances students' regard for African Americans, or racial pride in the achievements of African Americans, and this enhances students' motivation.



Racial Socialization

Faculty also engage in racial socialization of students, preparing them for careers as well as the world—as Black people. Racial socialization is interactions between teachers and students about what is means to be Black in America and how to thrive in a racialized context (Stevenson et al., 2002). Above and beyond teaching academic subjects, faculty engage actively in socializing students in terms of how to prepare for future careers as African Americans, as two students described: “Teachers give you a perspective of what it will be like in America's workforce as an African American.” (Qt18) And, “Going to a HBCU gets you ready to move to the next level because it properly prepares you for the things you will encounter in leaving a black university going to a white university.” (Qt19)

Racial socialization is a part of culturally relevant teaching for African American undergraduate students, because work and graduate education are highly racialized and racial socialization can positively prepare students for those next levels given that racial socialization is positively associated with school and mental health outcomes for African Americans (Nebblett et al., 2012). Foster (2008) describes how graduate schools and companies recruit HBCU students because of the unique academic preparation and psychological strengths they gained at HBCUs. The data show that culturally relevant pedagogy can have a significant positive influence on the racial identity, self-efficacy and academic motivation of African American students.




People: The Impact of Being Surrounded by High-Achieving African Americans (People “Like Me”)

Repeatedly throughout the responses, students expressed that interacting, working and learning with similar others (i.e., African Americans who are attaining academic success) is confidence-building and motivating. Numerous times in the data, students described the powerful and positive effect of being surrounded by people “like me.” The following statement, “Being surrounded by people who look like me and are focused, intelligent, and driven toward a positive goal is amazing. It makes me proud and pushes me to do better” (Qt20), and the statements below are some of the many responses that reflect this theme:

When I was in Canada, I never had a teacher who was like me. It wasn't until I came to the States and then it impressed me to no end that I had black teachers teaching math and science. And, I just felt like, wow, you know, had I not come so far, I wouldn't, I would never have known that we even existed and that we were capable of doing this, and doing it well. (Qt21)

Every day we are surrounded by amazing people. Whether it happens to be a professor or a student, we are all striving for excellency. Instead of walking around and seeing people that don't look like me, I'm reminded how beautiful the black culture is and what positive things we are capable of. (Qt22)

The greatest value of attending an HBCU is seeing other black people working hard to become professionals in so many different fields. This makes me more confident in myself and makes me more motivated to make an effort to excel academically. (Qt23)

The responses demonstrate how models boost self-efficacy, racial pride/racial identity, and motivation for African American students, which is aligned with the principles of social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1986). Bandura explains that “successes by others raises observers' outcome expectations and judgments of their own performance capabilities” (p. 301). And, “… it is probably the more proximal successes of similar peers that operate as recurring motivators in day-to-day activities” (p. 302). Observing similar others achieve boosts one's sense of self-efficacy. In addition, the responses reflect how the students' motivation is rooted partly in their racial identity. Being surrounded by other African Americans who are attaining success and who they identity with, has a powerful positive impact on their own academic motivation.




DISCUSSION

The purpose of the present study was to use open-ended survey data to explore how HBCUs shape African American first-year STEM students' academic motivation. In so doing, we used students' natural language to explain “the value of attending an HBCU for their ambitions.” As such, the study provides an initial understanding of the sociocultural and situational nature of academic motivation afforded by an HBCU learning context. First-year STEM students described experiences within their college learning environment that included the following: (1) being taught Black and multicultural content in their courses by faculty who care about them and want them to excel; (2) being surrounded by and experiencing relatedness with people like them who are models of African American education and career success; and (3) the nurturing nature of the HBCU context and climate. In addition, this study illustrates the utility of using open ended survey data as a rich source of insight (Miller and Lambert, 2014) into complex phenomena. It also supports Gergen et al.'s (2015) assertion about the promises of the use of qualitative data to advance cultural understanding.

The findings highlight the social-cognitive nature of African American students' motivational psychology and the importance of context, culture, models and social relationships (Eccles and Wigfield, 2020). Bandura (1977, 1986) suggests that most human learning occurs observationally, through modeling. In this study, models were salient and provide a representation of where identity and motivation are linked for African American students: they observe peers, faculty and alumni in the HBCU context and they identity with these models of success, which shapes their motivational psychology. Faculty-student relationships and faculty caring are essential parts of an HBCU culturally responsive education and the cultivation of students' motivation and achievement. As described by Usher (2018), “The teacher-student relationship is a daily occasion for the affirmation (or denial) of one's personhood” (p. 141). Social variables are significant sources of African American students' academic self-efficacy, which has been found in other studies (Cokley, 2000, 2002). Relatedness, vicarious experiences, and social learning are primary sources of HBCU students' motivation and achievement.

In addition, the findings underscore that social, emotional, and psychological well-being are foundational to students' successful learning experiences. The HBCU educational environment is designed intentionally to focus on personal and academic development of African American students, and the context creates racial and personal pride and other positive emotions (e.g., joy), which promote students' social and emotional development. Social-emotional learning (SEL) supports students' positive identity development, self-efficacy, and motivation in school (CASEL, 2020; McKinney de Royston et al., 2020). Positive social relationships in school are particularly important for academic success of African American students, which emanates from the shared cultural values of communalism and cultural socialization in the African American community (Boykin, 1986; Hilliard et al., 1990; Hilliard, 1995). In addition, the African American tradition in education and African-centered education, focus on the holistic development of African American students including agency, cultural identity, intellectual, spiritual, and moral development (Lee, 2008; Shockley and Lomotey, 2020), which also embodies the principles of SEL. In sum, good schools support students' holistic development, identities, and social-emotional development (McKinney de Royston et al., 2020).


Conceptual Framework: Racial Identity-Rooted Academic Motivation

Furthermore, it stood out to us that the students' responses reflect how HBCU institutional factors engender academic motivation that is rooted partly in students' racial identity. That is, from their experiences in the HBCU context, students have a boost in their racial identity, such as racial pride and racial private regard (Sellers et al., 1997), and this becomes a source of students' academic motivation—leading to what we call racial identity-rooted academic motivation. Being surrounded by and engaging with other African Americans who are attaining success, and who they identity with, boosts students' racial identity, and self-efficacy, and has a significant impact on their academic motivation. In another study that was part of our larger project (Freeman et al., 2012), we found that in the first year of college the racial identity (private regard) of this group of students increased significantly (Mean at baseline = 4.12, Mean at end of year 1 = 5.90). In addition, we found that students that had larger increases in private regard had higher grades (3.5 cumulative GPA and above) than students with smaller increases in private regard (<3.5 cumulative GPA). Our findings are consistent with other studies that show that high private regard (racial pride) is associated positively with motivation and academic achievement for African American students (Chavous et al., 2003; Griffin et al., 2012; Hope et al., 2013).

In Figure 1 we propose a conceptual model of how dimensions of the HBCU context cultivate African American students' academic motivation, through self-efficacy and racial identity. When African American students have a positive experience within the HBCU context (place), and with people and pedagogy, their knowledge, racial pride and identity, and self-efficacy are enhanced. The physical, psychological, intellectual and social experience of the HBCU campus, shapes students' knowledge and self-beliefs, particularly racial identity (private regard) and self-efficacy, which promote students' academic motivation (outcome expectations, interests, values and goals). Statements, such as the following represent racial identity-rooted academic motivation: “Attending a historically black university…can change your perception and increase your confidence in yourself and your race.” “Being surrounded by people who look like me and are focused, intelligent, and driven toward a positive goal is amazing. It makes me proud and pushes me to do better.” Students gain new knowledge in their classes through culturally relevant pedagogy, and racial identity, self-efficacy and academic motivation are sprung up: “It teaches me the things about the African American race and history that I was not taught in school making me more confident and proud to be a black woman.” Students' experiences in the HBCU context significantly impact their sense of self, which in turn increases their motivation; for example as reflected in this statement from a student who saw a picture from 1950 of women in her dorm: “I felt as if I was a part of history. That feeling encourages me to do the best I can.” The student's motivation to “do the best I can” is fostered by the connection/identity she felt with the HBCU/others in the HBCU community. Self-efficacy and racial identity are positively shaped by the HBCU context and are significant positive predictors and components of academic motivation for African American students. The construct of racial identity-rooted academic motivation aligns conceptually with the Eccles (2009) expectancy-value theory model connecting social identities to motivation, and Oyserman's (2015) identity-based motivation theory.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1. Conceptual framework: The development of racial identity-rooted academic motivation at an HBCU.


To summarize, the study illustrates how dimensions of the HBCU context enhance African American first year students' knowledge and self-beliefs, particularly racial private regard and self-efficacy, which promote students' racial identity-rooted academic motivation. The findings depict ways that HBCUs provide person-context congruence for African American students. In HBCU contexts, African American students feel cultural and racial context congruence, which fosters school belonging and the positive development of students' identity and motivation (Byrd and Chavous, 2011). Jackson (2013) found similar results in a study of 12 Black women majoring in STEM who transferred to a Southern HBCU from community colleges. The students describe the HBCU as a safe place to develop an identity in STEM. In contrast to most K-12 schools and historically white institutions, HBCUs provide African American students an experience of academic achievement being the rule of the Black experience and not the exception or something that Black students have to choose to do at the expense of their racial identity as has been documented in other studies (e.g., Rodgers, 2008), and this is motivating.



Implications for Practice

Institutions of higher education can use the results of this study to inform their own practice aimed at Black college student success (Arroyo and Gasman, 2014). The natural language and themes generated in this study provide real examples of culturally relevant teaching that can be understood by others and used by others in their practice. Culturally relevant pedagogy included students' engagement with diverse literature and perspectives in courses, including and especially regarding African American achievements and history. It also included racial socialization in the form of teaching and messages about being Black in America and how to be successful being Black in America. Historically White Institutions can re-do their curricula to remove racist and marginalizing content and add more diverse content. In addition, the findings highlight that faculty are key in the training the next generation of scientific talent (Hurtado et al., 2011). Recruiting new diverse faculty with different worldviews and critical consciousness should be a priority for institutions. Faculty development in the areas of culturally relevant and anti-racist education, and teaching to promote college student identity, motivation and socioemotional development are important areas for strategic planning and investment also. Additionally, providing spaces for African American students to create community, strong relationships and cultural experiences like the HBCU experiences described in this study can be an institutional goal.



Limitations and Future Research

One limitation of the present study is the results may be generalizable only to African American students in STEM majors at HBCUs. Additionally, given that women made up 71% of the participants, findings may be limited to women at HBCUs. We did not explore the findings for men and women separately which may have masked some important gender differences and intersectional experiences. For example, Cokley (2001), using a sample of 258 undergraduate HBCU students, found that women reported higher levels of academic motivation than men, and also racial identity, academic self-concept, and intrinsic motivation were positively correlated for women, but they were not among men. Gendered and intersectional experiences of HBCU students, in STEM fields and more broadly, need further study. Also, compared to in-depth qualitative methods, the single open-ended survey question may be limited in its ability to capture students' experiences in the HBCU context and the situated and sociocultural nature of academic motivation. Future qualitative research using interview and observation methods can examine more deeply the social, observational, and culturally sustaining learning that occurs in HBCUs.

Finally, we encourage future race-focused educational psychology research to examine culturally affirming experiences and strengths-based approaches to African American students' academic motivation, to add new types of sociocultural knowledge to the knowledge base that mostly focuses on understanding the impact of negative experiences, such as racism and marginalization. Research on racism and racial barriers that African American students face is important. Some African American students are motivated to attain school success as a form of resistance to racism (Nasir et al., 2016). Yet, it is just as important to examine the meaning and significance of African and African American historical legacy, achievement, culture and community for African American students' motivation, strivings, and how they navigate schooling. This is an avenue for future research.




CONCLUSION

We use a rare approach to capture students' own words to describe their educational experiences. The open-ended survey responses provided “natural language” typical in qualitative inquiry in psychology (see Levitt et al., 2017, 2018), as well as compelling and conceptually complicated vantage points from which to explore students' motivational psychology. Our position as researchers is insiders of HBCUs and we have extensive varied experience at HBCUs. Taken together, reporting all of these elements of our study and discussing what they might suggest for advancing knowledge in educational psychology about HBCUs illustrates a form of methodological integrity that is aligned with the new American Psychological Association (APA) Journal Article Reporting Standards (JARS) (American Psychological Association, 2020).

Given the important and unique realities of African American students that impact their educational experiences, engagement, identity development, and achievement in various types of school contexts, self and sociocultural variables must be included in research on the motivational psychology of African American students (Graham, 1994; Graham and Hudley, 2005). In addition, the freshman year experience is critical in determining college success, especially in the gateway STEM courses. Studying African American college students in an HBCU learning context is a key point of differentiation in this study from others in educational psychology and within the science of broadening participation (see Ireland et al., 2018). During late adolescence and early adulthood, identity development is salient, and colleges play a key socializing role in nurturing positive identities and academic motivation of students. African American college students' identity development is not only complicated by their entry into the developmental stage of emerging adulthood, but also by the psychological complexity of the meaning of race within the culture of a racialized society (Winston et al., 2004; Winston, 2012; Winston and Winston, 2012). This study offers new culturally-specific knowledge about self and school context factors that are important to understand the motivational psychology of African American students. HBCUs create a learning environment in which students during the first year of college can see themselves in ways that are in stark contrast to broader social roles defining what African Americans ought to be like. The developmental timing of this early college experience is potentially transformative because young adulthood is a critical time in students' personal and academic development.
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