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ABSTRACT 
Rettler-Pagel, T. M. Influences of success for community college Black women in online 
learning experiences. Ed.D. in Student Affairs Administration and Leadership, May 
2021, 242pp. (T. Svoboda) 
 

This phenomenological study explored the influences of Black community college 
women learners' successful online learning experiences through their described 
observations, perceptions, and experiences. The drivers for a study about the successful 
online experiences of Black community college women were twofold. First, despite the 
substantial amount of research that exists about students and online learning experiences, 
the student voices of Black women in community college settings were mostly absent. 
Second, the online course success rates for Black women significantly lagged behind 
White women at the research site called for exploring and understanding what contributes 
to Black women's success in online learning experiences. The study's design focused on a 
success mindset rather than a deficit one, allowing the participants to identify what 
precisely contributed to their success in the online environment. The study's findings 
point to implications that may influence student services, course design, teaching 
methods, and institutional policies, processes, and procedures.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Success and persistence of minoritized students in higher education have long 

been of interest across all functional areas in higher education institutions and particularly 

within online learning environments (Bonaparte, 2014; O'Keefe, 2013; Shapiro et al., 

2017; Staples, 2014). Online success rates for students of color are lower than their 

success rates in face-to-face offerings, with Black students experiencing the steepest drop 

in online course success rates (Xu & Jaggars, 2013). The lower success rates for Black 

students comes at a time when online enrollments continue to outpace overall enrollment 

growth nationally, with most recent estimates indicating that about 30% of all students 

enrolled in at least one online course (Allen & Seamen, 2016). As online enrollments 

continue to rise, the overall online success rates of students of color have not seen the 

same increases (Carr, 2000; Kaupp, 2012; Morris & Finnegan, 2008; Tyler-Smith, 2006).  

The variables that contribute to student success are difficult to pinpoint. Some 

research has identified students of color coming to college-level online courses as less 

prepared than their White peers as a possible consideration (Park & Choi, 2009; Shulock, 

2010). Yet, success measures may be subjective, as researchers have yet to identify and 

agree on the defined factors or elements that result in a student's decision to end their 

education. For instance, Tirrell (2009) argued the challenges in identifying distinct factors 

and influences of success might be a consequence of higher education institutions 

struggling to shift away from traditional education approaches bound by time, place and 

efficiency, and environment, including online.  
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The influences on a student's success in online learning environments have not 

been explicit in the research, especially when viewed from online students of color. The 

root causes and influences of online success rates are difficult to isolate, and it may be 

time to reframe the questions we ask that can help get to the core of identifying what 

contributes to online success for students of color. Some research has explored strategies 

that support persistence and success, such as positive faculty interaction as a promoter of 

success (Robertson & Mason, 2008). However, much of the existing research on online 

students has focused on barriers to success, framing the issues from a deficit or failure 

lens (Callan, 2018).  

This deficit-focused research about online learning problematizes students instead 

of focusing on course and institutional barriers that inhibit success. For instance, some 

research suggests community college online learners enter school with more learning 

challenges (Bailey et al., 2010) and have personal, family, and external conflicts and 

responsibilities that are difficult to balance with their courses (Hyllegard et al., 2008). 

These challenges are often cited as the reason for a student's failure in the online 

environment (Shea & Bidjerano, 2019). Yet, in reality, institutional barriers exist that may 

hinder online learners' success. Liu et al. (2007) discovered institutional barriers, such as 

time limits on obtaining a degree, lack of counseling services, limited support groups, and 

limited childcare service, may negatively influence student success, particularly for those 

students with personal, family, and external conflicts and responsibilities. Moving away 

from deficit-focused research about online students encourages identifying and 

discovering the strategies, supports, practices, policies, and approaches that contribute to 

online student success (Bivens, 2016). 
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The literature needs more online learners' voices, especially voices from 

minoritized and other underrepresented learners, to identify research-based strategies, 

supports, and practices that contribute to online student success. The research gap, 

including few studies on Black women who have been successful students in online 

learning environments at community college settings, needs to be addressed. The lack of 

research on the online course learning experiences of successful students of color, and in 

particular Black women, suggests a need for more direct interventions, classroom 

structures, teaching methods, and positive experiences to support online success and 

persistence (Okwumabua et al., 2011; O'Neal, 2013; Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014). 

Research that delves into the online learning experiences of Black women and reflects 

what these women think, feel, and experience about their success in online learning 

environments, could identify effective success and retention strategies for faculty, staff, 

administrators, and policymakers, filling research gaps within the literature. 

Statement of the Problem 

The availability of research about the online learning experiences of students of 

color is inadequate and limited. Narrowing the search for scholarly work focused on 

Black women's success in online learning environments at community colleges is even 

more scarce (Boyette, 2008; Kuo & Belland, 2016; O'Neal, 2013; Patterson-Stephens et 

al., 2017). The sparse amount of research about the successful online learning 

experiences of Black women in community colleges is challenging because the 

experiences and voices of this population have not been fully explored (Strayhorn & 

Johnson, 2014).  
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The scarcity of research that reflects the student voices of Black women in online 

learning environments at community colleges and what these students specifically 

identify as critical to their online success is concerning for several reasons. First, the 

disproportionate research given to four-year students of color and Black men minimizes 

Black women students' experiences in community colleges. In addition to being online 

students, many Black community college women manage family demands and have work 

responsibilities (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014). Second, the gaps in research about the 

student success of Black women in online learning environments suggest a need for more 

research studies on what interventions, structures, methods, and experiences do support 

online success and persistence (Okwumabua et al., 2011; O'Neal, 2013; Strayhorn & 

Johnson, 2014). Third, studying the successful online student experiences of Black 

women in community college settings is a critical step to learning how this student 

demographic makes meaning of their successful online experiences and how that 

translates to their overall academic success. Finally, learning more about Black women 

students' successful online learning experiences may bring forward strategies, faculty, 

staff, and college leaders can use to improve institutional practice and services for this 

population of students.  

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to explore Black women's 

student success in online learning environments through their observations, perceptions, 

and experiences at a community college in the Midwest. In this study, student success 

was defined as earning a C or better grade in an online course, which is based on Capitol 
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College's threshold for passing a course. The following research questions guided the 

exploration of how Black women describe their success in online learning spaces:  

1. How do Black women students in a community college describe their success as 

students in an online learning environment? 

2. What do Black women students in a community college identify as the primary 

contributors to their success in an online learning environment?  

Research Design Overview 

This phenomenological qualitative study used a demographic survey, an adapted 

Critical Incident Questionnaire (CIQ), and participant interviews to collect data. The 

purpose of the phenomenological approach was to describe the "essence of an 

experience" (Merriam and Tisdell, 2016, p. 38) as a way to understand and center the 

student voices of Black women who have been successful in online learning 

environments. Lodico et al. (2010) noted that a phenomenological qualitative study's 

focus brings forward participants' feelings and experiences. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 

identified the three components of a qualitative study as (a) how people make meaning of 

their experiences, (b) how they build their experiences and worlds, and (c) what sense 

they ascribe to their experiences, each of which was central to the research design process 

of this study.  

To collect baseline data, participants completed a demographic survey.  

Participants also completed a CIQ to identify specific incidents that amplified student 

success in the online learning environment. Tripp (1993) asserted every class contains 

significant and memorable moments and experiences for students. I used an adapted 

version of Brookfield's (2006) CIQ to capture significant incidents, moments, or 
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experiences in online learning environments through the students' eyes. Brookfield 

(2006) noted the critical incident approach's value as one that provides an enlightening 

way to determine the influences and impressions the learning experience has on the 

student.  

Third, I used a semi-structured, open-ended interview process to understand the 

successful online student experiences of Black women. Creswell (2009) noted interviews 

allow participants to add richer information to the qualitative data collection process. The 

participant responses to the interviews added depth to understanding the students' 

perceptions and feelings about their success in online learning environments. 

Additionally, I used interview responses from a Capitol College advisor and instructor, 

mentioned by the participants, to wrap up the study findings and add further context to 

the narratives.   

Rationale and Significance 

Overall, students of color are typically underrepresented in most higher education 

research literature with "whiteness as the invisible norm" (Shore, 1997, p. 414). The 

existing research disproportionately focuses on four-year students of color and Black 

men, mostly excluding the experiences of Black women students in community colleges 

(Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014). The research gaps on Black community college women are 

concerning, as educators and student affairs personnel may default to research Black 

women's experiences in other fields, such as the K-12 setting, where research on Black 

women students is more plentiful (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014). Defaulting to K-12 

research is not applicable to the community college setting. It would be erroneous to use 
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as evidence of serving Black community college women, who have different educational, 

personal, and professional experiences than students in K-12 settings. 

By asking Black women students in a community college who have been 

successful in online learning environments about their experiences, observations, and 

perceptions about online learning, I centered their voices around their success as the 

researcher. Their experiences help institutions understand how the online learning 

environment contributes to the student's online success. New knowledge and 

understanding of the online course experiences of Black women could lead to improved 

pedagogical practices, modifications to faculty development, instructional design 

enhancements, and online leadership guidance. 

The success of online students of color was a critical issue at Capitol College. 

Learning about the online student experience from successful online Black women 

students was important to the research site for multiple reasons. First, student affairs 

professionals could learn firsthand from successful online Black women students what 

contributed to their online success. This new research revealed non-course-related 

structures, support strategies, and engagement practices that student affairs professionals 

could consider for Black women enrolled or interested in online learning environments. 

Second, faculty could learn about pedagogical strategies, methods, and design approaches 

to implement in their teaching and course design. Third, the study could identify potential 

gaps in existing professional development (PD) experiences for faculty, staff, and leaders 

in supporting Black women in online learning environments. Lastly, this study could help 

Capitol College address systemic racist and oppressive structures and practices. 
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Reflexive Statement 

As an online instructor at Capitol College, seeing a nearly 20% online student 

success gap between Black and White women was heartbreaking and frustrating. I could 

not help but ask why this phenomenon was occurring. I wanted to know how my work as 

a teacher contributed to or influenced this gap. This personal and professional interest in 

learning what I could do to address the success gap for online Black women was the 

primary reason I chose to study Black women who have been successful in online 

learning environments.  

Early on in my doctoral journey, I searched for research-based strategies 

supporting and encouraging Black women's success in online learning environments. Yet, 

a review of research about online students and online learning, in general, identified a 

large portion of the scholarly work focused on a deficit or dropout lens. Furthermore, 

very little research existed about Black women and their successful online learning 

experiences within a community college setting. The voices of Black women who had 

been successful in online learning environments were mostly silent, existing in pockets of 

research generalized to larger online student populations or focused on four-year college 

experiences. The lack of research, along with the staggering dismal success rates for 

online Black women students at my college, led me to this dissertation topic.  

Jones et al. (2006) cautioned researchers about tensions when studying a 

population with no shared experience. I am that researcher. While I am a woman studying 

women, I am an outsider to the study population's racial and cultural backgrounds. I am a 

White, cisgender, able-bodied, middle-class woman that brings power, privilege, and 

positionality to this research. As such, I worked to be critically aware that my voice was 
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not retelling a story about Black women through my privileged lens but instead 

amplifying and centering their voices.  

I am not the first researcher to study a population as an outsider. Bergerson 

(2007), Boyette (2008), and Begley (2011) each researched populations where they did 

not bring an emic perspective or insider's way of knowing, understanding, or familiarity 

to the research. Boyette (2008), as a White researcher of Black women, acknowledged 

racial and ethnic differences between researchers and participants could bear emotionally 

infused apprehension and assumptions, which could influence what participants are 

willing to express about racial topics. The complexities of the differences between some 

researchers and participants require an acknowledgment and acceptance of differences. It 

means understanding that being an outsider requires the researcher to bring awareness, 

humility, intention, and honesty to the research process. It means listening intently and 

intensely to the participants' words without judgment or lenses that will cloud the 

conversation.  

As an outsider to my study's population, I struggled with the magnitude of what I 

was embarking on. I asked a group of Black women to share their intimate stories of 

student success with me—a White woman. I found myself contemplating deep and 

emotional questions about my privilege and power, including "Did I even have the right 

to study Black women?” "Why should they trust me?” "How will I ensure their story is 

their story is truly reflective of their experiences?” "Why did I think I could insert myself 

into the private experiences of Black women as students and the other identities they 

hold?"  
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I wasn't sure how to answer the questions I asked myself, so I talked with one of 

the doctoral program faculty and one of my colleagues about how my research may be 

perceived. One of my instructors and a colleague helped me understand that research on 

multicultural populations, minoritized individuals, and folks with underrepresented or 

marginalized identities cannot fall solely on the backs of people who identify within 

those populations. It takes many people to research, amplify, and center the voices and 

stories to move us towards advocacy, change, and support so all students can feel 

successful.  

I looked deeper into my White, woman, middle-class, cis-gender, able-bodied 

positionality, power, and privilege. I acknowledged my positionalities as a learner, 

teacher, and working professional. I have had the privilege of educational and emotional 

support structures throughout my elementary, high school, and college years. Although I 

funded my bachelor's and master's degrees without others' help or any financial aid, I had 

to work four jobs throughout college to support myself. I grew up in a home where my 

"future college mindset" was never a "should I,” "would I," or "could I," but instead a 

"you will" and had access to educational role models. I was mindful that these 

representations of my experiences did not influence my study because my prior 

experiences were different from my research participants.  

My positionality, power, and privilege were also present through my role as a 

faculty member at the college, where I conducted the research. This power dynamic could 

influence how the women in my study responded to the questions I asked and how they 

saw my role as the interviewer. Furthermore, as the research site's online learning 

initiatives leader, I remain deeply invested in the college's online teaching and learning 
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program. I was highly aware of how the professional work I do and my perceptions about 

online learning could have been based on subjectivity, bias, misinterpretation, and 

misrepresentation. Further, as an online student in a doctoral program, I ensured I 

position the research participants' learning experiences of success as uniquely theirs, 

rather than reflective of my own experiences as a learner.  

Centering the study's voices required careful attention to each participant's story's 

interpretation and representation. I reflected on how this study could be interpreted or 

experienced as White savior work. My intent is not to presume I have any answers, but I 

hoped to explore the structures and systems that inhibit or promote, or otherwise 

influence Black women's success in community college online learning. 

Assumptions 

For this research study, two assumptions were made. First, I assumed all 

participants answered interview questions honestly. However, my outsider racial status 

and positionality may have impacted the level of trust some participants had for the study 

and the research process (Jones et al., 2006), which may have influenced the participant 

responses. Second, I assumed the study's sample represented Black women online 

students who have been successful in online learning environments in a Midwestern 

community college setting.  

Definition of Terms 

An important distinction in the research and any discussions about online learning 

environments is the definition of online and its related tenets (Moore et al., 2010). 

Variances in the intentions and meanings of online learning can result in debatable and 

confusing definitions. Results are not relatable to the same course or program experience 
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or expectation. Terms may be used interchangeably to define, explain, or classify the 

online learning environment, where the context intended can either clarify or confuse. 

The interchangeability of terms and the lack of common definitions for online learning 

can make it difficult to apply research findings or engage in cross-study comparisons 

(Moore et al., 2010). The following terms are used in this proposal:  

Black women: The term Black women is used in this study instead of African American 

women to expand the participant population and be as inclusive as possible. The 

research site has an international student population that may include some 

women who identify as Black and not African American. Women or woman was 

chosen instead of female, to more closely connect to a participant's identity, rather 

than just one's biological sex.  

Course Success: The student has received a C or better grade as a final assessment for the 

course, which is a passing grade at Capitol College.  

Non-traditional Students: Students with any of the following characteristics: (a) age 25 or 

older; (b) independent, defined as married, have dependents, are veterans or on 

active duty, are orphans, homeless or at risk of homelessness, or determined to be 

independent; (c) delayed postsecondary enrollment; (d) employed full-time; (e) 

enrolled part-time; (f) single parent; and (g) does not possess a high school 

diploma (Radford et al., 2015).  

Online Course or Online Class: A course in which most or all content is delivered online, 

via the internet, with no defined physical class presence or face-to-face class 

meetings (Bunk et al., 2016). 
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Online Learner: A student in an online course or a student enrolled in fully online 

programs. 

Online Learning: Uses one or more technologies to deliver instruction when there is a 

separation, in time or place, between the instructor and the student, and may be 

wholly asynchronous, wholly synchronous, or a mixture of both asynchronous 

and synchronous (Legon & Garrett, 2018). 

Online Learning Environment: The web-based, online, or distance "area" where learning 

takes place (Moore et al., 2010) or a computer-mediated instructional 

environment (Quitadamo & Brown, 2001).  

Traditional Student: Students who enrolled in college immediately after graduation from 

high school, attended college on a full-time basis, pursued a bachelor's degree, 

were financially dependent on others, had no children, and were employed part-

time during the academic year (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). 

Summary 

Chapter I presented an introduction to the study and the fundamental elements 

(e.g., problem, purpose and research questions, significance, reflexivity, and definition of 

terms) for the research study. Chapter II provides an analysis of the literature relevant to 

online learning and the conceptual framework. Chapter III describes the research design, 

methodology, and methods. Chapter IV introduces the study’s participants and their 

narratives related to the study’s themes. Chapter V includes the study’s discussion and 

recommendations. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The landscape of higher education continues to change by the ongoing growth of 

online learning. As such, concerns about student success in online learning environments 

remain a challenge for colleges. This research study focused on the student experiences 

of Black women who have been successful in online learning environments. This 

literature review examined the research about the influences of student success in online 

higher education learning environments, focusing on Black women who have been 

successful students in online learning environments.  

The literature review begins by exploring the influences of success and 

persistence in online learning environments. The chapter is divided into several sections: 

(a) course-based influences of success, (b) non-course influences of success, (c) gender, 

race, and climate, (d) theoretical framework, and (e) gaps in the literature. 

 The literature review explores the research on Black women students' 

experiences in online learning environments through the lens of gender, race, and climate. 

The chapter closes with a review of persistence theories, learning theories, and critical 

race theory (CRT) to explain and describe online learning experiences and environments. 

Success in Online Learning Environments 

Research about student success in online learning environments is found within 

numerous studies and from multiple perspectives, including persistence and retention 

studies. Davidson (2017) contended online students could not succeed or be identified as 
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successful without persisting to the end of a course. Research about student success in 

online learning environments is intertwined with various research focuses. For example, 

influences, factors, and considerations about student success in online learning 

environments are found in studies specifically about online student success (Clark, 2013; 

Davidson, 2017; Dunagan, 2017; Gregory, 2016), online student persistence (Hart, 2012; 

Hurtienne, 2015; Lee & Choi, 2011), and online student retention (Clark, 2013; 

Krajewski, 2015; Prendergast, 2017). As such, this literature review reflects research that 

has addressed, identified, and recommended influences of online success for all online 

students, and more specifically, about Black women online students.  

While it is difficult, if not impossible, to identify a singular factor of success for 

online students, research about success in online learning environments falls into two 

main categories of influences for online success. The first category, course-based 

influences, includes (a) student and faculty interactions and (b) inclusive online 

classroom.  The second category, non-course influences, consists of (a) online readiness, 

(b) online student services, and (c) institutional support and engagement, and (d) 

characteristics, attributes, and attitudes of the online student.  

Course-based Success Influences 

Critical factors for online success occur within the online course or as an element 

of the online course experience. Several studies have pointed to the importance of student 

and faculty interaction, particularly instructor support and engagement through 

interaction, as a link to overall course success, completion, persistence, and retention (Ke 

& Kwak, 2013; Kumi-Yeboah & Smith, 2016; Kuo et al., 2015; Palacios & Wood, 2015). 

An inclusive online classroom uses instructional practices, strategies, and language to 
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create learning environments that support students' agencies (Gonzalez & O'Neil, 2019). 

Faculty interaction and inclusive online course design, as course-based success influences 

are discussed in the next sections.   

Student and Faculty Interaction 

The importance of student and faculty interaction has been identified as critical to 

students' success in online learning environments (Martin & Bollinger, 2018; Wood & 

Williams, 2013; Yuselturk & Bulut, 2007). However, some researchers have found the 

contrary. Nakajima et al. (2012) found in their quantitative study of 427 community 

college students from mixed course formats (face-to-face and online) reported faculty did 

not influence community college students' persistence. This finding is rare. In contrast, 

most research on online student success suggested a high correlation between positive 

faculty interaction and student success (Bivens, 2016; Davis, 2017; Kumi-Yeboah & 

Smith, 2016; Swan, 2003).  

Kumi-Yeboah and Smith (2016) used a quantitative survey, along with open-

ended questions, with a diverse group of undergraduate and graduate students, and found 

students correlated access to instructors as critical to their academic success. The 

interaction between students and the teacher is one of the keys to positive learner 

experiences and outcomes (Swan, 2002). Instructor support, interaction, and engagement 

yield high returns of success in the online classroom. The more significant the 

instructional and instructor support, the higher the amount of participation by students of 

color (Kumi-Yeboah & Smith, 2016).  

Martin and Bolliger (2018) noted findings similar to Kumi-Yeboah and Smith 

(2016) regarding the importance of student and instructor engagement. In their study of 
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155 online students at eight universities across the United States, Martin and Bolliger 

(2018) found student and instructor engagement (a) influences student satisfaction, (b) 

increases student motivation to learn, (c) decreases feelings of isolation, and (d) amplifies 

overall student performance in online courses. As noted by students in this study, 

particular importance for engagement was the use of regular announcements, email 

reminders, and grading rubrics for all assignments (Martin & Bolliger, 2018). The 

findings also suggested that instructor presence is important to online learners, 

particularly online instructors who regularly support and communicate regularly with 

students (Martin & Bolliger, 2018). Shelton (2003) also identified a direct correlation 

between faculty demonstrating care and interest in student success and an environment 

conducive to academic success and persistence.  

Wise (2015) discovered further evidence of faculty influences on student success 

by studying factors that contributed to successful and unsuccessful community college 

students in online courses and noted timely faculty communication and good feedback as 

critical to student success. A study by Strayhorn and Johnson (2014) noted the influence 

of faculty on student success as they researched the student satisfaction of Black women 

in community college. While the study did not exclusively focus on online students, 

Strayhorn and Johnson (2014) reviewed survey data from 315 Black women students. 

They noted the women identified engaging with faculty meaningfully as a contributor to 

increased satisfaction with their collegiate experience, which influenced their overall 

academic success (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014).  

Davis' (2017) qualitative study of 20 African American women who dropped out 

of a community college identified the importance of faculty interaction and response 
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times. The students reported feeling disappointed by the limited social interaction 

between students and faculty and believed this lack of interaction hampered their 

academic growth (Davis, 2017). Other students in Davis's study felt disregarded when 

faculty did not respond to email, phone, or individual requests for conference time 

(Davis, 2017).  

Wood et al. (2015) looked closely at data from faculty who had a successful 

history of working with men of color in the online classroom and found effective 

pedagogy was essential to student success. For instance, personal relationships 

represented by trust, mutual respect, and genuine care are linked to success for students 

of color because of the supportive online learning environment (Wood et al., 2015).  

An Inclusive Online Classroom 

The success of students of color in online courses may be connected to an online 

environment that supports individual differences. Several studies found the interactive 

nature of online learning environments provided students of color opportunities to 

express themselves without fear of any embarrassment or judgment from peers and 

instructors who may not comprehend their cultural frame of reference (Chief, 2012; Du et 

al., 2015; Du et al., 2016; Kumi-Yeboah & Smith, 2016). Furthermore, diverse and 

representative curriculum and culturally competent interactions and pedagogy matter to 

students of color in online courses and increase the likelihood of engagement of students 

of color, which impacts overall course success.  (Quaye, Griffin, & Museus, 2015; Wang, 

2007).  

A supportive online classroom may look similar to a culturally responsive 

classroom where the characteristics, experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse 
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students are intentionally embedded into the materials and content selection, course 

design, teaching methods, assessment strategies (Gay, 2002). Culturally responsive 

classrooms recognize and value student diversity and see the students as partners in the 

learning process. In culturally responsive classrooms, instructors encourage academic 

success, engage in culturally competent teaching, and value diverse learning practices 

(Woodley et al., 2017). Culturally responsive teaching utilizes "cultural knowledge, prior 

experiences, frames of reference, and performance styles of ethnically diverse students to 

make learning encounters more relevant to and effective for them. It teaches to and 

through the strengths of these students" (Gay, 2010, p. 31).  

An inclusive online classroom uses intentional course design considerations and 

practices to support online student success by recognizing diverse experiences, identities, 

and backgrounds as critical to the learning environment. Yuselturk and Bulut (2007) 

proposed a set of online course design recommendations to support face-to-face student 

learning and online student success, including (a) incorporating strategies that encourage 

self-regulation within the course, (b) supporting student progress and performance with 

prompt feedback, and (c) ensuring practical significance to content that encourage 

students towards making real-life connections to their learning. The research about online 

learning environments suggests multiple factors contribute to online course success, 

dependent upon many course-based factors, such as instructor and student interaction and 

an inclusive online classroom.  It is equally important to look outside of the online 

learning environment for other influences of success for online students. These influences 

will be discussed in the next section. 
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Non-course-based Success Influences 

The online success for students of color does not fall solely within the online 

classroom and with the online instructor. The environment, experiences, services, and 

student characteristics, all external to the online course, also influence students' online 

course success. Four common themes consistently show up as non-course-based 

influences in the research about the success and persistence of online learners, including 

(a) student characteristics, attitudes, and attributes of the online student, (b) online 

student readiness, (c) dedicated and consistent online student services, and (d) 

institutional support and engagement. The themes are further explained in the section 

below. 

Characteristics, Attitudes, and Attributes of the Online Student 

Student-focused characteristics, attitudes, and traits influence success in the 

online classroom. While no single student characteristic solely correlates to online 

student success, researchers have identified self-regulation, self-efficacy, self-directed 

learning skills, and self-motivation as critical attributes to success and persistence for 

online students (Jan, 2015; Kumi-Yeboah & Smith, 2016; Kuo & Belland, 2016; 

Zimmerman & Kulikowich, 2016). 

Self-regulation is defined as the self-directive process learners use to transform 

their cognitive and mental abilities into active participants in their learning and academic 

skill development (Zimmerman, 1989). Students with high self-regulation are more apt to 

seek help, take on more responsibility, and ultimately are likely to be more successful in 

the online classroom (Gering et al., 2018; Yumi-Keboah & Smith, 2016).  
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Self-efficacy is a person's beliefs about their abilities to perform or complete 

specific actions (Shea & Bidjerano, 2010). Okwumabua et al. (2011) compared African 

American student attitudes about online learning with students from other cultural 

backgrounds. The study found African American students lacked self-confidence and 

experienced some anxiety during online learning, which could impact their overall 

success in online learning environments.  

Self-motivation is defined as the commitment and ability to do what needs to be 

done, without stimulus, encouragement, or influence from other people or situations 

(Suhadi et al., 2015). Self-motivation has been identified as one of the most critical 

contributing factors to student success in online learning environments (Lehman & 

Conceição, 2013; Wichadee, 2014). Unlike on-campus students who interact with their 

instructors and fellow students daily, online students must rely on internal motivation to 

manage their online workload and completion tasks (Perry & Pilati, 2011).  

Gering et al. (2018) completed a three-phase study at the University of Alaska to 

learn more about online student success by exploring the causes of persistence and 

retention. After reviewing over 25,000 student records, collecting 257 questionnaires, and 

conducting 12 interviews, Gering et al. (2018) identified GPA "produced more consistent 

evidence of correlation with student success than any other variable" (p. 73). The findings 

suggested students who do well academically are more likely to achieve success in online 

courses (Gering et al., 2018). 

Other success and persistence studies have attempted to identify which student 

characteristics, attitudes, and attributes correlated to online success, yet the overall field 

of study of the success factors for online learning environments is limited and, in some 



22 
 

cases, contradictory (Clark, 2013; Wang et al., 2013). An example of contradictory 

findings of online success is linked to the student characteristic of race. Aragon and 

Johnson (2008) researched 305 community college online course takers, who both 

completed and did not complete their courses, and found no correlation between ethnicity 

and online success. Similarly, Jost et al. (2012) studied two-year college online students 

in Kentucky and found ethnicity was not a significant factor in online success. However, 

Cochran et al. (2014) and Rockinson-Szapkiw, et al. (2016) suggested race, when linked 

to other factors, such as increasing methods and commitments related to teaching 

presence, was correlated to online course success.  

Besides the importance of specific individual student characteristics, attitudes, 

and attributes to success in online learning environments, other possible influences and 

success factors have been identified. Wojciechowski and Palmer (2009) researched 

successful online students in a community college setting and found first-time online 

students did not have the independence and time management skills required for success. 

Instead, prior successful online course experiences were identified as critical to online 

student success (Mcgivney, 2009). For example, Nedelko's (2008) quantitative study of 

155 undergraduates at a university in Slovenia found students with positive attitudes 

about technology use and general comfort with computers were good candidates for 

taking online courses, likely leading to course success. The same study noted students 

with high levels of motivation and a low need for social interaction were positive 

indicators of online success (Nedelko, 2008).  

Online Readiness 
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As a pre-requisite or co-requisite to registering for an online class, the utilization 

of readiness instruments is one support approach used to predetermine students' online 

success potential in online learning (Kumi-Yeboah & Smith, 2016; Wladis & Samuels, 

2016). Kumi-Yeboah and Smith (2016) identified a need for increased online student 

readiness and awareness about the online learning environment. Online readiness is a 

self-administered assessment designed to help students consider their readiness for online 

classes. It includes motivation, learning styles, self-efficacy, persistence, computer 

literacy, technology usage, and communication skills. While the use of readiness 

assessments may be commonplace for some institutions as a determiner for whether a 

student will be a successful and prepared online learner, a challenge about readiness 

assessments is how accurately the results determine the readiness or potential online 

success for each student.  

Wladis and Samuels (2016) sampled 24,000 students from a large urban 

community college to evaluate whether typical online student readiness surveys or 

assessments accurately identify students who may not be successful online. Their 

research also investigated how a student's score on these assessments translated into their 

decision to enroll in an online course. The findings showed that neither the readiness 

survey score, individual questions, or other factors were solely significant predictors in 

determining online success. The research suggested that institutions should utilize 

enhanced online persistence, success, and retention measures, such as additional tutoring, 

heightened advising, mentoring, or more targeted and rigorous technical support, rather 

than excluding students or screening students out from online courses. Similarly, Hachey 
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et al. (2013) and Travers (2016) noted comparable findings for identifying ways to 

encourage online course persistence and success.  

Farid (2014) reviewed thousands of research papers that referenced student online 

readiness assessment tools and found most of the readiness instruments were outdated. 

Further, readiness assessments varied on their measurement rigor and provided results 

that may be subjective (Farid, 2014). Farid (2014) suggested that rather than relying on 

readiness instruments as indicators predictors of online student success, colleges might 

benchmark with institutions whose approaches have led to increases in online student 

success.  

A promising approach to online readiness exists at Portland Community College 

(PCC), where the Online Learner Start Guide is designed to improve student success in 

online classes (PCC, 2015). Established as a prerequisite activity to taking an online 

course, the Start Guide prepares students for online coursework rigors. It encourages 

them to decide if online courses are appropriate for their learning needs as online learners 

(PCC, 2015). PCC has seen increases in both student grade point averages and first-time 

pass rates for online students who participated in the Start Guide, compared to those who 

did not (PCC, 2015). 

Dedicated and Consistent Online Student Services  

Bailey and Brown (2016) reviewed online student services research in a variety of 

college settings. They identified dedicated and consistent student services that are 

purposely designed, structured, and accessible for online students influence student 

success. Online students, especially those accessing the institution from a considerable 

distance, expect efficiency when interacting with the college resources and staff. Yet, they 
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find the support much less than expected, especially when numerous colleges focus on 

providing services to students who physically access campuses (Bailey & Brown, 2016). 

Institutions must consider offering comparable services and support to online students 

without reducing efficiency and effectiveness because of duplication of services 

(Conceição & Lehman, 2016).  

An example of a model for designing student service programs for online learners 

is Floyd and Casey-Powell's (2004) five-phase inclusive student success services process 

model (ISSPM). The ISSPM is a tool for examining the overall effectiveness of an 

institution's student services for online students. The ISSPM includes five phases: (a) 

learner intake (e.g., goal setting, admissions, registration, orientation, advising, financial 

aid), (b) learner intervention (e.g., instruction, faculty advising, technology support, 

student success programs), (c) learner support (e.g., sense of belonging, counseling, 

academic advising, instructional support, library services, disability services), (d) learner 

transition (e.g., transfer articulation, job placement), and (e) measurement (e.g., course 

effectiveness, retention, and persistence, graduation rates, each of which can assist 

colleges in assessing their online student services (Floyd & Casey-Powell, 2004).  

The ISSPM offers a framework that colleges might use to plan for systemic 

support, particularly for considering why students choose to learn online (Floyd & Casey-

Powell, 2004). Online learners may select online learning environments for their 

flexibility. Yet, many campus student services are often limited to regular daytime 

business hours and services. Student services available online may be limited, thus 

preventing online learners from gaining full access to the services needed for online 

success. The research suggested a goal for services is to be seamless to all students, 
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regardless of the learning format they choose to utilize campus services (Conceição & 

Lehman, 2016; Crawley, 2012).  

Rowh (2014) suggested colleges consider seven areas for exceptional student 

support when improving student services for online students. These areas include a robust 

orientation, timely responses, trained advisors, accessible sessions, social experiences, 

job connections, and student feedback (Rowh, 2014). Penn State's World Campus (2019) 

incorporated Rowh's (2014) suggestions for online learners' academic, social, career, and 

personal needs through a set of comprehensive services, including mental health 

resources, technology resources, career services, and a case management system for 

personalized student support. 

Institutional Support and Engagement  

For online learners, institutional support and attention are the administrative 

services, processes, structures, and approaches developed and maintained by the 

institution to serve them through their online course. Bailey and Brown (2016) suggested 

the intentional design of institutional support and engagement should follow the same 

principles defined in online pedagogical research, where interacting with students, 

building relationships, and supporting learners are central to the approach. Some 

examples may include timely communication with online students, online campus 

bookstore access, virtual student clubs, online forms, processes, procedures, or a 

structured student support navigator program. These focused interactions and engagement 

opportunities for online learners can offer an inclusive, engaged sense of community, 

fight online student feelings of isolation, and directly affect student persistence (Bailey & 

Brown, 2016; Ginsberg & Wlodkowski, 2009).  
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Connecting to online students using a variety of electronic means and resources to 

communicate is critical; however, virtual communication should not overshadow the need 

for continued personal connections. Ohrablo (2016) cautioned that while virtual access to 

services and information and online self-service tools are important and useful to online 

students, they cannot replace or substitute the personal connections that are critical to a 

student's overall learning experience.  

Gender, Race, and Climate: Online Learning Experiences of Black Women  

An exploration of the limited research about online students of color in higher 

education found most of the research focused on students at four-year institutions, Black 

men or Black students in general (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014). Less prevalent is research 

on the actual higher education experiences of Black women (Chief, 2012; Flowers et al., 

2008; Okwumabua et al., 2011). Further, significant gaps exist in research about Black 

women students in online courses within the community college setting (Bivens, 2016; 

McCormick, 2018; O'Neal, 2013). Regarding the studies focused on community colleges, 

most concentrated on a combination of all minoritized students, Black male students, or 

students in specific ethnic or racial groups other than African Americans (O'Neal, 2013).  

A recurring theme in the research is a concern about the increasing numbers of 

Black women who are taking online courses, but a corresponding decrease or flattening 

of overall completion and graduation rates for Black women (Strayhorn & Johnson, 

2014; Wampole et al., 2014). Goldrick-Rab et al. (2009) suggested this phenomenon is 

connected to higher education institutions' focus on "college-going" rather than college 

completion.  This could explain why online enrollments of Black women in higher 
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education institutions have increased. Yet, national graduation rates for Black women 

have decreased or flattened for Black women (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014).  

A qualitative study by Chief (2012) was one of the few that focused on African 

American women in the online learning environment. Even though it had a small sample 

size (six students), the study looked at African American women at a historically Black 

college and university (HBCU). Chief (2012) found the women could express themselves 

more freely and connected to their peers through collaborative learning opportunities, like 

participatory discussions. Chief (2012) found students were able to redefine themselves 

as learners and contribute to their racial and cultural identities. They indicated that race 

was not an obstacle to the online learning environment at an HBCU (Chief, 2012). 

Besides the research done in HBCU's, Black women's experiences in online 

courses at predominantly White institutions (PWIs) is also meaningful for higher 

education leaders, faculty, and support personnel to consider. Stanley (2014) compared 

engagement and gains in both face-to-face and online classes for African American and 

White students at a PWI. Stanley found online learning environments may lessen the 

burden of racial battle fatigue or intercultural effort for African American students 

because it presents a more culturally neutral learning environment than the face-to-face 

classroom. Stanley (2014) used a sample taken from the 2010 administration of the 

National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and, through multiple regression 

analysis, examined the differences between course delivery type, student engagement, 

and student gains for Black students and White students attending PWIs. Stanley's (2014) 

findings noted that online delivery "allows a more level playing field for the African-

American student attending a PWI" (p. 113).  
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Although online learning environments may, in some instances, offer a more level 

playing field for online students, more research is needed to understand the intersections 

of culture and gender in the online learning environment (Wang et al., 2003). While the 

characteristics of gender, social class, race, culture, or physical appearances might be 

reduced in the online learning environment, power relationships could still exist (Wang, 

2007) and may need to be explored more fully. Boyette (2008) investigated the online 

learning environment through the observations and perceptions of students of color by 

examining a sample of 200 graduate students across 16 states. Boyette (2008) found the 

online learning environment was not a place where students of color could openly 

express opinions or critiques of White norms (Boyette, 2008). Boyette's (2008) findings 

could suggest the assumed anonymity, privacy, and safety of the online learning 

environment may not be as benign as presumed.  

The intersecting identities of gender and race may increase Black women's 

susceptibility in online courses to experience microaggressions (Bivens, 2016). Black 

women experience racism and microaggressions in their online courses, but to a lesser 

degree than traditional or face-to-face course experiences (Hall, 2010). Microaggressions 

are defined as "subtle and commonplace exchanges that somehow convey insulting or 

demeaning messages to people of color" (Constantine, 2007, p. 2). The presence of 

microaggressive dialogue, actions, and interactions are sometimes so commonplace in 

day-to-day activities, conversations, and experiences that they are dismissed as harmless 

or even non-existent (Sue & Constantine, 2007). In the online classroom, 

microaggressive experiences can lead to stress, stereotype threat, or negative perceptions 

of oneself and one's ability to succeed, which impacts student success (Borzewski, 2016). 
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Furthermore, the emotional distress, racial battle fatigue, and psychological damage of 

microaggressions negatively influence learning experiences and academic performance, 

and overall productivity (Sue, 2010).  

Davis (2017) studied student success experiences and dropout decisions of 20 

African American community college women. The study's goal was to learn the primary 

reasons for dropping out and what would have contributed to each student's success if 

they had stayed in college. Although online learning environments were not the study's 

focus, the findings note critical considerations Black women in community college 

settings identified as vital to their student success and decisions to persist or drop out.  

The study's three main findings reflected influences in the participant's decisions 

to drop out and inhibit their success. First, many women expressed anxiety about asking 

their instructors questions, concerned with looking stupid or causing trouble by doing so, 

which resulted in not seeking help or support when needing assistance (Davis, 2017). 

Second, the women identified a need for and a desire to have others, such as mentors, 

advisors, faculty, or leaders, who look like them at their college, which may have 

increased their likelihood of seeking support (Davis, 2017). Third, the findings pointed to 

a need for a more diverse advising and instruction model, rather than a one-size-fits-all 

model, which the students said left them confused and underprepared for their academic 

experiences (Davis, 2017). The next section will describe the theoretical literature that 

grounds the study. 

Theoretical Framework 

Critical to any qualitative study is a connection of the theoretical framework to 

the problem or topic studied. Theory is the lens through which researchers examine their 
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topic (Creswell, 2007). Previous research about online learning has connected several 

highly regarded and time-honored theoretical frameworks to explain withdrawal, 

persistence, and other phenomena unique to the online classroom. The theories found in 

online learning research typically fall into three categories: persistence theories, learning 

theories, and motivation theories. The persistence theory used for this study’s theoretical 

framework was Rovai's (2004) composite persistence model and is discussed in more 

detail in the next section.  

Persistence Theory: Composite Persistence Model  

Tinto's (1975, 1993) theory identified that social integration into the campus 

community increases their commitment to the institution and increases their likelihood to 

persist and eventually graduate. Tinto (1993) posited that a combination of factors 

derived from experiences before college and student characteristics and factors drawn 

from college experience influence student integration, resulting in persistence. Tinto 

(1993) also identified peer and faculty interactions and actual and perceived academic  

competencies as factors of persistence. Tinto's model has both been built upon by other 

persistence scholars and critiqued through the lens of changing student populations, 

environments, and modes of instruction, such as not applying to nontraditional students, 

online learners, or students of color. Rovai's (2004) composite persistence model reflects 

Tinto's work. 

Rovai (2004) found earlier persistence models, including Tinto's (1975, 1993) 

model and Bean and Metzner's (1985) model, accounted for the low retention of online 

learners. Rovai (2004) designed the composite persistence model (CPM) to better explain 

persistence and attrition in online learning environments. Rovai’s (2004) model consisted 
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of four factors: (a) learner characteristics, (b) student skills (c) external factors, and (d) 

internal factors. These four factors are broken into two groups: prior-to-admission 

variables and post-admission variables. The variable of prior-to admission group includes 

student characteristics and student skills. The variable post-admission group includes 

external factors and internal factors. Rovai (2003) argued a student's decision to persist or 

dropout would be related to the student's characteristics, skills, and internal or external 

factors. When applied directly to online learners, an institution may use the model to 

identify external factors and support internal factors to help with student persistence and 

develop a framework and structure that supports success in online learning environments.  

Although Rovai’s (2004) model helps to understand student persistence for online 

students, Black women's success in online learning environments cannot simply be 

framed through persistence theories because other factors also influence online learning 

success. It is also important to look at this student population's online success through 

learning theories to better explain and understand how adults in the online learning 

environment connect to and make sense of their learning. Two learning theories, 

andragogy and constructivism, are discussed in the next section.  

Learning Theories: Andragogy and Constructivism 

In addition to Rovai's composite persistence model, learning theories offer 

another lens for understanding factors that contribute to online success for Black women 

students. This study used andragogy, Knowles's (1980) theory of how adults learn. 

Andragogy is an adult learning theory suggesting that adults should be educated 

differently from children (Knowles et al., 2012). Andragogy starts from a learner-

dependent framework, meaning the learner is central to the learning process, and the 



33 
 

teacher is a partner in that process. The fundamental principles and assumptions of 

andragogy are based on addressing specific needs for adult learners, including (a) taking 

responsibility for their learning, (b) bringing life experience into the learning 

environment, (c) needing to understand why they are learning, (d) seeing the immediate 

application to solve problems, (e) learning from errors, and (f) being internally motivated 

(Knowles, 1980).  

At the root of andragogy is self-directed learning. The learner takes the initiative, 

with or without others' help, to assess their learning needs, identify learning goals, 

identify resources for learning, use appropriate learning strategies, and evaluate their 

learning outcomes (Knowles, 1975). Similarly, Knowles' recognized the importance of 

faculty fostering strong relationships with their students, which in the online environment 

translates to the importance of instructors staying in regular communication with their 

students and being present in the online learning environment.  

When considered through the different lenses of academic and social integration 

in the persistence models, these key adult learning elements may identify how the design 

and instructional management of adult learning experiences influence success and an 

adult student's decision to persist. For example, many successful online learners show 

characteristics and dispositions, such as high degrees of self-directed learning and 

internal motivation, which correspond with andragogy.  

Adult learning theory is critical to research about online course success and 

persistence because adults' learning preferences and their inclusion into the learning 

environment may impact the adult learners’ online learning experience. As this study was 

focused on online learners in a community college, a majority of which are nontraditional 
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learners, considering andragogy was a critical step in understanding what supports online 

adult learners success and their decisions to persist.  

Constructivism is an approach to learning where the learner personally and 

actively constructs their knowledge or reality based on prior learning, knowledge, and 

experiences (Brandt, 1997; Herring, 2004; Huang, 2002; Leidner & Jarvenpaa, 2009; 

Rovai, 2004; Schell & Janicki, 2013). Some scholars have argued that online learning 

environments promote constructivist learning because of the "anytime, anywhere" 

structure of online courses, which sometimes allows students to control their learning 

pace (Brown, 2014; Bryant & Bates, 2015; Palocsay & Stevens, 2008). This controlled 

learning pace encourages moving students from passive to active participants in the 

learning process (Reid-Martinez & Grooms, 2018).  

Furthermore, constructivism views social interactions and the surrounding 

environment as critical learning experiences (Marshall, 2017). Rovai (2004) noted a 

strong connection between constructivist principles and online learning experiences in the 

composite persistence model. Rovai (2004) saw a particular link to authentic assessment 

in the online environment. Authentic assessment includes many ways for students to 

demonstrate their knowledge and understanding, rather than just objective tests focused 

on recall and rote memorization.  

The emphasis on an active, engaged, learner-focused online course experience 

may need special attention by instructors and course designers. Huang (2002) noted the 

importance of special approaches, techniques, and insights in designing online course 

materials that specifically meet adult learners' needs to support constructivist approaches 

to learning, which may directly influence a student's persistence decisions about their 
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online learning experiences. Efforts to meet adult learners' needs by connecting the 

learning experiences to each student's prior learning and connections may be another 

element that influences a student's overall decision to persist. If andragogy helps us 

center adult learning needs, and constructivism tells us knowledge is constructed, then 

what theory might explain the experiences of Black women community college students 

in online spaces?  Critical race theory is one possibility, explored in greater detail in the 

section that follows. 

Critical Race Theory  

Critical race theory (CRT) is a model that contests the dominant ideology and 

systems of race, racism, and inequality. Originally applied to critical legal studies, CRT 

has since been applied to educational settings. CRT "can be used to theorize, examine, 

and challenge the ways race and racism implicitly and explicitly impact on social 

structures, practices, and discourses" (Yosso, 2005, p. 70). CRT respects the voices, 

experiences, perspectives, and perceptions of people of color (POC), focusing on areas of 

difference, such as gender, class, and other experienced discriminations (Solórzano & 

Yosso, 2002).  

CRT is based on five tenets: (a) counter-storytelling, (b) the permanence of 

racism, (c) whiteness as property, (d) interest convergence, and (e) the critique of 

liberalism (Ladson-Billings, 1998). The first tenet of counter-storytelling provides an 

opportunity for students of color to tell their stories, often containing marginalized 

experiences as a way to describe the experiences of different student populations and to 

humanize the experiences of POC within the university and campus climate (Hiraldo, 

2010). The idea of storytelling and counter-storytelling has helped to show how racism 
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intersects with other forms of oppression, including gender, class, and sexuality. Matsuda 

(1995) described counter-storytelling as a method of telling a story to cast doubt or 

challenge commonly accepted premises or "truths.” In an online classroom, counter-

storytelling could be intentionally designed into an online course using culturally 

responsive teaching, where online faculty can create student spaces for counter-narratives 

that address curricular blind-spots (Woodley et al., 2017). 

The second tenet of CRT begins with the idea that racism is "normal, not aberrant, 

in American society" (Delgado, 1995, p. xiv). This tenet calls for higher education 

institutions to analyze these structures' systemic and organizational impact on students of 

color. In the online classroom, addressing the permanence of racism might begin by first 

acknowledging the heterogeneous population of online students. The next step in 

addressing the permanency of racism is committing to online course design that reflects 

students' racial, cultural, and socioeconomic differences, rather than approaching course 

design from White narratives and positionality (Woodley et al., 2017). 

The third tenet of CRT is whiteness as a property (Hiraldo, 2010). Based on 

ingrained and embedded racism in American society, whiteness is regarded as property, 

including the rights of possession and exclusion, which must be protected. In the online 

classroom, the idea of whiteness as property may manifest itself through POC being 

dominated by White students and teachers' perspectives. Coined "discourses of 

whiteness," Oztok (2014) noted a hierarchy might exist in online learning environments 

where White people devalue the perspectives, values, and qualities of minoritized 

students, which further perpetuates and supports the CRT tenet by excluding the voices of 

students of color in the online classroom. 
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The fourth tenet of CRT is interest convergence (Hiraldo, 2010). This tenet notes 

that policies meant to advocate for POC and other underrepresented or marginalized 

populations, such as affirmative action, mostly benefit majority peoples and not the 

groups they were meant to support. In the online classroom, interest convergence may 

exist in the wealth of research about online learning environments and efforts to identify 

strategies to increase success for all students, including White students who typically 

have higher overall online success rates.  

The fifth tenet of CRT is a critique of liberalism, which assumed colorblindness, 

the neutrality of law, and equal opportunity (Hiraldo, 2010). Inequitable and racist 

policies and systemic structures exist on college campuses that hurt students of color and 

other marginalized groups (Patton, 2016). College leaders and campus communities 

perpetuate inequity and racism through policies, and hold assumptions about students of 

color, and fail to have legitimate conversations and reflections about race (Hiraldo, 2010). 

In the online classroom, assumptions about technology access and students of color 

influence teaching practices and course design, which could negatively affect the online 

experiences for students of color. For example, African American students who come to 

community colleges lacking access to technology resources may not achieve the same 

level of success as their White counterparts who have access to these resources (Hollins, 

2015).  

CRT of education (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995) may be the best lens to 

understand the successful student experiences of Black women in online learning 

environments. Intentionally confronting the contexts of institutionalized forms of 

oppression in higher education may lead to an increased understanding of the experiences 
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of students of color who have been marginalized, which can help elevate these student 

stories as critical contexts to their online learning experiences. For example, Chief (2012) 

used a phenomenological lens and CRT to tell the story of Black women's online course 

experiences, which helped to examine the historical influences and factors that form the 

baseline of working-class socio-economic realities of African American women in online 

course environments. When considering Black women who have been successful online, 

their experiences are likely influenced by the university's structures, policies, and 

systems. These influences and impacts are why it is necessary to address the literature 

gaps and explore Black women who have been successful online through a CRT in 

education framework.  

Gaps in the Literature 

Little empirical research exists on students of color in the online environment and, 

more directly, research that reflects the collective voices that describe the successful 

learning experiences of Black women in online course experiences (Chief, 2012; Flowers 

et al., 2012; Okwumabua et al., 2011; Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014). Scholars have noted a 

lack of evidence and exploration of what contributes to Black women learners' success in 

online courses or programs (Bivens, 2016; O’Neal, 2013; Rogers, 2018). Gaps exist in 

the research of the online course experiences for Black women and what contributes to 

success for Black women in the online environment (Bivens, 2016; Chief, 2012). Ashong 

and Commander (2012) argued for the inclusion of Black student voices in the research 

about online learning environments as critical to the growth and sustainability of online 

programming and online learning, especially to learn more about increasing and 

improving Black students' success in online course environments. 
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My research study aimed to fill the research gap by understanding Black women 

students' experiences in community college settings who have been successful in online 

learning environments. This research can help institutions and faculty understand and 

identify specific influences on Black women's success in online learning environments, 

encouraging refined pedagogical and teaching practices through reforms of faculty 

development planning, instructional design approaches, and online leadership strategy. 

Summary 

The literature review was organized into four main sections, with supporting 

evidence, including (a) research about success in online learning environments, (b) 

theoretical frameworks, and (c) online experiences of Black women, and (d) gaps in the 

literature. In section one, course-based success influences and non-course-based success 

influences were explored. In section two, I discussed online learning experiences for 

Black women related to gender, race, and climate. Section three focused on the 

theoretical framework for the study. Lastly, section four highlighted the literature gaps 

about Black women in online learning environments in community college settings.  

The literature points to online students' success as a significant concern for higher 

education institutions, particularly online learning growth. Identifying what factors or 

influences support student success is critical to learning how an institution and its online 

faculty can best encourage online success and build processes, systems, and structures to 

support online students. The body of literature about online learning identifies many 

influences of student success in the online learning environment, as presented in this 

literature review. Some of these influences are course-based success measures, including 

instructor and student interaction, a supportive, inclusive online classroom, student 
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characteristics, attributes, and successful online students' attitudes. Other influences 

include the non-course-based success influences of online readiness, student services, and 

institutional support, and engagement that plays a role in online student success. Research 

about Black women students and their online learning experiences through the lens of 

gender, race, and climate were also presented while also noting deficits in the availability 

of scholarly research on Black women online students in community college settings.  
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

This qualitative phenomenological research study aimed to understand the 

influences of success for Black women community college students who have been 

successful in online learning environments in the community college setting. In this 

study, success was defined as earning a C or better grade in an online course based on 

Capitol College’s threshold for passing a course.  To understand the experiences of Black 

women students in online learning environments, the following research questions were 

explored: 

1. How do Black women students in a community college describe their success as 

students in an online learning environment? 

2. What do Black women students in a community college identify as the primary 

contributors to their success in an online learning environment?  

Chapter III describes the following: the research site, a pilot study, the research 

approach, the rationale for choosing a phenomenological qualitative approach, and the 

population sample. Data collection methods are discussed, including overviews of the 

critical incident questionnaire and interviews used in this study. An overview of data 

analysis methods is provided, along with ethical considerations and conditions for 

trustworthiness, containing member checks, triangulation, rich, thick descriptions, and 

peer debriefing. The chapter closes with delimitations, limitations, and a chapter 

summary.
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Research Site 

The site selected for this study was Capitol College, a two-year community and 

technical college in the Midwest, classified as a four-year, primarily Associate’s, public 

institution (Integrated Postsecondary Education Data Center, 2019). The college was 

founded in 1912 and serves 12 counties in its region from its nine campus locations. The 

college is one of the sixteen technical colleges within the statewide technical college 

system. More than 2,300 people work at Capitol College (Capitol College, 2019). 

In 2017-2018, Capitol College served over 34,000 students (Wisconsin Technical 

College System, 2019), equivalent to 8,800 full-time equivalents (FTE). Capitol 

College’s online student population is approximately 1,600 FTEs or 18% of all 

institutional FTEs. The majority of Capitol College online students are White, female, 

part-time students in the 23- to 39-year-old age range. Based on a success measure of C 

or better, in 2019, 57.6% of Black women students were successful in online learning 

environments in 2019 compared to a 72.4% success rate of all students in online learning 

environments and a 77% success rate of White women in online learning environments 

(Capitol College, 2019).  

Pilot Study About Online Success 

The online learning success gap between Black and White women students at 

Capitol College was the driving factor for this research study and served as the impetus 

for a study in a qualitative course in the spring of 2019. I used the pilot study to identify 

what conditions, factors, elements, or other influences led to online success for the 

study’s sample participants, who all identified as women of color and had earned a grade 

of C or better in at least three online courses.  
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Several significant themes emerged among the participant responses in the pilot 

study that influenced my interest in further studying Black women's success in online 

learning environments. Although the participants were from different racial backgrounds, 

some commonalities amongst the group were distinguishable and led to significant 

themes. All participants revealed that taking online courses was due to convenience and 

personal realities that did not allow for in-person classes. In many ways, the importance 

of faculty influences, such as instructional strategies and instructor support, is highly 

significant for online course success. Each of the participants identified personal 

characteristics and attributes, such as motivation and academic resilience, to contribute to 

their online course success. Each participant also referenced leaders and staff of color 

who were contributors to the participant’s online course success.  

Participants also identified events and experiences that directly corresponded to 

decisions about persisting in online courses, including defined critical incidents that 

influenced their overall success in the online course. Themes connected to identity were 

also evident, with the nontraditional students identifying an acute awareness of ways their 

racial identities related to their experiences in the online classroom. Five distinct major 

themes emerged about the online course experiences of minoritized students: (a) the role 

of faculty in online course success; (b) student characteristics and attributes in online 

course success; (c) the importance of women of color in leadership and staff positions; 

(d) factors of identity in online course success; (e) readiness for online experiences. The 

pilot study uncovered a research need and gap for scholarly research on online women 

students of color. When looking specifically at Capitol College, I focused specifically on 

Black women because of the success gap compared to White women in online learning 
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environments at Capitol College. Furthermore, the pilot study helped guide the creation 

of the interview protocol and informed the research design.  

Overview of Research Design 

In addition to the pilot study, an extensive and ongoing selective review of the 

literature guided this study's design. Six literature topics were explored in-depth, 

including online learning and online learners, online learning and students of color, Black 

women online learners, persistence theories, adult learning theories, and critical race 

theory. The literature review focused on understanding the influences of online student 

success for Black women community college students.  

This study used a qualitative phenomenological approach to understand Black 

women students' perceptions, experiences, and insights in online learning environments. 

Merriam and Tisdell (2016) identified the three components of a qualitative study as (a) 

“how people interpret their experiences,” (b) “how they construct their worlds,” and (c) 

“what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 14), each of which is central to the 

research design considerations. Qualitative research is ideal for this study because the 

methods can provide more in-depth contextual information that is not always easily 

identified or accessible in quantitative analysis (Bianco & Carr-Chellman, 2002; Guba & 

Lincoln, 1994). Furthermore, for topics where understanding participants' lived 

experiences is essential for answering the research question, the qualitative researcher 

serves as the critical medium for understanding and conveying the meaning individuals 

assign to their experiences (Merriam, 2009).  

Qualitative research includes an element of storytelling, where the participant's 

narrative is written to understand the phenomenon (Bailey & Tilley, 2002). I used a study 
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interest and demographic questionnaire for participants to identify their interest in 

participate in the study and to collect baseline information about each participant.  

The use of a critical incident questionnaire (CIQ) (Brookfield, 1995, 2006) added depth 

and further context to the Black women's online learning experiences and success 

influences in the study. It was one element of qualitative data used to tell Black women's 

success in online learning environments. The final piece of data collection were 

interviews, which were the primary points of data collection for the participants to share 

their narratives about their online learning success. Virtual interviews were used for this 

study as the most appropriate for the study of online learning.  

Phenomenological Qualitative Approach 

Phenomenological research methods seek to investigate the deeper meanings of 

phenomena by exploring participants' lived experiences (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). 

Lodico et al. (2010) noted that a phenomenological qualitative study aims to bring 

forward participants' feelings and experiences, which I hoped to accomplish. The 

phenomenological approach to this study was intended to understand the “essence of an 

experience” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 38) and center the voices of Black women 

students who have been successful in online learning environments. Furthermore, this 

study adds to the existing literature, mostly vacant of research dedicated to exploring 

community college Black women student voices in online learning environments. In 

particular, this study adds qualitative exploration focused on Black women students' 

success in online community college environments, which is vastly different from other 

existing online learning research that is mostly deficit-based and generalized on four-year 
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colleges. This qualitative study used purposeful, homogenous criterion sampling of Black 

women students from Capitol College.  

 The phenomenological approach sought to understand the participants’ “field of 

perception to see life as these individuals see it” (Van Manen, 2003, p. 23). The 

phenomenological method includes three processes: (a) investigating the phenomena will 

be investigated, (b) identifying themes and the essence of the phenomena will be 

identified, and (c) realizing the relationship among themes will be realized (Van Manen, 

2003). The design of this research study addressed each of these processes by collecting 

the data through a demographic questionnaire, participant interviews, CIQs, and follow-

up questions. The interpretational method for data analysis looked for patterns and 

themes obtained through data collection methods.  

Population Sample 

 This qualitative study sample used purposeful, homogenous criterion sampling of 

Black women students from Capitol College. The sample’s criteria included currently 

enrolled Black women at Capitol College. Other criteria for the study included Black 

women students who had (a) successfully completed at least three online courses at 

Capitol College and (b) a declared program major. Students were identified through the 

college’s student information system (SIS). 

Limiting the study’s sample to students who successfully completed at least three 

online learning courses ensured participants with a successful history with online learning 

environments. This history was relevant for the participant’s understanding and 

descriptions of perceptions, experiences, and insights about successful online learning 

environments. Declared program status offered additional assurances that the student 
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would likely be available beyond the current semester for data collection (Davis, 2015) 

and was not a transient or temporary student at Capitol College.  

Capitol College’s internal data systems identified 148 Black women students with 

a declared major or program. Further analysis of the data identified 50 of the 148 Black 

women who successfully completed three online classes. All 50 women identified were 

invited to participate in the study. I sent out four rounds of email recruitment letters 

between February 18, 2020, and April 30, 2020, to the 50 women. Between March 4, 

2020, and May 30, 2020, I also followed up five different times with all of the women 

who had completed the first step of completing the demographic and interest survey but 

had not responded to my emails to set an interview time.  

It was uncertain how many participants would respond to the call to participate in 

the research study and be a part of the qualitative research sample. Alase (2017) noted 

phenomenological research participant samples vary, with many ranging between 2 and 25. 

Yet, Guest et al. (2006) suggested that new phenomena are unlikely to emerge after 

twelve interviews. Using these recommendations, I aimed for a sample size of around 

twelve participants because it fell within the middle of Alase’s (2017) recommendations 

and recognized the caution offered by Guest et al. (2006). The population sample for this 

study was eight Black women. While the final sample set did not meet my target goal of 

twelve women, I suspect one reason was the COVID-19 pandemic, which could have 

influenced participant interest and engagement. The COVID-19 limitation is addressed at 

the end of this chapter. 

Data Collection Methods 

Following a successful proposal defense, I received Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) approval from my home campus, the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse (see 
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Appendix A), and from the research site, Capitol College. After IRB approval from both 

institutions, potential participants were identified using the success and demographic data 

from Capitol College’s data management system. I sent an email invitation to participate 

in the study to all eligible Black women Capitol College students (see Appendix B). 

Academic Advisors and Equity, Diversity, and Inclusion (EDI) staff were also informed 

of the research study and invited to encourage students who fit the criteria to participate 

in the study. Connecting to the Academic Advising team and the EDI staff was an attempt 

to tap into these groups' referent power to encourage participation in the study. Referent 

power (French & Raven, 1959) refers to a person’s potential to influence within or 

among a population, based on social influence, shared interest, or collective experience. 

I used three data collection tools to learn more about Black women students who 

have been successful in online learning environments. These tools included a study 

interest and contact information questionnaire, the critical incident questionnaire (CIQ), 

and interviews. Additionally, I interviewed an academic advisor and a faculty member 

from Capitol College, whose names were mentioned in the interview process by 

participants. I used these interviews to triangulate data and add more context to the 

described participant experiences collected in the interviews. Multiple qualitative data 

collection methods allowed me to validate findings while adding a deeper context to the 

study (Bianco & Carr-Chellman, 2002).   

One methodology change to the study was the planned use of focus groups. The 

study’s proposal had included a tentative plan for a focus group. I chose not to pursue this 

data collection strategy. I based this decision on a combination of challenges related to 

the COVID-19 pandemic, including securing participants and the college closing its 
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doors to in-person activities. Further, because I had a later start in initially securing 

participants, some of the participants were graduating, and I did not want to ask them to 

come back for a focus group after graduation. Further, the CQI and interviews were 

gathering narratives of similar experiences and possible shared themes, and I decided to 

use those data collection methods instead of a focus group.  

Study Interest and Demographic Questionnaire 

A questionnaire to gather study interest and demographic information available 

through Qualtrics from the University of Wisconsin – La Crosse was used to identify 

initial interest in the survey and capture baseline information (see Appendix C). It was the 

first step for all the women interested in participating in the study, including how the 

participants would like to be contacted about the study.  

Critical Incident Questionnaire 

Brookfield (1995) designed the critical incident questionnaire (CIQ) to allow 

teachers to learn the impressions and influences a particular learning experience had on 

students. Brookfield (1995) noted, “Critical incidents are vivid happenings that for some 

reason people remember as being significant” (p. 114) and may have lasting effects on 

the person’s experience or perception of the experience. For this study, I adapted the CIQ 

to identify specific incidents that influenced or supported student success in the online 

learning environment.  

Brookfield’s (1995) CIQ was influenced by Tripp’s (1993) work on critical 

incidents and Woods’s (1993) discussion of critical and essential events, both of which 

identified the existence of classroom incidents believed to be significant for the student 

and invite reflection. The events may often expose new or unforeseen unknown 
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assumptions, beliefs, or practices teachers may hold about their teaching and students’ 

learning. CIQs are used to learn more about students’ views of teaching and learning 

practices.  

This study’s CIQ, modified from Brookfield’s (1995) version of the 

questionnaire, was completed digitally via Qualtrics after a participant agreed to 

volunteer for the study (see Appendix D). The completed CIQ identified any significant 

events, moments, or experiences about a particular online course where a critical incident 

may have occurred—asking participants to submit their responses to the CIQ as part of 

the study's volunteer process, instead of asking these questions in a participant interview, 

which allowed additional time for reflection and probing assumptions (Bloomberg and 

Volpe, 2019). 

Brookfield’s CIQ (1995, 2006) was initially designed for the face-to-face 

classroom environment and later amended to include a version of questions for the online 

classroom, serving as a weekly classroom feedback tool during the process of learning. I 

shifted the CIQ framework's spirit to ask questions about a critical incident in any of their 

online courses. Brookfield (1991, 2005) cautioned about using critical incidents as the 

only data collection method in a qualitative study. Brookfield (1991, 2005) argued that 

critical incidents might be too brief or limited to provide enough thick, rich descriptions 

compared to interviews, focus groups, and observations. Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) 

additionally cited an accuracy concern with critical incidents because the technique solely 

relies on participant recall, which can be clouded by time, context, and other filters within 

the present moment. One way to address accuracy issues within a CIQ was to include 

questions in the participant interview to extrapolate additional context, details, and 
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information about the incidents. When appropriate, I did refer to the CIQ responses 

during some participant interviews for further context for the participant’s responses. 

Interviews 

The interview was selected as the principal method for data collection in this 

study due to its potential to elicit rich, thick descriptions of the phenomena (Bloomberg 

& Volpe, 2019). Interviews allow participants to add more in-depth information to the 

qualitative data collection process (Creswell, 2009), which adds context to understanding 

the students’ perceptions and feelings about their success in online learning 

environments. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) noted semi-structured interviews are a suitable 

data collection strategy for learning more about how people construct or view their 

worlds. They stated, “Semi-structured interviews allow the researcher to respond to the 

situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of the respondent, and new ideas on the 

topic” (p. 90).  

Staples (2014) noted individual interviews as the most confidential data collection 

method that provided a high comfort level to participants to speak openly and frankly 

about their experiences. Furthermore, personal interviews allow opportunities for 

clarification and probing when needed (Staples, 2014). A benefit of using a qualitative 

interview approach is modifying questions and making follow-up inquiries that provide 

elaborate textual descriptions and help the researcher gain a greater understanding of 

discoveries that impact the research question (Creswell, 2009). 

Interviews do have some drawbacks. Some participants may not be cooperative, 

articulate, or reflective, influencing the type and depth of data collected (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2019). Secondly, interviews are an interaction between two people, which can lead 
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to subjective interpretation and power dynamics, and may influence the study’s outcomes 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). Throughout this study, and especially in the data analysis 

and theme generation phases, I reflected on my power and positionality by reviewing my 

researcher journal to review notes about my assumptions, perceptions, and identified bias. 

I also verified my findings against transcripts and identified themes to ensure I was 

honestly and accurately reflecting the participants' experiences. Brinkman (2018) 

suggested that researchers address interview drawbacks by routinely reflecting on how 

the interviews are directed and how the content and context are interpreted to avoid 

minimizing and limiting the dialog and perspectives shared in the interview process. 

The interview protocol included a standard set of questions that served as the 

baseline for each interview (see Appendix E). However, when necessary, deviating from 

the questions occurred when the interview's conversational structure provided an 

opportunity to learn more about the student’s experience or when clarification or 

additional information was needed. Delamont (2012) suggested deviation during an 

interview should be expected since many semi-structured interviews progress in different 

directions, often depending on where the interviewee takes it. At several points, in each 

of the interviews, deviating from questions and using follow-up questioning to responses 

resulted in additional context and information about each participant’s online learning 

experiences, as well as other lived experiences.  

Creswell’s (2009) three distinct elements for interview questions helped guide the 

interview protocol for this study, including (a) questions that draw on a common theme, 

(b) questions that ask participants to discuss the effect the phenomenon has had on their 

lives, and (c) questions that seek to understand the importance of interpreting the 
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participant’s experience uniquely. The literature review showed Black women's online 

learning success could be attributed to internal and external influences. The interview 

protocol included questions that sought to learn more about these influences by reflecting 

on their many layers and their experiences in online learning environments. 

The interview questions addressed the research questions (1) How do Black 

women in a community college describe their success as students in an online learning 

environment?; and (2) What do Black women in a community college identify as the 

primary contributors to their success in an online learning environment? The open-ended 

nature of the questions invited participants to reflect on how they describe or define 

success in the online learning environment and who or what they identify with being the 

most important influences to their online success.  

Initially, when the study was proposed, students were given the choice of 

participating in the interview in person, at any of Capitol College’s campuses, or 

virtually, using Zoom. However, given the COVID-19 pandemic limitations to in-person 

contact, all but one interview was done via web conferencing. Each interview was 

recorded to ensure the participants' stories and words were accurately transcribed for the 

data analysis process. Recordings and transcriptions were stored on my personal 

computer and backed up to an external drive and personal cloud storage in the event of 

catastrophic technology failure. 

All interview participants received a $25 cash payment as an incentive for 

participating. Participating in the study might have taken people away from wage-earning 

opportunities. To that end, I designed an incentive that was proportionate to the time 

invested in the study. After consulting with other doctoral students and my dissertation 
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chair, along with reviewing other dissertation incentives with time commitments similar 

to mine, a $25 incentive seemed to be fair compensation for the interview timeframe. Yet, 

the $25 incentive was not at a rate substantial enough that would coerce someone into 

participating. The $25 cash was a slight modification from the study’s initial proposal, 

which planned to provide participants a VISA gift card for their time. The decision to 

make this modification was twofold: (a) an attempt to limit possible virus exposure for 

both purchasing and future use of the gift cards, and (b) cash may have more spending 

opportunities compared to a VISA gift card. The participant incentives were funded 

through a grant I received from my doctoral program, the University of Wisconsin – La 

Crosse Student Affairs Administration program. 

Data Analysis 

Creswell and Creswell (2018) noted the baseline process of data analysis includes 

(a) looking at the raw data by organizing the data into themes through a detailed, 

thorough coding process; (b) utilizing visuals, such as figures and tables; and (c) using 

written narratives to display the data. The approach for data analysis is not a set process, 

and as such qualitative researchers may approach the task of analyzing data differently 

(Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). In qualitative research, data analysis is often simultaneous 

with data collection, where the researcher begins analyzing data with the first interview 

(Merriam, 2009). MacDonald (2015) referred to this as a fluid approach to collecting data 

where data analysis begins with the receipt of the first piece of data, such as a participant 

survey, through the last piece of data, a participant interview. Collecting data and 

analyzing it as an ongoing, continuous process allows the researcher to adjust the 
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research process and plans, including redirecting data collection and testing emerging 

themes and concepts (Merriam, 2009).  

To capture ideas, thoughts, reflections, concerns, and follow-up reminders 

throughout the research process, I recorded written notes in my researcher journal after 

each interview as part of the data collection process. Creswell (2007) noted the 

importance of writing notes, reflective passages, impressions, and other details about the 

research process and stages. The notes were beneficial in the data analysis stage to note a 

chronology of the interview process, direct relationships between categories, and possible 

comparisons in the data (Creswell, 2007).  

Each participant interview was transcribed by an external, paid service. Upon 

receipt of each completed transcript, I checked for accuracy by re-listening to each 

interview and editing the transcripts for inaccuracies in the translated speech to text or 

speaker attributions. In the few cases where the audio was not discernable, an “inaudible” 

marker was noted in the transcript. I carefully examined comments and direct quotations 

from the transcriptions and cross-checked my field notes and reflections from each 

interview. Participants were also sent their transcripts via email and were invited to 

review the transcripts for accuracy or additional context. 

Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) identified four steps in the qualitative data analysis 

road map: (a) reviewing and exploring data to identify significant themes and overarching 

ideas, (b) rereading and examining data to identify codes and place coded data into 

categories, (c) reporting findings, and (d) interpreting findings. Step one of the data 

analysis process looked to review and explore the data, complete a preliminary 

examination of the data by reading through the transcripts and review and write 
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researcher memos. Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) noted step one is critical for the 

researcher to get immersed in the data to fully see both obvious and indirect connections, 

which often results in the generation of evolving insights and builds a familiarity with the 

data. While reading the electronic transcripts, I underlined words and phrases that had 

some relationship to the research questions and used a tagging system to identify possible 

groupings of ideas or categories, leading to codes and potential themes (Bloomberg & 

Volpe, 2019). I added notes, reminders, thoughts, and reflections to the interview 

transcripts as a record of my early impressions and sense-making of the data, which was 

useful in the data analysis process (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019).  

Next, I reread and examined the data, coded the data, and placed codes into 

categories. For this stage, I imported the transcriptions for each interview and the CIQ 

responses into Nvivo, a qualitative data software package used to organize and manage 

data (Nvivo, 2020), a tool for open coding processes. The first pass of the Nvivo process 

resulted in over 64 codes or descriptors. I then reviewed the initial set of coded text to 

collapse and combine similar categories and codes. Bloomberg and Volpe (2019) noted 

revising the coding schemes and adding, eliminating, or collapsing codes is a critical 

stage in the second stage of the data analysis process.  

Taylor et al. (2016) noted the difficulty some inexperienced researchers have in 

seeing patterns in the data because it requires a critical eye and commitment to look for 

themes and trends in as many ways as possible. Coding is a discovery process without 

prescribed formulas or processes to follow, serving to label findings and link findings, 

serving to link the data to ideas and theories to data (Saldaña, 2016). Several passes at 

coding are a necessary process because rarely is coding perfect after only one or two 



 

57 
 

cycles (Saldaña, 2016). After several rounds of reviewing, moving, collapsing, and 

combining codes, the process resulted in eight final themes, four to answer each of the 

study’s research questions.  

The themes led to reflecting on how to report the findings to present a complete 

narrative. I considered how to articulate and communicate the findings, identify and place 

participant quotations, and summarize key findings. This stage was crucial for putting the 

data into meaningful, recognizable, and digestible patterns that are manageable for the 

researcher and readers to translate and transfer (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019).  

Lastly, the data analysis process focused on interpreting the findings, including 

analyzing and synthesizing findings by relating, connecting, linking, and interrelating to 

experience, insights, and the literature (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019). This stage included 

creating a visual display of the themes to show the developing conceptual framework of 

the factors, influences, and relationships. In the final stage of data analysis, the researcher 

connected the theories and framework to themes to look for key trends and shared 

experiences and identify recommendations the study’s data may suggest. 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical procedures were used to collect, analyze, and report data. First, upon 

successfully defending the study’s proposal, Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval 

was provided from the researcher’s degree-granting institution, the University of 

Wisconsin-La Crosse, and the community college research site, Capitol College. Careful 

consideration was given to identifying the key requirements of the IRB process for both 

the University of Wisconsin-La Crosse’s IRB process and the research site.   
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Although the study’s participants were not expected to be subjected to any serious 

ethical threats, several safeguards were set in place to ensure participants' protection and 

rights and address and remedy ethical considerations. First, participants were asked to 

complete an emailed informed written consent to ensure they understand their 

participation in the study was voluntary and that they have the option to leave the study at 

any time. Because of the COVID-19 pandemic, the consent forms were sent by email in 

advance of the interview. Participants were asked to email the signed consent form back 

to the researcher before the interview. Digital images of the informed consent form, such 

as a scanned version or a photo of the form taken by cell phone and emailed to the 

researcher, were acceptable. Before starting each interview, I reviewed the informed 

consent form verbally with each participant to provide another opportunity to convey 

their rights for voluntary participation. 

Second, I addressed participant rights and privacy by ensuring anonymity through 

pseudonyms for both the college and the participant names in the study's reporting and 

distribution of data. One of the interview questions asked participants to provide a 

pseudonym to protect their identity and ensure anonymity and confidentiality. Some of 

the participants had difficulty thinking of one and were offered a choice to have one 

selected for them if they chose not to provide a name.  Two of the women chose a 

pseudonym.  The other six participant pseudonyms were chosen from the first names of 

Black women authors or poets. Lastly, as Capitol College exists in a relatively small 

community, I intentionally removed or generalized certain pieces of identifying 

information about the participants, such as degree program or country of origin. 
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Additionally, I also used ranges for the participant ages and the number of courses taken 

to ensure individual participants would not be identifiable. 

The evolving nature of in-depth interviews can be inherently ambiguous, where it 

is challenging to inform potential research participants about precisely what to expect 

from the interview experience. I prepared for this uncertainty by (a) telling the potential 

research participants what the research was about, (b) explaining how the interview 

process may develop, such as new questions might be asked based on the responses from 

the research participant, and (c) reassuring potential research participants of their rights to 

withdraw at any time from the interview process. Additionally, while the expected risks 

for this study were minimal, discussing educational experiences may be emotional for 

some participants. Therefore, I included information about counseling services as part of 

the informed consent form (see Appendix F).  

Finally, I took careful, deliberate measures to secure any documentation, files, or 

recordings with identifying data. The data was kept secure on the researcher’s password-

protected, private laptop, held within the researcher's home. Upon approval of the 

dissertation, I will follow any data retention and destruction practices required by the 

University of Wisconsin-La Crosse’s Institutional Review Board. 

Trustworthiness 

A qualitative study must have a strong sense of trustworthiness and credibility and 

should be accounted for by the researcher (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019).  Lincoln and 

Guba (1994) suggested credibility is an essential principle in qualitative research because 

it ensures a study examines and explores what was intended and is one of the most 

critical factors in establishing trustworthiness. Patton (1990) referred to the researcher as 
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an “instrument in qualitative research” (p. 14), whose credibility reflected the skills, 

reliability, trustworthiness, and integrity of the research.   

Five criteria, including credibility, dependability, transferability, confirmability, 

and authenticity are used to evaluate qualitative research (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). 

Credibility refers to the believability of the study’s findings. Tracy (2010) said a credible 

qualitative study was one where readers would feel trustworthy enough to use the 

findings to make decisions. Sandelowski (1986) suggested a qualitative study is 

considered credible if the narratives and descriptions of the phenomena were 

recognizable by people who share the same experience. 

Rich, thick descriptions are among the most significant ways to achieve 

credibility (Tracy, 2010). Rich, thick descriptions of the participants' stories invite the 

study’s readers to apply the findings to their situations (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). Savin-

Baden and Van Niekerk (2007) wrote that stories told in qualitative research often reveal 

various truths, and anything hidden is visible through rich, thick data collection. Rich, 

thick description is used throughout this study, providing readers with essential 

information to determine whether the findings could be applied to other settings. In 

addition to using rich, thick descriptions, credibility is addressed in this study through 

triangulation, peer debriefing, reflexivity, and member checking.  

Dependability refers to the study’s data fidelity (Lincoln & Guba, 1994). 

Essentially, if this study were repeated under the same conditions and context, similar 

findings would be identified.  Yilmaz (2013) emphasized a study’s confirmability when 

the researcher “confirms that the study findings are grounded in the data and inferences 

based on the data are logical and have clarity, high utility or explanatory power” (p. 320). 
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Dependability is addressed in this study through a straightforward, documented, logical, 

and traceable research process, including the data collection techniques and the data 

analysis process, triangulation, peer debriefing, and the use of a researcher journal to help 

organize, verify, and cross-reference data.  

Transferability refers to ensuring adequate contextual information about the study 

is presented to allow others to use the findings in their situations (Lincoln and Guba, 

1994). Transferability is not to be confused with an assumption of generalizability, which 

is not the aim of qualitative research (Tracy, 2010). Instead, a qualitative researcher 

demonstrates transferability when a study's results have meaning to anyone not centrally 

involved in the research and can associate the findings with their own experiences and 

situations.  

Ellis (2007) related transferability in qualitative study as meaningful and profound 

storytelling that elicits the reader's emotional experience. Ellis (2007) argued significant 

and profound narratives have the power to suggest to readers that they have experienced 

similar feelings or events in another situation. Transferability is addressed in this study by 

using rich, thick descriptions, providing detailed, transparent information about the study, 

using purposeful sampling, and providing detailed descriptions of the phenomenon that 

allows comparisons. 

Confirmability refers to a study’s findings being the result of the participants' 

experiences, ideas, and narratives, not the researcher's interpretations, preferences, and 

assumptions (Patton, 1990). One key criterion for confirmability is the extent to which 

the researcher reflects on and addresses predispositions, biases, and assumptions (Savin-

Baden & Major, 2013). Confirmability is addressed in this study through objectivity in 
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the research process, primarily through triangulation, reflexivity, writing and reviewing 

researcher notes, and identifying the study’s limitations.  

Authenticity refers to how the researcher honors the participant narratives 

faithfully and authentically (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Authenticity is addressed in this 

study with verbatim transcription, participant quotes, and reflexivity.  Further, I tried to 

be very deliberate and intentional about my word choices, connections of the data, and 

descriptions of the phenomenon, not to allow my White researcher lens or any privilege, 

power, and positionality, to taint the participants' narratives. In this study, member 

checking, triangulation, peer debriefing, and reflexivity were primarily used to ensure 

trustworthiness and credibility. Each of these strategies are described in the sections 

below.  

Member Checking 

Member checking is one of the most important practices to achieve credibility in 

qualitative research (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Savin-Baden & Major (2013) described 

member checking as a strategy that “involves checking with participants for feedback or 

verification of interpretation” (p. 477), which is thought to increase the credibility of the 

research. Similarly, Merriam (2009) suggested participants may be instrumental in 

overall study credibility by reviewing drafts to check for accuracy, checking for both 

content and contextual accuracy.  

A vital step in this study's trustworthiness and credibility was ensuring 

participants were comfortable with the content and how the context of the experiences 

was documented. I used a third-party service to transcribe all of the study’s interviews. 
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As no human or machine transcription is perfect, I carefully reviewed and edited each 

transcription for accuracy while listening to the audio recording.  

A copy of the interview questions and interview transcript was sent to each 

participant via email, with an invitation to verify and validate the transcript for accuracy 

and provide additional information to the recorded narrative. Participants were asked to 

note any discrepancies in the transcription and provide other content or context if the 

transcript did not accurately reflect their comments or experience. Bloomberg and Volpe 

(2019) suggested this member checking approach is one way to validate the 

transcription's accuracy and verify the participant’s comfort level with what was shared 

in their interview. I also attempted a second member checking opportunity by sharing the 

study’s thematic findings with the participants via email. However, five of the emails 

bounced back as undeliverable.  

Triangulation 

Triangulation in qualitative study refers to using various methods to explore a 

phenomenon to offer a more balanced account of the phenomena (Patton, 1990). Merriam 

and Tisdell (2016) cited triangulation as the best strategy for bolstering a qualitative 

study's internal validity. Triangulation strengthens a qualitative study by combining data 

collection methods from multiple sources to foster a more complex understanding of the 

studied phenomenon (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019).  

Flick (2004) asserted that data triangulation helps the qualitative researcher 

produce a more truthful picture of the phenomenon being examined and overcome any 

bias that may occur when relying on only a single source of data. Triangulation was 

achieved in this study by using data from critical incident questionnaire responses, 
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participant interviews, an advisor and faculty interview, and researcher notes. These 

multiple data points helped establish themes and confirm the findings' accuracy.  

Peer Debriefing 

Peer debriefing involves asking colleagues or other experts in the study’s topic to 

review researcher notes, data, assumptions, and other findings (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2019). Peer debriefing can be a powerful tool to enhance the qualitative narrative's 

accuracy (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Shenton (2004) noted peer debriefing or scrutiny 

throughout the research project could offer a fresh perspective to challenge assumptions, 

significantly when the researcher’s closeness to a project inhibits the ability to see and 

interpret the data through an objective and detached lens. Furthermore, peer debriefing 

may enable the researcher to refine methods (Shenton, 2004), examine assumptions more 

deeply, or consider alternative ways of looking at the data (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2019).  

Frequent consultation with my dissertation chair provided multiple opportunities 

for peer debriefing. I also asked colleagues with expertise in online learning and a 

colleague with identities similar to the study’s participants to review the study’s findings 

at various points in the process. The dissertation chair consultations and loop-outs to 

experts set the stage for them to ask questions about the findings and the connections I 

was making to the data. The peer debriefing process made the study more robust and 

credible because it challenged assumptions, encouraged me to reflect on my privilege, 

power, dominance, and White ideals, and identified additional avenues I might consider 

in this important work.  

The participant interviews also identified peer debriefing opportunities by 

identifying two additional data sources that would further offer context for Black 
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women’s online success at Capitol College. Advisor Anita, a Capitol College advisor who 

identifies as a Black woman, and Instructor Irene, who identifies as a White woman, were 

mentioned during the participant interviews as critical to their online learning success. I 

interviewed both Advisor Anita and Instructor Irene to learn more about their connections 

to the study’s population and further understand the participant relationships with these 

women as a piece of the online success narrative. The interviews with Advisor Anita and 

Instructor Irene also served as a peer debriefing strategy. Shenton (2004) noted that using 

different related sources can serve as a supporting tool to validate the participants' 

information. Interviews with Advisor Anita and Instructor Irene provided additional 

context, explanation, and support, from their advisor and instructor lenses, for the 

participants' described experiences of their online course success. I will use “Advisor 

Anita” and “Instructor Irene” for any quotes or references related to or from Anita and 

Irene to ensure their contributions to the study are distinct and separate from the 

participants who are referred to by a first name pseudonym. 

Reflexivity 

I worked at the community college where the study took place. Researching 

within one’s institution, sometimes be referred to as an insider perspective, can lead to 

potential pitfalls and considerations that may influence trustworthiness and credibility 

(Mercer, 2007). In this dissertation study, I was not an insider to the study’s population, 

but instead an insider to the workings of online teaching and learning at Capitol College, 

including knowing most of the faculty, services, and resources. Griffith (1998) 

highlighted the insider perspective as a complex dynamic because it can involve four 
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dimensions: human agency, power, and ethics, influencing participant responses, data 

analysis, and study outcomes.  

I checked my positionality throughout the study, particularly during data analysis 

and theme generation, to ensure that the study’s findings were not influenced by 

individual experiences, viewpoints, or biases. Briscoe (2005) noted this reflection and 

checking of positionality is critical for researchers. Further, I am confident this study 

reflects a population of women who sincerely desired to participate and share their 

narratives because they completed each phase of the data college process. Further, I 

reminded each participant multiple times that they had the option to decline any of the 

study’s elements or entirely withdraw from the study at any time. The eight women 

interviewed in this study wanted their stories to be shared. 

To overcome the potential pitfalls of researching within my institution and 

meeting the criteria of trustworthiness, I used “multiple strategies of validation to ensure 

that the account is accurate and insightful” (Creswell, 2013, p. 151). These strategies 

included (a) rechecking the success data for black women at Capitol College, (b) 

interviewing an academic advisor and faculty member from Capitol College mentioned in 

various participant interviews, (c) identifying any saturation of themes or topics, and (d) 

re-listening or re-reading participants transcripts several times to ensure accuracy of the 

narrative. In the pursuit to ensure trustworthiness and credibility, a qualitative researcher 

must also be clear about a study’s delimitations and limitations, which are discussed in 

the next section. 
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Delimitations 

This study explored Black women who were successful in online learning 

environments in the community college setting. A significant gap exists in the online 

success rates for Black women compared to White women at the researcher’s college, 

which was the main driver of this study. Further, as the literature review indicates, little 

research exists on Black community college women who have been successful online. 

There is no clear indication of why this gap may exist besides the fact that most research 

on online students focuses on deficits rather than success. Another reason could be that 

most research ignores community college students or focuses on students of color as a 

collective, without specifying a particular gender or racial identity group.  

 The participants were required to have had three successful online learning 

experiences to ensure this study focused on online learners who were not new to the 

online environment. New online learners may struggle with the format. To capture the 

influences of success for online, I thought it was essential to capture the experiences of 

Black women who had a history of online success beyond a singular course experience. 

Additionally, participants were required to have an identified major or program to 

exclude transitory course takers who may or may not fully connect to community college 

resources and experiences.  

Limitations 

Critical to any study is an intentional disclosure of limitations, as they may 

influence the conclusions drawn from the study results. The study used interviews as one 

data collection method for the qualitative study. These interviews relied on self-reported 

stories and narratives, along with a willingness by participants to share personal 
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information, thoughts, or feelings about their online learning experiences. Probing 

questions were used to encourage participants to expand on some details and provide 

more information as they shared their experiences. Gonyea (2005) noted self-reported 

data or the required sharing of personal information or personal experiences by 

participants has the potential to be contaminated or inaccurate. While I do not believe 

there are inaccuracies or contamination in the narratives as told by the participants, a 

possibility exists that the participant’s narratives lacked details of specific events that 

occurred during their online learning experiences or as a result of those experiences. I am 

hopeful the participants answered the interview and CIQ questions thoroughly, but my 

outsider perspective, as a White woman with potential power and privilege, may have 

cautioned the women for full disclosure. The participants were asked to reveal their 

online learning experiences to a White person who would then hold the power of 

interpretation through the narrative. This arrangement may have distorted the findings, 

perhaps limiting complete and open expression by the participants.  

Finally, the 2020 COVID-19 pandemic may have limited overall participation 

from potential study participants. The researcher began participant recruitment just a few 

weeks prior to Capitol College shifting to fully remote instruction as a precautionary 

measure to the rising COVID-19 cases seen across the nation. Participants who indicated 

an interest in the study initially suddenly stopped responding to messages to set up an 

interview. Other potential participants contacted to participate simply said they didn’t 

have time, were overwhelmed or were just trying to survive the pandemic situation at the 

time. It is possible asking people to participate in a research study during a pandemic 

affected the study’s overall participation rates.  
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Summary 

Chapter III began with an introduction to the methods section, an explanation of a 

practice study that informed this research study, and a description of the research site. 

Next, the research design overview was discussed, including the rationale for a 

phenomenological qualitative study approach. The population sample, data collection 

methods, data analysis methods were presented. The chapter closed with a discussion of 

ethical considerations, conditions for trustworthiness, delimitations, and limitations.  
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS 

The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand how Black community 

college women who have been successful in online courses describe their experiences 

and the influences of their success. The research questions explored in this study were: 

(1) How do Black women students in a community college describe their success 

as students in an online learning environment? 

(2) What do Black women students in a community college identify as the 

primary contributors to their success in an online learning environment?  

Silverman (2000) identified qualitative research as having a storytelling tradition. 

This chapter is structured to present the participants' narratives shared through the 

demographic questionnaire, critical incident questionnaire, and interview. The participant 

stories center their voice and experiences through a series of themes generated through 

the collected data. In this chapter, I use the participants' words to describe their 

experiences of successful online learning experiences and the influences of their online 

learning success.  

Following the introductory participant narratives, I present the main themes 

identified in the data. Each of these themes includes the verbatim transcription from the 

study’s participants. I chose to use verbatim transcripts to honor each participant's words, 

thoughts, and responses. Kumar (2017) noted verbatim transcription illustrates the 

thought process a participant used to develop their responses. Further, the use of verbatim 
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transcription respects and validates the narratives of each of these Black women by using 

their own words. Poland (1995) argued non-verbatim transcripts present interview 

participants as more articulate or made passages easier to read. However, it seems 

disingenuous to the Black women in this study if I, as a white researcher with power and 

privilege, chose non-verbatim transcription. In no way did I want to rewrite or “clean up” 

quotes or transcriptions to make their words sound like my own.  

I care deeply about representing the participants’ narratives as their own. While I 

had no plans to clean up the transcriptions, I struggled with the delicate balance of using 

long quotes versus paraphrasing quotes versus trimming down the passages. I did not 

want to further contribute to White people's extensive history talking over or silencing 

people of color (Osborne, 2018a, 2018b). As a result, I included long quotes throughout 

Chapter IV as essential to preserving the participants' stories. What is said, as much as 

what is not said, has meaning. Therefore, in some of the participant stories, it was 

necessary to provide more extended quotes for the context and wholeness of the 

narrative. By recentering Black women’s voices, I chose to use my power as a White 

researcher judiciously rather than pretending I had none.  

Some verbatim responses from Advisor Anita and Instructor Irene, both 

mentioned by name in the participant narratives, are included in this chapter. As 

discussed in Chapter III, I asked Advisor Anita and Instructor Irene to provide additional 

context and perspective about their role in the online success experiences described by 

the participants. 
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The Participants 

I interviewed eight Black women from Capitol College. Five of the women are 

from the United States, and three of the women are migrants from three different African 

countries. All of the women were between 23-42 years of age. Four of the eight women 

returned to college after an unsuccessful first try. One woman was married and had a 

child. 

Participant Introductions 

 Introductions for the study’s participants begin this chapter. Each participant is 

first introduced with one of their interview quotes. Each woman’s introduction also 

includes relevant demographic and background information. This chapter intentionally 

uses each participant's own words to describe their online learning experiences, adding 

context to events, experiences, thoughts, feelings, and characteristics that envelop their 

experiences as Black women students, among other identities they hold. Table 1 outlines 

the participant demographics for ease of reference.  

Table 1.  Participant Demographics Information 

Pseudonym Degree Program 

Number 
of online 
courses 
taken 

Preferred Mode 
of Learning Age Range GPA 

Simone Marketing 3-5 Online and Face-
to-face 23-27 3.5 

Harmony Liberal Arts Transfer 3-5 Face-to-face 23-27 2.0 

Jasmine Business  11 or 
more 

Online 28-32 3.4 

Talia Liberal Arts Transfer 3-5 Online 23-27 2.8 
Shana Business 6-10 Online 23-27 2.4 
Justice Nursing 3-5 Face-to-face 28-32 3.4 
Maya Medical-related Program 6-10 Online 38-42 3.8 

Brandi Business 3-5 Online and Face-
to-face 23-27 3.2 
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Participant 1: Simone 

I feel like before I went to Capitol College, and I was touring four-year 

universities, and I met certain professors. I feel like they placed me in this box of 

being a black person that they just kind of like underestimated my abilities and, or 

my background and they just kind of use that to say like, Oh, she's gonna be like 

this stereotypical caricature of what a black person is. And like, kind of didn't 

have confidence in me. 

Simone is between 23-27 years old and is a student in Capitol College’s 

Marketing program. Her parents have professional careers, with college degrees, which 

she saw as a major factor in helping her navigate the college landscape when questions 

arose or when she encountered some kind of barrier. She chose Capitol College after 

exploring four-year institutions after realizing she wanted to stay closer to home. She 

lives at home and has financial support from her family. She works while attending 

school and has maintained a 3.5 GPA.  

About two years after an unsuccessful first attempt at Capitol College, Simone 

returned to Capitol College, taking only face-to-face classes. She was forced back to the 

online environment when a class she needed for her program was only available online. 

She still had fears about online courses, especially after her first rough attempt, but she 

had no other option because of how the classes were scheduled. When asked about her 

online class fears, Simone noted she was a visual learner, where seeing examples or 

watching how to do something is vital for her learning.  

Participant 2: Harmony 
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I feel like I have something to prove to society as a whole that not all black people 

or black women are the same of what the world perceive us to be. 

Harmony, a liberal arts major between 23-27 years old, aspires to become a social 

worker. She returned to college after struggling her first time around. Harmony has 

experienced several traumatic experiences in her life, including parental abuse and two 

siblings' death, one from spousal abuse and the other from an accident. Online learning 

was not a choice, but more of a necessity to complete her degree, as some of her courses 

were only offered online or were not available in person at times when she could attend. 

She prefers to learn in person and noted she is easily taken off task when trying to learn 

online.  

Harmony loves kids and was torn about her future career opportunities, uncertain 

about pursuing degrees in early childhood education or something related to social work. 

Rather than choosing an associate degree program that would limit her options for future 

careers, she chose the liberal arts transfer degree to open up possibilities for her future 

and her chances of transferring into a four-year institution.  

Participant 3: Jasmine 

The last few years black women have grown to be at the top of their class, 

becoming lawyers and doctors and business owners. Seeing this while I'm in 

school, it just drove me to, like, be one of those people. I need to be, you know, a 

role model for younger women, that's going to look up to me and say, you know, 

she can do it, so I can do it too. So, I feel like that living in a generation where 

black women are just driving, it just, it builds my confidence and makes me just 
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like, you know, what can I do as well in contributing to the community of black 

women entrepreneurs? It's gonna be great.  

Jasmine has taken more than eleven online courses at Capitol College. The 28-32-

year-old finance and accounting major intends to transfer to a four-year college to 

continue pursuing her goals. She has worked full time throughout her time at Capitol 

College, even working as much as 60 hours a week. Jasmine has maintained a 3.4 GPA 

by focusing on her studies. She came to the Midwest from the East Coast specifically for 

one of Capitol College’s business administration programs.  

Jasmine is incredibly focused on her studies and completing her degree. She has 

had strong role models in her life who have pointed her towards the importance of a 

college degree and setting long-term goals. She says she does not have any friends 

physically located here, which helps her stay focused. She adheres to a strict schedule 

that balances her full-time job and academic work.  

Participant 4: Talia 

It wasn't easy but I, I had to like push through, and you know out of everything, 

you know, like personal life and in just like me every day, and even though I'm 

asking what am I doing, I don't want to come away with nothing and those are the 

things you remember. 

Talia is a liberal arts transfer program student between 23-27 years of age and has 

taken 3-5 online courses at Capitol College. She came to the United States from an 

African country about five years ago but was out of school for about three years before 

that. After graduating from Capitol College, Talia plans to transfer a four-year 

Midwestern university to pursue a degree in public health.  
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Talia described lifelong struggles with learning and academics that have shaken 

her confidence and created questions about her future. For the most part, she does feel 

that Capitol College’s instructors and resources have helped her build her self-confidence 

and improve her academic skills.  

Participant 5: Shana 

I feel like not a lot of people expect a lot of African Americans to achieve. And 

they don't think that we're capable of doing certain things as well as other people. 

You know, if that makes sense? So I feel like just go out there and doing it and just 

showing, like, Hey, I'm a strong black woman and I can do it. And if I want to I 

will. And at the end of the day, I'm going to go get what's mine. 

 Shana, a human resource management program student, is between 23-27 years of 

age. She has taken between 6-10 online classes and maintains a 2.4 GPA. Shana works 

multiple jobs to put herself through school, so the flexibility of online courses was the 

initial reason she took online classes. However, she also admits he does not like in-person 

classes, so the online classes were a draw to avoid in-person classes.  

Shana lives with a debilitating disease but doesn’t share this information with her 

instructors, mostly out of not wanting to be treated differently or because it feels too 

personal to share with anyone she is not closely connected to. Shana is a returning student 

to Capitol College, having been to college the first time, leaving to work for several 

years, and returning some years later.  

Participant 6: Justice 

My background coming in, I didn’t think I was smart enough. I started more 

serious, pretending like I had never done college before and that helped. 
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Justice, a 28-32-year-old nursing student, has taken 3-5 online classes. She 

maintains a 3.48 GPA. She is married and has a young child. Justice is a migrant from an 

African nation and has been in the United States for four years. She describes herself as 

shy and has struggled at times to engage in group projects in the online classroom, which 

she sees as a major challenge for students like her when learning online.  

While caring for her sick mother, she was trying to figure out what she wanted to 

do for her future career. Those moments of caring for her mother led her towards wanting 

to learn more about health and medicine--why things work the way they do in the body, 

particularly the healing process. Justice is very interested in what she refers to as 

“thoughtful care,” which is an homage to how she cared for her own mother and how she 

hopes other health care workers would approach their work as well. Justice became a 

certified nursing assistant (CNA), which led to applying to the Associate Degree Nursing 

Program at Capitol College. 

Participant 7: Maya 

I am my number one fan, you know, coming from a developing country to the 

United States, you know, being by yourself, no, no parents, no siblings. So I think 

of myself, like, I want to be successful, and I have to help myself to be successful 

and I do not have anybody else to help me be successful. So, I talk to myself, I will 

encourage myself at any point, to see that I come to this, because I will know what 

I where I want to be. There is no relenting there is no going back.  

Maya works full-time in a hospital as a health unit coordinator. Working full time 

meant she needed to take online classes if she wanted to pursue a degree. Maya is 

working on her associate's degree in one of Capitol College’s medical-related programs, 



 

78 
 

with hopes of being a role model to others from her native African country. Maya, a 38-

42-year-old student, maintains a high 3.85 GPA and has taken 6-10 online courses at 

Capitol College. 

Maya has found a close connection with one of her instructors. She sees this 

relationship as critical for her success at Capitol College, mainly because she is alone in 

the United States. The instructor's support provides her with memories of her own 

mother’s support. Maya also relies heavily on self-talk and self-reassurance to get her 

through difficult times in school and any challenges that come her way, mostly because 

she does not have many social supports to rely on. 

Participant 8: Brandi 

As a black woman, what I noticed in classes is like, you know, I'm not the only 

one. A lot of graduates or who are graduating now are black women. And I think 

that kind of encouraged me a little bit more. And I'm taking my classes I noticed 

like yeah, like, there's a lot of women here and it's some black women here. So I'm 

like wow, okay. So we may be on to something like, this might not be a bad idea. 

And then on top of that is, you know, a lot of places are looking for black women. 

So it's like, why not do this? Like it needs to be more of us out there. Needs to 

show more faces. 

Brandi, age 23-27, was getting ready to graduate in May 2020 when she was 

interviewed for the study. She was graduating with a degree in human resource 

management and has maintained a 3.25 GPA by taking a mix of online and in-person 

classes at Capitol College. Brandi’s full-time class load is balanced with her full-time 

work schedule.  
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Brandi returned to Capitol College a few years after a challenging first attempt, 

after learning about a college reimbursement program through her full-time employer. 

The employer also ended up being responsible for her eventual program choice, human 

resources management, because of how she was treated in the workplace. She said the 

identification of her future career field was a defining moment in her educational journey. 

Themes and Responses to Research Questions  

Two central research questions guided this study to examine the influences of 

success for Black community college women who have been successful in online 

courses. Participants completed a demographic questionnaire, a critical incident 

questionnaire (CIQ), and participated in semi-structured interviews. Research Question 1 

asked, “How do Black women students in a community college describe their success as 

students in an online learning environment?” Research Question 2 asked, “What do Black 

women students in a community college identify as the primary contributors to their 

success in an online learning environment?” The salient themes of their narratives related 

to each research question are presented in the next sections.  

Describing Success in the Online Learning Environment 

This first research question sought to understand how Black women describe their 

successful online learning experiences. The question was intended to be broad to 

encompass both the practical (e.g., the operational and mechanical elements of online 

courses) and the personal (e.g., individual feelings, experiences, and reflections). This 

research question was answered by the following four emergent themes:  

• Success described when online learning just works 

• Success described through a well-designed course 
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• Success described through advice to future Black women online learners 

• Success described through validation and experiences 

Success When Online Learning Just Works 

Defining the “feeling” of success can be difficult, especially when success can be 

broadly interpreted through context, experiences, feelings, and personal history. 

Participant responses to questions about how they knew when they were successful and 

what that success felt like were quite different and fell into several different themes. 

However, a consistent theme was strategies and feelings about navigating and 

maximizing opportunity within the online learning environment and feeling like it was a 

good fit. I coined this theme “when online learning just works” because the women 

described it as feeling right or just working for their life situation. Simone noted 

flexibility, independence, and the option to focus focusing more intensely on her subject 

matter as critical to her success: 

I was looking forward to online once I realized what it was I was looking forward 

to just, you know, doing things on my own time and then kind of delving deeper 

into the work because in face-to-face, it's kind of just like, it's that and that's it. 

With online learning, you can definitely go online, like, research further into it, 

and get more information…and that's what helped me a lot is that if I was ever 

confused, I just would look for other sources of outside on my time. 

While Simone described the opportunity to engage with content and topics at a deeper 

level, Shana described online success as maximizing online learning's flexibility:  

The flexibility that I have, and then that way, you are able to structure your 

schedule around that because like, nowadays, a lot of our jobs are well for me 
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multiple jobs, and you know, being full time at the time online was just more 

reasonable for me than trying to go to all in person.  

Talia struggled with in-person math classes. A friend suggested she take math online with 

a particular instructor, and it seemed to be the solution Talia needed to feel successful. 

When asked about being successful online, Talia responded with excitement about her 

math class. She said, “Oh, my math. My college algebra class. It was a dream online 

class. I got a lot of C's in my in-person classes, but not online. All my online classes 

they've been great.” Talia also described her online success as a comparison to face-to-

face math classes she had taken, and particularly the time spent in the classroom 

compared to how she can plan her online homework time: 

So we have to like get in the class like five times a week and you have to like do 

homework almost every day. And like, online is like by this date all this has to be 

done. And it's like more successful with me because I can like spread out the time. 

Brandi found similar feelings of success with the benefits of learning online 

because it just worked for her life:  

The freedom like just basically you can pick it up and do it whatever time of the 

day, whenever you have time to do as long as you did turn it in by the due date. 

Everything's good. And then also the classes they give you like a week, or 

sometimes a week and a half to do assignments and stuff. So I really like that as 

well. Like I didn't feel as tight on the time as I would for some other classes. So I 

kind of like that having the flexibility to do work whenever I want. 

Jasmine appreciated online classes because she can pace herself, which she feels 

places the course schedule and deadlines in her control.  She shared,  
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I had the control of how you know, I wanted to set out my week and make sure I 

meet deadlines. But it still was like up to me. That [flexibility] is what really 

made me start liking online classes. 

Jasmine’s online success was defined by surviving an overloaded semester in 

hopes of moving closer to graduating:  

I ended up taking five classes that semester. I don't know how or why but I put to 

like, get all these classes out the way and I'm like, okay, if I take five this 

semester, then I'll be closer to graduation by the fall, so I feel like for that 

semester I just struggled a little bit with that class. But I just kept going and I'm 

like, okay, I just got to get through, you know, four more weeks to go. Just keep 

telling myself you know, you got to pass, you're gonna pass. 

Some of the participants also talked about the importance of online classes' 

flexibility and the absence of defined time and place as necessary to their responsibilities 

and demands on their lives.  Several of the women worked full-time or several part-time 

jobs, which required flexibility. Justice needs the flexibility and option to work from 

home because she cares for her child while attending school. She shared, “I like to learn 

in person, but it is harder when I have to be on campus because I have to find care for my 

son.”  

Success Through a Well-Designed Course  

As the participants talked about their successful online course experiences just 

working and being a good fit, they also described course design approaches. I chose to 

connect the identified elements of a well-designed course with the participants’ feelings 

of success when they specifically mentioned course design elements as critical to their 
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online learning success. My rationale for this is twofold. First, a well-designed course 

focused on the student experience encourages success. Second, course design elements, 

such as assignment examples, rubrics, or video demonstrations of how to accomplish 

course tasks, can help students feel successful because they model and contribute to 

successful outcomes. 

Simone described successful online course experiences as ones where course 

design was centered around support, success, and helpful learner practices. In particular, 

Simone noted specific strategies one instructor used that helped her get through a 

challenging class: 

She would post online videos of her lecturing on the topics. But she would post 

videos of going through each and every single thing that she wanted to see and 

then posted examples in the videos and went into deeper research of the topic of 

that week. And then she would allow for resubmission so she would grade it and 

then say, oh, here's what I would like to see more and then allow us the chance to 

resubmit from our points, which was very helpful.  

Similar to Simone, Talia described elements of her online courses that supported 

student success. One of her instructors used virtual class meetings. She noted, “My math 

teacher had a group video call. I think this was helpful because it made the class more 

interactive.” Talia also focused more on complementary and supplemental resources in 

her online courses, which helped her learn the material differently. She said her 

instructors encouraged her to use Khan Academy and other learning apps to practice math 

problems, which gave her extra learning practice and time to master the concepts.  
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The successful online course experience had with project examples and samples 

for class assignments and projects. Simone found these examples and models as helpful 

and necessary, especially for new-to-online learners who may not be ready for the online 

space:  

For a class where we were learning Photoshop, the instructor would just post the 

finished example. Not like how to do it, but like, this is how it should look like. It 

would help me if I knew where I was messing up like, it's not looking like the end 

photos, so I must have done something wrong. So that helped a lot too. Because if 

he hadn't had posted those like finished samples, I'm sure I would have gotten it 

like, way off. 

Several participants found the inherent flexibility within a course’s design and 

structure as crucial for their success.  While some online classes have shorter deadlines, 

Brandi appreciated online courses designed with a full week to complete assignments, 

which allowed her to prioritize her time across her classes. Similarly, Justice found online 

courses' structure, with built-in processing time to respond to questions and prompts 

asynchronously, worked better for her learning needs.  Justice also appreciated when her 

online courses included study guides, chapter outlines, and other content organizers for 

all of the nursing content and concepts she had to learn. She said, “The course study 

guides helped me to focus and understand and interpret my readings. When I studied the 

chapter and answer the questions on the study guide, I passed my exams.” 

Both Harmony and Brandi talked about online course designs that had student 

choice and options built into them.  Harmony talked about an instructor who offered 

choices in topics to explore, and discussion prompts to choose from in the discussion 
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board.  Harmony shared, “She does discussion posts, and she will like have like four or 

five topics, and then we have to respond to them.” Similarly, Brandi finds choices helpful 

for her learning because she can connect more deeply to a certain topic or reading, often 

applying it to a current situation or context, noting: 

In my HR [human resources] classes, like when they give us choices on what we 

can post on, I like that. Sometimes a situation is happening at work, and I can pick 

a question, to like, you know, to talk about it. 

Success Through Advice for Future Black Women Online Learners 

The participants were asked what advice they would give to other Black women 

planning to learn online. The purpose of this question had two primary goals. First, 

collect each participant’s recommended or best practices for success to be replicated or 

considered by other Black women online learners. Second, amplify first-hand insights 

and experiences, from Black women to Black women, rather than advice from others 

with power and privilege who have not had similar lived experiences. 

The responses included academic, mindset, practical, and operational advice 

through supportive dialogue and suggestions to the future learners. Justice offered two 

points of advice. “If taking classes online, keep the class schedule close and use the study 

guides to answer questions.” Secondly, because Justice prefers to learn in person and 

finds the face-to-face environment more supportive for her social and emotional needs, 

she recommended, “If considering an online class, take face-to-face classes too so that 

you can interact with the other students.”   

Brandi’s advice was short and straightforward. She said she would tell other 

Black women students to “just do it like, what else are you doing if you're not? Like you 
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might as well! You're not going to fail if you don't want to. Just know no one's stopping 

you, but you - just do it.” Jasmine’s advice was similarly encouraging but mostly 

centered on the importance of achieving one’s goals:  

Taking one day at a time, have patience, because it can be difficult sometimes, 

just being, you know, just being an online student is difficult. And, yeah, I'll say 

the main thing, definitely have patience. Just keep your focus. You can't, you 

know, even if you, you know, have a hard assignment, don't just go, “Okay, I 

quit.” Because I know a lot of people want to do that. But it's just, uh, you have to 

stay on track and just think about the end goal. That's what really got me to where 

I am now. Just think about the end goal where you want to see yourself, you 

know, two or three years out, and if you want to be a business owner, if you want 

to be an entrepreneur, you just have to get through this, and the sky's the limit at 

that point. You can do anything.  

One of the most profound and emotional responses for advice came from Simone, 

who acknowledged the importance of being vulnerable, even if it means letting go of 

worrying about what others will think:  

That I feel like, especially I feel that my experience or like in my community, 

what I've seen is that people want to perceive Black women to be strong and to be 

independent. But my advice is that it's okay to admit that you need help and to, 

you know, be vulnerable with other people and like, get that help and realize that, 

you know, you don't have to do it all on your own. And that it's okay to, you 

know, not be seen as strong and independent all the time. 
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Simone’s learned the help and support of others was important to her overall success. She 

described how she reframed seeking and receiving help as a critical step in her journey: 

What helped me be successful was I started to let other people in and I started to 

like, let these walls down and just say that, you know, it's not easy and that I need 

help. And you know, if I needed people's experiences or people's stories and 

asked them and just let them in, and you know, just let people and get the help. If 

you need help, get the help you need and definitely talk to your professors. And 

because I have this issue where I don't want to be seen as like less than or if I 

want to, I don't want to be seen as you know, like dumb or weak and so I just 

don't email the professor's because I don't, I'm like, I don't want them to think that 

I don't know what I'm doing. So don't do that. Talk to the professors. Definitely 

get the extra help if you need the extra help, because it's, it's gonna help you a 

long way. Whereas, like, compared to the people who aren't talking to anybody 

and kind of just doing it on their own and, you know, just not being as 

successfully there.  

Simone continued, talking about the fine line between the loneliness of a solo 

online learning journey and walking that journey with the support of others. She shared,  

Let your friends and your family in and you know, you don't if you don't have to 

do it alone. It's great to feel like you work so hard and you did it all by yourself. 

But it's just lonely and it's hard. Let people in. 

Shana offered a mindset-focused recommendation that recommended reframing 

online learning from enduring it to engaging in it: 
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I think you have to go in with an open mindset. If you think negative about it, 

you're not gonna find anything that engaging about it. Be like, “Okay, it's a online 

course. Let me see what it has to offer me.” Instead of sort of just be like, “Gosh, I 

have to take this online course. Like this is just torture, this is the only way it's 

being offered.” No, you have to have the right mindset to take the online courses. 

Harmony offered both supportive, encouraging advice and practical advice on 

how to be a strong online learner. Harmony gave her advice in the first person as if she 

was giving advice to one of her friends. She said:  

Don’t be so hard on yourself. Like, I am my biggest critic. But I think you know, 

pacing yourself, you be yourself. Time, encouraging yourself, and just 

surrounding yourself with positivity and motivation is really key. Because you're 

gonna feel it like, like, being harder. So like, I don't want to be the one left behind. 

So like think, oh, let me get myself together. Let me do this. Let me focus. Let's, 

Let's stay positive here. Mm hmm. Um, I think when it comes to online learning 

and you can't meet the due dates, you need to stay in contact with your instructors. 

So if they have an assignment and you don't understand, email them and let them 

know. Like ask, “Can you elaborate on this question? Or what do you mean by 

this?” Or if you do have like, something personal going on at home, and you 

know, you can't achieve the due date, just let them know. And I promise you will 

be way better off. Like, you'll realize that, “Oh, yeah, they not so mean after all. 

You just do your job. I got you girl.”  

Shana also offered practical advice about being mindful of due dates and 

assignments to avoid falling into a situation that is hard to get out of: 
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So it's just like not waiting to that last minute to get it done. Because if you don't 

comprehend something, you don't have time to answer from your instructor. A 

concern for me is not having a lot of self discipline, because if you don't have a 

lot of self discipline, like I mentioned before, like, time will pass you by, and then 

next thing you know you're behind in assignments. 

Talia’s advice focused on one of the benefits she finds as an online learner. She 

recommended, “Use external material and apps, like Khan Academy for math. It doesn't 

have to be just the instructor’s material.” Maya’s advice was both practical and 

straightforward:  

I will share that they need like a booster. But in a way, like someone boosting 

you, you boosting yourself or in whatever way, you always have to push yourself. 

Like it is not easy to do an online class because you are sitting at your home. You 

could be lazy, you know, doing this, you say “Oh, okay, I have a week to 

complete my class.” Like, my first semester I went through that. And I was almost 

late on my on my project. Because if you get stuck at 10:10pm, do you think your 

lecturer would be up at time to answer your email? And they will be like, “Hey, 

you have two hours to submit this project.” They will perceive you as you know, I 

don't know how they will perceive you. But if I was like, if I was the instructor, I 

would think that you are not serious. I would think of someone like that. I would 

think that someone else would think that way about me.  

Maya described the perception that online classes might seem easy because of online 

classes' assumed self-paced nature. Yet, she pointed out that online classes' self-paced 
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feeling is primarily what some online learners struggle with, especially if they fall 

behind.  

Success Through Validation and Experiences  

Some participants experienced online learning success or reflected on their online 

success through feelings of pride, validation, or a memorable experience sometimes 

referred to as a “defining moment.” For Shana, a defining moment of success is 

understanding what she learned. 

When I'm successful is when I feel like I comprehend what I just learned. Because 

like, have you ever taken a class to where you'd be like, I don't remember what I 

learned at all? But I feel like in an online class and actually going through the 

material of working through the material. It has been a success for me because I 

make sure I'm learning and understanding what I'm learning. It's an 

accomplishment. 

Similarly, Brandi’s validation came when she finally identified her career path and gained 

confidence as she took more online classes. 

I think my defining moment of success was when I finally realized what exactly I 

wanted to do, and I chose the HR program, I started taking the classes and it's like 

the more I took the classes and as the weeks went by I just gained a confidence. 

I'm like, okay, I like this is what I want to do. 

Talia was raised by her grandparents. Talia recalls those years in her life as 

difficult, especially with school and learning:  
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It's not like you have your own home, or your mom and dad and siblings, because 

I was the only one there. So I don't, I struggled in school because I didn't want to, 

even now and it's like, there's some things I can't still write. 

As Talia described how difficult her academic career has been, and as she shared 

the emotional toll of past educational systems, tears streamed down her face. Whether 

connected to the reality of not having others available to help her learn or perhaps not 

having the agency to do something about her learning at the time, it was clear the 

memories of those times were a sensitive issue: 

I think because I didn't have somebody to like put me through [learning] while I 

was growing. Even my writing was awful, but now I'm old enough to change that, 

because now I have control, right? Then I didn't have it. So yeah, I didn't really 

have my aunts or you know my uncle's to teach me multiplication tables. You 

know, I don't want to tell me it's the reason why I'm not doing well academically, 

but I think affected me, all the time I have struggled. My dad told me, cause now I 

moved in with him. But he will be like just take few classes. I hate it when he says 

that but it was the truth.  

Even with her academic struggles and the feelings of isolation on her educational 

journey, Talia has found validation in her success at Capitol College in a few ways. First, 

she has learned to access Capitol College's resources and make the technology work for 

her to move forward with her writing:  

I try and so that's why like for example, I can, I can use the computer so like it can 

help me change my words. I'm trying to but it's been tough but that's the good 

thing about here. You can use a computer and you don't have to like write or be 
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unsure. But if I write my papers I can use Grammarly, it helps me with my 

spelling. 

More importantly, though, the validation Talia finds in her success, along with 

validation from others, has brought her to a new place beyond the pain and 

embarrassment she experienced from her earlier academic struggles. She recalled some of 

these most painful moments connected to teachers who did not help her or did not 

validate her concerns. She remembered a teacher commenting in high school about her 

spelling abilities, saying, “Whoa, you cannot spell as big as you are.” The pain of that 

moment is still real, as Talia noted, “I can never forget that day.”  

Talia has not experienced those negative responses from most of her faculty at 

Capitol College. She hears validation and support from them that she has rarely heard 

before:  

I feel good. And it makes me really happy to say that. Coming down here [to the 

interview], I saw my language teacher, for I think English three and four, and I 

could write like six-page paper. And then she told me, “Oh my god, this is really 

good! Tell me about it!” Even if it's nothing, even if she says I could do a better 

one, you know, but the fact that she says those nice things to you, all the time, I 

want to write. Oh, thank you! It's just like the thing that even if it's not as good as, 

you know, but somebody like acknowledging you like that!  

Primary Influences of Success in the Online Learning Environment 

The second research question was designed to understand who or what Black 

women identify as the primary influences or contributors to their success in the online 

learning environment. Four themes arose as answers to this question:  
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• Black women influences: Visions and perceptions of being a Black woman and 

connections to Black women 

• Social influences: Family and friends 

• Institutional influences: Instructors and resources 

• Personal influences: The importance of education, mindset, learning from past 

experiences, and seeing the future  

Black Women Influences 

A leading theme in the data was connected to extensive narratives by the 

participant identities as Black women. The participant stories focused on how they see 

themselves today and in the future and how the perceptions about Black women by others 

motivate and influence them. They also talked about how experiences with other Black 

women directly influence them.  

Visions and Perceptions of Being a Black Woman. Participant responses about 

Black women influences included reflections on how others perceive Black women to be. 

The responses also included visions and hope about how they see themselves, 

contradicting certain perceptions and assumptions. When asked whether being a Black 

woman shaped her college experience, Harmony noted, “I feel like personally it does 

because I feel like I have something to prove to society as a whole, that not all black 

people or black women are the same of what the world perceive us to be.” Shana talked 

about being proud of who she is and not letting things stand in her way: 

Because I feel like not a lot of people expect a lot of African Americans to achieve 

they and just going off for what I see in society. And they don't think that we're 

capable of doing certain things as well as other people. You know, if that makes 



 

94 
 

sense. So I feel like just go out there and doing it in just showing, like, Hey, I'm a 

strong black woman and I can do it. And if I want to I will. And at the end of the 

day, I'm going to go get what's mine. Not a lot of people want to see an African 

American female get to the next level. That's just, this is just my personal 

experience, you know, and if you do its like, oh, how you get there who, you 

know, it's like, no, I worked hard to get here. And I would love to see more 

African American people or females in general to hold you know, a valuable spot 

in their career. You know, whatever they're doing. 

Like Shana, Simone also faced negative perceptions from others about Black 

women, which made a difference in how she viewed her future college choices. She 

recalled touring four-year universities and how her interactions with certain folks left her 

feeling a bit like assumptions were made about her abilities because she was a Black 

woman. She recalled, “I feel like they placed me in this box of being a black person that 

they just kind of like underestimated my abilities or my background.”  

Brandi reflected on Black women's presence in her classes at the college 

differently, finding inspiration in other Black women. She noticed when she was not the 

only Black woman in a class or when she saw other Black women at the college and how 

that encouraged her. She shared, “Like it needs to be more of us out there. Needs to show 

more faces. So I just feel like that was highly encouraged there at that school. I just like 

to see familiar faces.” 

Jasmine used the success of other Black women as a motivator for her future. In 

turn, she sees herself as being a motivator for other Black women: 
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The last few years black women have grown to be at the top of their class, 

becoming lawyers and doctors and business owners. Seeing this while I'm in 

school, it just drove me to, like, be one of those people. I need to be, you know, a 

role model for younger women, that's going to look up to me and say, “You know, 

she can do it, so I can do it too.” So, I feel like that living in a generation where 

black women are just driving, it just, it builds my confidence and makes me just 

like, you know, what can I do as well in contributing to the community of black 

women entrepreneurs? It's gonna be great. 

Connections with Black Women. Working with Black women academic advisors 

has been a critical element of success for many of the study’s participants. Shana 

described how her advisor, Anita, has done more for her than just advising:  

I use Anita a lot. I ran into her [after my compass test] and ever since then that's 

how I've been going back and forth with her. Over the years it has helped me you 

know, really gain like her presence to be part of myself. And, you know, her being 

involved. she does know about my disease. She just point me in the right 

direction. She's like, “Oh, you got this and this and this and that.” 

When prompted further about the importance of working with Advisor Anita, Shana 

focused on shared experiences and understanding what it means to be a Black woman:  

So it is true, because sometimes they, we feel like, like from my standpoint, it's 

easier for me to talk to an African American than it is to talk to someone else 

because of the fact that like somebody that is not African American won't 

understand my struggles or one understand like, what I've been through in my life. 

So it could be that that different worlds and how like they just don't intertwine. So 
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we have more people that are just willing to listen out and understand like where 

we're coming from and understand like how we have to, you know, work twice as 

hard to get to where the other person is, that a non-minority is. Yeah, it can be 

hard. 

Brandi also worked with Advisor Anita and shared a deep appreciation and 

affection when talking about her and the importance of Advisor Anita’s advice and 

support:  

I love her. She's very helpful. She always checks in on me. And send me, you 

know, like little leads on jobs I might be interested in or just by referring you to 

people like you want to do interviews and stuff like that, like she's great. And 

she's always open about questions. She's down for a telephone call, text, email, 

whatever. I basically sat down with Anita every semester and we just talk about 

getting your stuff together and you know, stuff like that she kind of had a little 

personal history, you know, with a lot of instructors, and she did match me with 

who she thought I would be comfortable with.  

Harmony had similar feelings about Advisor Anita and described how Advisor Anita in 

some ways, has had a mothering influence on her:  

When I first met Anita I was in the hallway and she was asking me questions. I 

don't exactly remember. But she was like, “Yeah, make an appointment with me. 

Come see me. We'll talk about it. We'll figure it out.” I'm like, all right, whatever, 

like a whole month, go down the road. And she see me again, like, “I'm still 

waiting on you to make that appointment girl.” They're like, and I was like, Oh, 

let me just go ahead and do it. Get off my back. And then I did it. And then it 
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would, it would just open my eyes to how much one person can care about your 

success and your well being. It benefits her none. For me, like what I do in my life 

has nothing to do with what she gets from it. But in reality, she gets I feel the love 

reciprocated.  

Harmony’s care and love for Advisor Anita was evident in how she described their 

relationship, particularly in the follow-up Advisor Anita uses to support Harmony’s 

success:  

I tell people all the time, Anita's my mama. She pushed me so hard like, because 

I'd be like, if I don't feel like doing it. I'm not doing it. I'm just like, you know, 

now, I'm not doing it and she's like, no, you're gonna do it. Like, you're gonna do 

it because A, you need to push yourself harder because you're stronger than what 

you think you are and B, she just always reminds me of how much I was like, I 

want to do this in life and I'll do this and she be like you can't get there if you 

always quit. When you feel like you can't do something. So I definitely appreciate 

her for being on my case all the time. “Did you fill your FAFSA? Did you fill out 

that thing like I told you? Did you email your teacher like I told you?” Like, 

“Okay, mom.” 

Harmony would sometimes try to avoid Advisor Anita because she did not always want 

to be pushed to do something she did not feel like doing. However, Harmony has since 

learned the value of Advisor Anita’s support and now seeks Advisor Anita out to share 

successes:  

Now it's like, I will find her and be like “Guess what I did today? Guess what my 

grade is in this class today?” Like, seriously, and I tell her all the time, like, “I 
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don't know how much I can thank you for pushing me so hard.” Because if it was 

up to me, I mean, no, that wouldn’t have happened.  

Harmony described her challenges with online learning as mostly motivational because 

the option to get up and walk away was sometimes too easy, or she found other 

distractions to take her away from her studies. She talked about how Advisor Anita 

would help her to get back on track.  

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, I reached out to Advisor Anita for more 

information on her work with black women students. I specifically asked Advisor Anita 

about her advice to students who get distracted or struggle with online learning. She 

referred to the honesty, transparency, and directness that is critical when working with 

Black women students who trust her to be upfront and honest with them, even if they are 

not going to like the message:  

It’s about setting those expectations. I’ll say, "Don't expect anything out of that 

instructor that you're not doing yourself." They'll say something about, "Well, the 

instructor didn't get back to me." Look, I'm not going to go tit for tat with you 

because I know every instructor at some point, will get back to you, but what's the 

timing on when you asked that question? If you want somebody to get back to 

you within 15 minutes because you're at 2 o'clock in the morning getting an 

assignment done. So just making sure that they understand, again, setting those 

expectations on the instructional side, I just [pause] They want the instructors to 

be reliable, they think a lot of their instructors. And again, just like they look at 

me as if I'm going to be transparent with them, they want the same thing from 

their instructors, that they can build that relationship. That if I have a question that 
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instructor is going be able to get back to me. Especially when you're dealing with 

online, but that has a lot to do with their timing as well. Don't be trying to get an 

assignment in when it's due at midnight and you just started it at 10 o'clock. 

Advisor Anita’s honest, transparent, direct communication style connects with the 

women on a personal level. A few of the women referred to Advisor Anita as their mama 

or referred to her in a mothering sense. For some, the mama references were connected to 

Advisor Anita’s unwavering kindness and emotional support for their success. For others, 

Advisor Anita’s no-nonsense moments forced them to be accountable for their success. I 

asked Advisor Anita about these mothering references: 

I know. I get that sometimes. [chuckle] It's very endearing 'cause I don't have kids 

of my own, so I don't even know how to be a mom. I remember when we had the 

Scholars of Color mentoring program, and Mary Martin [pseudonym for another 

Black woman student affairs leader at Capitol College] was here at the time, and 

she's kind like that big momma thing where the enrollment of Black women were 

her thing. There was a lot more commitment there. That was that relationship, and 

"Because Ms. Mary was doing it, I would wanna be there, she's gonna take care of 

it." It's this, they have to feel this sense of somebody really cares about what's 

happening with them, someone who really cares about their academics and what's 

going on in their life. And sometimes, if it means telling them to pull it back a 

little bit, but that honesty and being upfront, it's a trusting relationship that they 

have to have, that if you say something to them, they hold on to every word. That 

if Miss Anita say so, it must be so. And of course, you want them to figure it out 
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for themselves, but they need that guidance and they need that trusting 

relationship where they feel like somebody's being totally transparent with them. 

Talia’s advisor, Michelle, is also a Black woman and used the same approach 

Anita described in serving Black women students: being transparent, offering guidance, 

and supporting the student in figuring it out. Michelle helps Talia consider options but 

doesn’t make her decisions:  

And then Michelle, like, she’s always willing to talk to me, and like supporting 

the decision that I want and then encouraging that decision. She will tell me, this 

is the thing go and figure it out yourself. And I'm like, okay, I'm back. I figured it 

out. 

Talia also relies on Michelle for emotional support, especially when she is struggling. 

She shared, “Then sometimes I'll go and I just say, I'm just down and she's like, don't 

worry. And then she's like, you want an orange?” Talia laughed as she shared the 

comment about Michelle sharing an orange, but she connected it to the importance of the 

support from different people at Capitol College. Talia shared, “Oh man, you know, this 

group of people, you know, it's like I want them to see that I needed them, for them to see 

when I graduate from this place.” 

Many of the participant narratives described close and vital relationships with 

Black women Capitol College advisors and depicted the relationships as both 

academically and emotionally supportive. I asked Anita about the close relationships and 

why she thought they were critical to her Black women students' success:  

Kind of knowing a lot of my students, Black women are juggling full-time jobs, 

part-time jobs, and some of them have kids, and if there's resources out there, 
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there's something happening that I think they need to know about, get on top of 

this, just kind of being in tune with what's going on in their lives and just wanting 

to check in. Mid-term comes up, "How are you doing? I just wanna know if you're 

feeling comfortable." Before it's time to withdraw from a class, if you're not 

gonna make it through, let's withdraw, let's talk about consequences.  

Advisor Anita described a relationship where she is closely engaged with the 

students and works with them to ensure they have the necessary resources and support. 

Part of this relationship links Advisor Anita’s encouragement and care and the student’s 

perseverance, resilience, and determination:  

A lot of it is proving to themselves, and that's where I have to kinda encourage 

them like, "Prove it to yourself that you can do this." I know I can just speak of 

one student in particular, and I met her really outside of the college, and she kept 

telling me, "I'm gonna come back, I'm gonna come back." She was my banker, 

and when she stepped in to come back, she had such a tough start when she first 

started here, dealing with a lot of emotional things, academically struggled, and 

she came back and she's almost near her graduation now. And she's so proud of 

herself. She said, "But I had to prove you wrong, I had to prove to you that first 

semester that I can do this. And once I proved that I can do this, then I had to go 

all the way after that." It's like, "Hey, you proved me wrong, you came back and 

really turned this around, so I'm very confident in you now." And it gave her 

confidence in herself that she can do it. And she has been basically a 3.0 and 

above student ever since.  



 

102 
 

The participants talked about seeking Advisor Anita out for support, so I asked 

Advisor Anita how she connects with students to encourage them to seek her out:  

It is about the relationships, and I found that right away with the students. I don't 

care whether they are Black female, White female, Latina. I try to build that 

relationship with all of them, and often times, when I started out with a student, 

building that relationship with them, I try to understand what their goals are. 

"Why are you here? What's your background?" I know a lot about their families. I 

may have never met them prior to that, but they open up and share about... I say, 

"Who's supporting you? Where's the support coming from?" And sometimes, the 

only support they've gotten has been from their advisor. Kind of really getting into 

their head, they talk about the emotional side, whether it's about losing kids or 

stuff with their families or just personal stuff.  

Advisor Anita related the trusting relationship between the Black women students 

she serves to support that was honest, helpful, and kind, with a mix of reality. She talked 

about the intricate balance of helping her advisees navigate the demands and rigors of 

their courses with the demands of their personal lives. She described the course demands 

and rigors as sometimes conflicting with the student’s expectations, hopes, and dreams, 

which may not always be realistic, given their situations:  

I see a lot of students who were coming back after being gone three or four years, 

and they're in a different place, and they were in a horrible place when they were 

here the first time. And they come back and it's like, "I wanna get all those bad 

grades off my record because now I wanna achieve to be a 4.0 student." I'm very 

honest with them about workload, balance, life, what's going on in your life. And 
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when they hit a hiccup, they will come back and see me. And I would never tell 

them "I told you so.” Sometimes it's a matter of just "prove me wrong," but I don't 

want you taking 12 credits when this is... You came up from a bad semester. And 

you can have a bad semester, but let's kinda revisit this. It's really sitting down 

having conversations about what's going on and getting into their head. 'Cause I 

know they have the potential, 'cause I see the determination in them, but we have 

to be realistic about what you can handle right now. 

Advisor Anita also talked about the shared respect she and the students have for 

one another and how that respect sets up opportunities for her to be a role model to them. 

Advisor Anita believes in the power of setting good examples and representing herself in 

ways that model professionalism, respect, and high expectations for students to both 

model and see themselves in. Advisor Anita is always professional because it sets a tone 

for her students about expectations and respect. She shared, 

I have always tried to keep it professional, but also a level of comfort where 

there's respect, that I respect them, you respect me. I'm gonna always come into 

this college dressed like a professional because a lot of my students see that and 

they respect the professional in that.  

Advisor Anita shared a story that illustrated the importance of mutual respect, 

setting examples for students, and finding validation in the experiences:  

I had a student who say to me, and she's an African-American student who 

struggles, she said, "Ms. Anita, I wanna be like you. I wanna have a professional 

job and I wanna come in with my hair done and smelling good," and something as 

simple as that. "And smelling good and wearing nice clothes, and I wanna be that 
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professional," and she definitely had it in her, but she had a lot of distractions 

going on outside of that. So I want them to be able to see that you can trust me as 

a professional, and I'm gonna always bring my A-game. And if that's what 

motivated them to do better and want to be in that place, I'm all for it. So it is a 

thing where, not that you're putting me on a pedestal, but there's a sense of respect 

in the community that validates them, and they validate me for my purpose as 

well. 

The Black women influences theme included participant descriptions of visions 

and perceptions of Black women and connections with other Black women. The 

participants described how they combatted stereotypes about Black women and how 

relationships with Black women role models have been impactful in their online course 

success. The next theme describes how the social influences of family and peer 

relationships have influenced the participants’ online success.  

Social Influences 

The participants were asked to identify specific individuals who supported them 

in two different interview questions: (a) “What or who influenced your experience in 

college? Why is this significant?” and (b) “Who would you identify as most influential in 

helping you navigate Capitol College?” I categorized these responses as social influences 

because this connected support was critical for many participants and came in two 

primary categories: family and friends. The impact and support varied from monetary and 

physical support, such as a place to live, to encouragement, emotional connections, or 

general support. 
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Family. Support from family members comes in many forms, mostly by 

providing a place to live or other monetary support or inspirational messages and 

encouragement. Simone attributed some of her online success to strong familial support 

that places her in a more fortunate situation than some of her classmates:  

My parents have been very supportive and inspiring. And you know, they both 

have been financially supporting me, which I'm very blessed to have because not 

a lot of students do have that. And so I would say that they've been my biggest 

influence only because they've both got their masters and they just are just happy 

that I'm going and supportive of my decision of my major. 

Similarly, Shana spoke of her family’s influence in her success and her pursuit of a 

degree: 

My mother, she's a huge influence. And she, she always drilled in our head that, 

you know, getting that education piece of things is very influencing. And you 

might not think that it's important now, but it'd be so much more valuable as you 

get older for you to really understand, if that make sense. 

Brandi also shared her family influences, including the importance of living at her mom’s 

house: 

I would definitely say, like my mom, my grandmother. My cousins. Like my 

whole family. But definitely my mom for sure. She allows me now to stay at 

home when I'm in school. I can be focused all the way so I'm not too stressed out.  

Harmony’s family influences go deeper, especially as she reflected on how those 

she has lost to death still influence her today. Through an emotional testimony, Harmony 

reflected on the impact of losing her brother:  
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I lost my brother in a car crash. The single-car crash, and he was was really my 

best friend. So now I like knowing that my last conversation with my brother was 

just to never let anything stop you, whatever obstacle coming your way, just strive 

for the best. So I use that to help me keep going. Like I don't ever want to go back 

to where I was as a kid. And I want to make my sister and my brother proud at the 

same time, so I just keep going.  

Harmony also finds inspiration in her living siblings and notes how the support and 

influence are not limited to her time in college and spans a lifetime of modeling and 

encouragement. Her living sister’s influence was extra special this year as they both 

planned to graduate from college together:  

I always look up to her like she's the middle child. I'm the baby. So it's just like, I 

want to be like you when I grow up. But I still think of her like a mom. So like 

when my sister started going to school, I'm like, I want to go to school. Like, I 

want to do what you're doing, like, and to see like, her struggles and her hardships 

and how she overcame them just made me want to be like, so if you do it, I can do 

it too, right? And so like, if I feel like, I just be like, “I don't want to do this day 

and I'm really tired of this class. And can I just drop it?” And she's like, “You 

better not drop that class. Aren’t you almost done? Look where you were today 

from last year, like, keep going.” And she always be like, “We can graduate 

together.” And this year we was really supposed to graduate together. And so we 

was like, each other motivation. Like “You could do it girl! You be almost there! 

Just think about graduation! We almost did it! We got it, we got it, we got it!” And 

so I always just wanted to be like my sister. Like, I can do it too.  
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Family influences also inspired Maya’s decision to attend college and keep her 

motivated to successfully complete:  

My parents and especially one of my uncle's who always insist that you need to 

get a degree, you know, if you if you decide to, to live in the United States, or if 

you decide to live in this world and be successful in whatever area you want to 

succeed, you need to get a degree because now everybody's getting educated, like 

the young folks are coming up every day.  

Maya noted that even after completing her degree, she cannot sit and rest. She has to keep 

striving to learn more and be better because the words of her uncle, about others 

competing for raises and jobs, ring in her mind about :  

My uncle says, if you are satisfied with whatever position you are working on 

right now, someone else would come tomorrow with a university degree and be 

on top of you or be your senior and you will be like oh, I have been here for 10 

years and I did not get a promotion. Yes, there will. You were there that number of 

years but someone else knows more than you know, you have more experience in 

the job but you know, paper experience you know stands out more than you know 

just being there with no degree no certificate no nothing, you know, so is always 

important to me that I get my degree no matter what. 

Justice, the only married woman and mom that I interviewed for the study, did not 

hesitate to share her strongest supporter and ally: “My husband. He believed in me before 

I believed in myself. He is my biggest supporter.” And Justice sees her own success as 

critical to the legacy she leaves for her child. She shared, “He sees me working hard. I 

need to him to see anything is possible.” 
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 Talia’s dad has been supportive of her educational pursuits, too. He wanted Talia 

to go into nursing and supported her with a place to live and provided emotional support 

while in school. He also encouraged her to slow down when she struggled in her classes, 

telling her to just take few classes. Talia hasn’t yet told her father that she has changed 

her major to public health. She’s not worried about his reaction. She knows he will 

support her no matter what. She spoke of him with deep care and love, closing with, “He 

would always say, no matter what you do, just do what makes you happy.”  

 Even though Jasmine is over 1000 miles away from her family, she described 

them as close and family-oriented:  

We talk every day and I keep them updated on you know, things that are 

happening in my life. They come visit me. So we stay connected, even though 

we're far apart. So it's I never had a concern of like, losing touch with them. I feel 

like yeah, we're pretty, you know, pretty close, even though I've been away for 

three years. So just keeping in touch with them phone calls, texting, you know, 

coming to visit, sometimes I'll go back home. 

When asked how her racial identity shapes her college experience, Jasmine saw it 

as influencing her future opportunities in a visionary way:  

Most African American families, they don't, they is a lot of them that don't go to 

college. But fortunately for me, you know, my mom went to college, my sister, 

my brother, so I had that. In my culture of family, we all, you know, had to get 

college degrees. So it was really helpful to see people before me, you know, my 

mom, my sister, my brother, some of my cousins, so, we have a lot of college 

graduates in our family, which was really helpful. Because I know a lot of people, 
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like a lot of people in my high school or just my community, don't go to college. 

So just being able to actually see that firsthand and my own family, it just drove 

me to actually want to do it myself and become successful that way.  

Jasmine also described how her mother has served as a role model for success, especially 

in pushing Jasmine to pursue higher education:  

And I knew the path I wanted to take. I had to get a college degree. It wasn't no 

kind of way around it. So it kind of pushed me though cuz I see my mom, you 

know, she's successful in her life, you know, she's an independent. And she, you 

know, she built her career basically from the beginning to now and just, you 

know, just having someone basically I can, like a role model. So just a few 

different role models definitely helped me to become the college student I am 

now.  

Peer Relationships. The saliency of peer relationships was present for most of 

the participants. For many participants, friends and peer relationships offered support and 

encouragement, including helping the participants be accountable for their learning. 

These peer relationships were also instrumental in selecting online classes and 

instructors, mostly to avoid courses that are not “good” or instructors who are not 

engaged. This reliance on and connection to peers for insights into picking their future 

classes was a clearly defined thread that many of the participants referenced.  

The participants described the practice as linked closely to a successful online 

experience, similar to a course feeling like the right fit. For course selection, the influence 

of the friend group can be a powerful voice for a learner. Most participants described this 
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“right fit” as one vetted through friends and other classmates. Simone confirmed it was 

common to discuss with friends which classes to take: 

Yeah, we do all that all the time. Actually it even got to the point where we would 

choose classes together to take. For times where my friends took online classes 

before me, I would ask them “What’s it like? How’s the instructor? Did you like 

it?” And they'll be like “Oh no, he was difficult to reach or no, it was easier, but 

you kind of have to like work together to get it to fully understand it.” And so 

that's kind of what I did was I just asked my peers like, “Oh, can you help me 

with this? Because I know you took this class or Oh, what happened here?”  

Shana shared a similar experience with consulting with her friends about classes: 

Because half the time like, when we say, hey, like, you could take this instructor, 

but just be on the lookout, it can get pretty tough and like this person, when you 

talk about communication, you want communication, lack communication, you 

know, and stuff like that. So, yes, I think students from other students, you know, 

we listen to each other. We say we don't we really do. When it comes to me 

selecting my instructors for the semester, I'd be like oh, yeah, remember, don't 

take her. And also make you think like, if more than one student is saying this, 

how is that not getting back to the instructor? This is how people are feeling about 

your teaching skills. 

Brandi also relied on friends to help her be more accountable. She shared, “Yeah, 

my friend, he checked in on me, make sure I'm doing my homework. He knows I 

procrastinate, making sure I do my homework every week.” Beyond getting advice about 
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which classes or instructors to take, Simone also found value in taking certain online 

classes with her friends: 

I have this one friend, we took a few online classes together. And it was actually it 

was quite easy, because then we could just meet together and just do the class 

online together. And like, if she had questions, I would help her. If I had 

questions, she helped me.  

Talia’s reliance on her friend group was described as instrumental in selecting 

classes and instructors. As someone who struggled with some of her classes initially, 

Talia trusted peer recommendations of instructors and courses that might help her be 

more successful. She noted, “The thing is that recommendation from others then has 

made it easier for me. So when they say, ‘oh, take this instructor,’ I usually stick with that 

person.” When prompted further about the importance of recommendations from friends 

on classes, Talia considered whether some of her earlier class missteps were the result of 

not using her peer group for recommendations:  

Oh yeah, it means a lot to me. Before I don't and then I took that math and failed 

it and then since that day, any class I take, I ask, have you have you taken this 

class before? Who did you take it with? Did you pass? If yes, then I take it with 

that person. 

Jasmine does not have any close friends or classmates at Capitol College, and she 

suggested this is actually a good thing because it means she isn’t distracted from her 

studies. She shared, “I don't have any of my friends or family here, so I have less 

distractions. And I can be more focused on, you know, being successful as an online 

student and as an on-campus student.” But Jasmine’s solo college adventure does not 
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mean she is not relying on others for support. She was quick to identify a long-distance 

friendship as critical for support and inspiration:  

I would actually say my best friend because we both are on the same journey. 

While we're both working on our associates, he actually just finished as he'll be 

graduating with his associates and he's on his bachelor's for psychology. So 

having someone that knows exactly what I'm going through is like perfect 

because I can vent, we could talk about our grades, talk about our classes. So we 

just have that commonality to where we, you know, can lean on each other when 

we need support or we feel like we're struggling. So I feel like that has been the 

best part of this whole experience in the last two and a half years is more so you 

know, because I have someone that's going through exactly what I'm going 

through and actually made things easier because I feel like if I didn't have 

someone I wouldn't be to talk to him about he wouldn't really understand it, 

because they're not going through like I am. So you know, one of your close 

friends go through the same thing I'm going through at the same time.  

In my interview with Advisor Anita, I asked her about the reliance the participants 

mentioned on their friends when choosing classes. I was curious how she perceived this 

practice and if she was aware of the importance the women placed on these friend 

recommendations for courses and instructors. Advisor Anita knows the students value 

these recommendations. Still, she also works with the students to have an open mind and 

not assume an instructor or course recommendation is always the best option:  

I try to talk with the students about this. There’s a lot of our courses. There's 

instructors that you're not gonna be able to avoid. And I have a conversation 
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whether you're at Capitol College or four-year college down the street, there's 

going be courses that you're not going to like. There's going to be instructors 

you're not going to like, but if you are following the course syllabus and 

curriculum and meeting expectations, you’ll do fine. If there's issues, there's a 

process to deal with those issues, but for the most part, I don't like to have a 

preference over the instructor because who's good for somebody may be horrible 

for somebody else, or who's horrible for somebody else could be really good. 

The importance of the social influences of family and peer relationships was 

described by the participants. Through varying degrees of emotional, academic, social, 

and monetary support, family and peers provided support that influenced the participants’ 

online success. The next section explores institutional influences of online success, 

namely through instructors and resources. 

Institutional Influences 

All eight of the study’s participants identified various influences of their success 

that are connected directly to the institution, encompassing instructional practices, 

methods, or teaching behaviors and institutional resources that support online learning 

success.  

Instructors and Instructional Practices. Each of the participants named various 

teaching behaviors of Capitol College faculty. This theme emerged as a critical influence 

in the online learning success for the participants. I mentioned earlier that course design 

was an element of the study’s participants' description and success experiences. In the 

instructor and instructional practices theme, I connect specific instructional practices, 

methods, and teaching behaviors as influences of success because these elements are 
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either personally connected to the study’s participants or were perceived by the study’s 

participants to be related to their overall well-being and success as learners. Any 

references to the “humanizing” of online teaching and learning fall into this theme.  

One of the most profound and telling reflections from the participants about an 

instructor's influence came from Maya. She likened Instructor Irene’s support as similar 

to the support and encouragement from her mother:  

Instructor Irene always amazes me about how she responds by always on time, 

like prompt. And with every assignment, she will write, like, two or three 

paragraphs of encouragement. So every time I go to my grades, I read about what 

she writes about what I did. They like all full of encouragement. She is always 

encouraging, you know? Because trust me just yesterday, I read about one of the 

comments she made about, about an assignment. I got emotional, because I, I look 

at her comments and it was encouragement as my mom who's not near me, you 

know what I mean? Like, you have this person who, who would give you advice 

and would encourage you even though you know that this is something that you 

did not well, you didn't do well on but you know, they're still clapping and 

moving you forward and not you know, giving you a kind of a negative feedback, 

but the feedbacks are always positive and encouraging. So I truly appreciate 

Instructor Irene. I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for her. 

As mentioned earlier, I interviewed Instructor Irene, an instructor mentioned by 

participant Maya, to learn more about her instructional methods and strategies. Maya 

described Instructor Irene as a mother-like figure, appreciating Irene’s support and 

encouragement.  Without identifying Maya, I shared with Instructor Irene that my 
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research found some students see faculty and staff as mother-like figures. Instructor Irene 

was surprised and humbled by the student seeing her as a mother-like figure, but was also 

practical in her response:  

Isn't that what we should be doing as teachers at the college? Capitol College 

students, we should be nurturing every single one of them. Isn't that what we do? 

They come to us not because they wanna pay money to take my class. They have 

something they see. They have a dream. They have a goal. They have whatever 

it's brought them to an instructor at the college's classroom and so to be able to 

keep telling them, "You can do this. You can move forward. You can do this.” Isn't 

that what our role is as faculty at the college? 

One of the interview questions asked the participants to identify something an 

online instructor did to encourage success in the online course. While the answers varied, 

most centered around instructors that used strategies to connect and engage with learners. 

Talia talked about personal connections and an instructor who would use available and 

extra time to provide support:  

I had this math guy. Oh my, he's great. The class was college algebra. It was hard. 

Everyday meets with me in the library and its online, but he would say, Oh, I have 

30 minutes you want to come and he would meet with me and go through and Oh, 

that was really...the last day I did the test I'm like, Oh thank you!  

Shana talked at length about an instructor that shares inspirational quotes each week. She 

even took the time during the interview to find one, read it aloud, and then talk about 

what the passage meant to her. About the quotes, Shana shared,  
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I can say right now in my accounting class, my instructor, he posts quotes, and I 

think the quote like, for throughout the week, he posts them and you're read them, 

you'll be like, well, I've never had someone post a quote, that's so motivating for 

me to do the best I can and in a course. I think for me, that's that holds the value 

and not a shocker that they are looking in the best interest of their students that 

they're teaching. And it's like, how can I keep someone engaged that I'm meeting 

with from a distance and I don't, I've never met this person you know? I think to 

me that speaks volumes. 

Talia sees most of her Capitol College instructors as understanding and 

supportive, both online and in-person:  

 Like you can walk in late and the instructor is fine or depending on the instructor. 

But here at Capitol College, it's like the instructors are ready to kind of like grow 

with you. You know, they give you opportunities. They say, okay, I get it life 

happens. Call me, no matter. You know one time I was thirty minutes late and I sat 

down in front of the class and when the class ended, I went in and I told the 

instructor that. I didn't want to come in because I thought it was rude to like walk 

in this late. He's like, you should have just come in. I pass that class with an A, 

because you see that this, this person just wants the best for you. And that alone, 

it's nice to see that this person that is like, I know no matter how difficult [the 

class is], just do what you can do. 

Further, Talia was surprised at how far some faculty will go to help struggling students, 

especially when there are so many students to support:  
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Sometimes they'll be like, okay, I don't think your going to do it [pass]. Do you 

want extra credit? It's nice, because they want you to do well and they want you to 

progress. So yeah, that's beautiful to see so much support like coming from a 

place where you didn't get that [her home country]. I understand there's so many 

people, so who has time to like, focus on you, but they do!  

One teaching strategy that some of the women found helpful was clear 

expectations of the class expectations, either at the front end of the course or throughout 

the course, similar to weekly updates or weekly checklists. The women referred to this as 

a form of knowing what to expect, where there would be no surprises. Brandi found this 

transparency critical for her success:  

I did have this one instructor that I kind of appreciated his honesty and like, just 

how, like, clear he had everything in the beginning, like he had all these videos 

and he basically just told us like, yeah, like it's not gonna be a hard class, but like, 

I don't want you to think it's gonna be like any other online class. And like him 

just saying that and like showing the work and explaining like how he said 

everything is it really helped me like, basically to put myself in like a different 

space because like, every online class is different. You have to put more work 

towards different classes. So When he told me that I'm just like, okay, like, I really 

need to make sure I carve out time like, somedays I'm really a big procrastinator, 

and I rather prefer to work. I like the middle of the night sometimes, which is fine 

to do. But when he basically explained that at the beginning of his course, I knew 

like yeah, like there's no procrastinating, like, I can't wait the day before or the 

day of to do these assignments. Like I have to make sure I carve out time in my 
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schedule to do this work. So if he would never have showed that video, I probably 

would have been like in a lot of trouble.  

Shana appreciated a weekly update or summary from the instructor:  

I like having an outline of the chapters of what where we supposed to be at and 

what chapter was supposed to be on for the week and like, for instance, every 

week one of my teachers sends out like where we should be [in the class]. And he 

tells us like, this is where you should be in you're learning, you know, you can 

work ahead, or you can just stay on pace kind of thing. So just knowing where 

you should be at, you know, throughout the week helps. 

Maya appreciated her instructor, using timely check-ins to ensure students are making 

progress on major projects:  

Yeah, she is like always on top of things. And she will always ask questions like, 

send me this, send me that. She will ask “How is your project?” and she will not 

be only asking you how far is your project, she actually wants you to send it to her 

and she will look at it and you know, see that you're going to the right direction.  

Maya further noted this teaching practice helps to ensure she attends to the project 

deadlines and makes substantial progress before the due date.  

She asked us to send our work well before the deadline. It's not like you send it to 

her and she will, she would grade it or give you feedback on it. She just wants to 

know that you're doing it. You know what I mean? Like I said, on my first 

semester, I wasn't doing my projects. I waited for the last two days to complete it. 

You know, and capstone projects are very important. So she will want to know 

that with every week, you will have written something on your Capstone. 
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Harmony appreciated the extra efforts instructors take to ensure students can connect to 

them and the surprising timeliness and work hours of her instructors.  

My instructors even went out the way to put their personal number down, like 

call, send me a text. If, like, I wake up at six o'clock in the morning like, you send 

me those emails at 3am like really? Like, why would you work at 3 o'clock in the 

morning?  

Brandi valued timely response and instructor availability, noting, “Dependent on 

the class, like the instructor, to have that open communication with my professor and like 

they respond on time and like, they answer my questions.” Justice felt similarly and 

remarked, “The check-in from instructors is always helpful, and when they are available. 

I also like when they give extra help and referrals to other sources.” Justice was 

especially deliberate in pointing out that she feels the instructors are there for students, 

even for students like her, who are more reserved and shyer. She noted, “I would also say 

that most instructors are on the student’s side. I’m not always good at opening up, but the 

faculty are always encouraging.” Maya shared the same sentiment of encouragement and 

noted, “All of them are like that. They're always, you know, they're always encouraging. 

They're always helpful, and they're always willing to help.” 

Jasmine also appreciated instructors with timely responses and availability. She 

was mostly appreciative of instructors who were willing to meet students where they are, 

especially when they are struggling with the challenges of learning online:  

My one teacher, I liked him because he always was available. He always was 

very, very responsive, so quick, and is good to have that because you want to 

make sure your teachers, even though you don't see them for the whole semester, 
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you still want to make sure that you can actually get in touch with them. So he 

was always available anytime you had a question. He will immediately respond 

back five or 10 minutes later, so I never had to wait long. My assignment was due 

in a day or two and I'm like, I need to answer now. That's why I felt like he 

wanted all his students to succeed. He knew from the beginning, he always said, a 

lot of people are not online students, like they don't like to take those classes 

because they're just not good with it. So he said it from the beginning. He's like, if 

anyone has any trouble, just reach out to me. We can discuss it and talk about it. 

So he knew that some students were going to be fine, and then some students will 

need more help. So he was always available in that aspect.  

Harmony appreciated instructor presence within the forums when discussion 

boards are used in online classes, which Harmony finds this personally validating. About 

her instructor, Harmony shared,  

She actually comments on what we post like, if I respond to her, she will either 

agree or disagree and then state why or like, you know, throw other ideas. And I 

was just like okay, let me see what I do on my own. Let me see what I can come 

up with as a topic. And I was surprised that I got about like 15 replies and the 

teacher actually took the time out to read it. 

Simone talked about almost all of her instructors being “great,” but one, in 

particular, stood out for her. Not only did this instructor have the industry experience 

Simone wanted to learn from, but the instructor was also supportive of Simone’s 

creativity when another instructor was not:  
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She will talk about her own experiences about what it was like opening her own 

store and the challenges that came with it. And she's just very creative and 

eccentric, and like, just like, supportive of all our ideas. It was funny because I 

remember I had this other professor, in my same program, who was very, like, 

strict and like old fashioned. And so she didn't like a lot of our ideas or like, you 

know, we couldn't do a lot of our thing, the things that we wanted to do. But 

Emily, she was always like, “I love it! I support it! It's creative.” And it's like, you 

know, it's now, it's new. So it was just interesting to have those two professors 

where one is like, No, you have to follow things by the book, or no, this isn't how 

the industry would do it. And then I have the one that's like, I love your idea. You 

did great. And like, I want to see more. 

Simone's encouragement from one of her instructors was essential for her success as a 

student, but more importantly, as a Black woman:  

It was because there was times where I felt like giving up or I felt like well, you 

know, especially as like, a Black woman or a woman in general. Like, I feel like 

we're very limited and you know, supposed to be kept in like a like a classy little 

box and I just felt like that's just not me. Like I need to express myself. And so 

Emily was like “No, I feel like you're expressing yourself.” And I'm pretty tame 

compared to my classmates. So she's just very, like, I support it fully and to know 

that they're, you know, and it's interesting to see that because there's gonna be 

people that are like, Stick to what you know, or stick to who you're supposed to 

be. And then there's other people. They're like, I just want to see more. Yeah, it's 
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great. So yeah, if I didn't have that, then it was just, I don't know. I don't think I 

would be where I'm at today.  

The participants provided several examples and details of instructor influence on 

their online course success. I asked Instructor Irene to share some perspectives on how 

she sees herself supporting that success. Regarding teaching philosophy and guiding 

principles, Instructor Irene described an intentional and mindful style, seeing 

encouragement and love for her students as the core of her teaching approach:  

I believe that every student that walks into Capitol College is smart and beautiful 

and when I say the beautiful, I'm talking about the inside beauty. When I'm talking 

with a class, I always have to tell them "Now, yes, you're all beautiful outside but 

I'm talking about you inside. You're smart. You're beautiful. You're a Capitol 

College student and because you're those two things, you can do anything. And 

then we repeat it a lot in the classroom. I repeat it a lot to the students in online 

lectures that I record. I put it in the announcements. I put it in emails to individual 

students because I truly believe that there isn't a person that can't do it. I just don't 

believe there is someone that can't do it. I have never met anybody that can't do it.  

 In addition to encouraging and supporting student success in different ways, 

Instructor Irene is a firm believer in building a supportive online learning community that 

models respect, love, care, and kindness. She also believes in celebrating the whole self 

each student brings to the online learning space: 

So I go off of every student I look at, that's who they are. I also look at teaching as 

building a community that's connected, that's collaborative, and that's culturally 

relevant. While it takes a little bit on the front end to develop community in a 
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classroom, an online classroom is a whole different thing to address. I fully 

believe if you build a collaborative, connected community that honors people who 

they are, who they really are, and that's the cultural relevance, that everybody 

learns and everybody wants to learn and they wanna do my blogs, they wanna do 

my Wikis because they see the value in their colleagues that they're having this 

opportunity to hear other viewpoints or other insights or even learn about some 

disease that they've never heard of through not me but through each other. And so 

that that connection, that community that's connected, collaborative and culturally 

relevant, that's how I teach and I teach that way across the board. I also have 

based myself as a person off of my spiritual practice, which is to be kind, to be 

humble, and to do justice work. And so that's just kind of who I am, and then my 

teaching philosophy resonates with creating a connected community that's 

collaborative and culturally relevant. 

Instructor Irene described a humanized teaching approach that centers the student. 

She also brings her full self to the learning community, which requires a willingness to be 

vulnerable by knowing where you came from as a way to connect with learners. She 

talked about knowing what some of her students are struggling with, particularly those 

students struggling with finances, trying to raise children by themselves, and just trying 

to find a way to survive. Instructor Irene talked about her own experiences of being a 

single mom, having no money, and making ends meet. About being caught in a vicious 

cycle of struggling finances, she said, “I threw bills up in the air, paid what I could when 

I could. I knew who [bill collectors] was going to go after me and who wasn't. I get what 

some of them are struggling with.”  
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Instructor Irene uses these past struggles to ensure she always gives her best to her 

students, whether through extensive, detailed feedback, as Maya referenced, or trying 

every avenue possible to connect with learners to help them find success:  

I really work hard at knowing who my student is and that takes a little bit of time 

to get them to talk although again, during these pandemic times that has not been 

difficult. I chase students, so if they're not right away doing something, I'm 

chasing them to see "Are you okay? Is there something I can do to help you?" The 

beauty, maybe, of this moment is that I'm using WebEx all the time to dialogue 

one-on-one with a student and help them, even just if they just need to talk or vent 

or whatever, just the "Hey, I just needed a friendly face or whatever have you," or 

"I don't understand."  

When asked about the detailed feedback Maya referred to, Instructor Irene said 

student feedback is the cornerstone of their learning. She sees providing detailed, 

extensive feedback to her students as an essential element in their learning, especially if 

for students’ growth and progress in the subject matter and in helping them learn how to 

be better learners:  

Regarding feedback, my practice is to give that feedback on, that enormous 

feedback on everything. I'm really trying to let the student know that what they 

said or what they did with the assignment, they're at a certain level when they 

come to us and I can't expect them to be all the same. So my goal with the 

feedback is to bring them forward, forward, forward with whatever they're doing. 

So you might start at a different place or an in-depth insight and mine is very 

superficial but mine is okay 'cause that's where my start point is in the beginning 
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of the class and as a teacher my goal is to get you to take your learning and move 

it forward. 

 Several participants referred to various helpful instructional practices that 

included reaching out to check-in, providing deadline and assignment flexibility, and 

feeling cared for in the online classroom. I asked Instructor Irene about these practices to 

learn more about the other ways she supports online learners:  

For online students, I find them, I get a hold of them in whatever manner I need to 

get a hold of them. Whether it's email... I usually start with an email. Every 

morning I look at where everybody's at [in the online gradebook]. I will say things 

like, "Things seem like they're not where they should be, what can I do to help 

you?" I don't ask them “What's going on?” I say, "What can I do to help you?"  

Instructor Irene is a proponent of meeting learners where they are, rather than 

having unrealistic expectations about where they should be. For faculty who expect 

students to instantaneously have all of the learning skills and characteristics to be 

successful, to meet every deadline, and to do it all without help, Instructor Irene calls this 

ridiculous and disingenuous for some community college learners:  

Not everybody knows how to do school. Not everybody knows how to do higher 

education and depending on their K through 12 background, I've heard wild and 

crazy stories about the different things that go on, so I need to meet them where 

they are. So I find them. That helps with the connection part too, 'cause then they 

feel like I care, versus me sending them an email saying "Gee, you're failing the 

class, maybe you should think of dropping this." Well no, you didn't do anything 

over the weekend and you were sliding at the end of the last week, :How can I 
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help you? What can I do?" I can't do the work for them. They know that but do I 

need to be flexible with the deadlines. Our students are community college 

students. This is not Harvard. We have to meet them where they are. 

Resources. Many of the women identified at least one critical Capitol College 

resource for their overall online learning success. In the data analysis process, resources 

were identified as anything originating from or offered by the institution that supported 

student learning, such as physical spaces, programming, or services. Capitol College’s 

Student Achievement Center (SAC), a place to access tutoring, writing help, and other 

academic support, and the library were acknowledged by many participants as helpful 

college resources. Brandi shared, “I found it very helpful sometimes, just like going to 

the student center. I would go in there a lot if I felt like I needed help, or I mean like 

you're working from your computers like you have a lot of like online like eBooks and 

stuff.” Harmony had a similar experience with the SAC:  

They have a tutoring center. But I did need help in some classes with tutoring like 

science, especially so like, I would go to the Writing Center and schedule 

appointment to meet with the tutor or it will either be like another professor there 

or like an advanced student that were helping it was always like one on one or we 

could do group settings. I like that they had also like the library, they have quiet 

rooms. So I was the type of person that like absolute slight silence to focus. They 

had those rooms available for you to book for an hour at a time. So I like that. 

Maya’s past awareness of higher education services and resources was focused on 

her country of origin, an African country. The resources at Capitol College present a 
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different set of opportunities than what she had experienced previously. These resources 

have helped Maya with her online success:  

With my program, everything is in one place. So when I have to research or read 

about something, I have all these facilities in front of me that I do not have to 

worry about buying my own computer, worrying about internet connection or 

whatever, I can go to school and do my assignments read and come back home, 

even if I didn't have internet or on my own laptop or my own computer at home. 

So the resources that are that are offered in the school are amazing. 

Capitol College also has programs that serve specific learner needs. Brandi was 

part of one of the college’s Retention Initiatives and Student Engagement (RISE) 

programs, focused on support services for particular student populations, such as first-

generation students, African American and Latinx males, scholars of color, and veterans. 

For Brandi, this program was a significant contributor to her online success because of 

the reach out and advocacy the staff would use to connect with learners:  

I remember being invited to do like an interview panel for when a position was 

being replaced, and I thought that was really cool to get that experience. And then 

the man who replaced him, he was very helpful as well. He would check in, send 

email and stuff like that. And then the lady following him she keeps in contact 

with me through email text, like very often like and I was really surprised. So I 

think she's really cool. 

Using college support resources can be the difference in a student’s success. Upon 

returning to college, Shana used advising and the student achievement center to support 

her success:  
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I am very grateful to have the resources that I have available to me to further my 

education, like for instance, like the student center and meeting with a counselor 

before, you know, picking out all my classes, because going back to your previous 

question, when I first came to Capitol College, I just enrolled myself and didn't do 

really good at all. So then I really stopped going. But when when I got with the 

right counselor, who was like, would say meet up before you start scheduling 

classes, so then that way we make sure that you are in the right program, and that 

you're taking the right classes to keep you on track. I think overall, just like the 

amount of help, and the guidance that is available at Capitol College, I think I've 

been very grateful for. 

When asked about other college resources that have been critical for her online success at 

Capitol College, Harmony talked about when she had to access the college’s extenuating 

circumstances emergency funding:  

I just recently found out that they have like funding if you need help paying bills 

and stuff. I never knew that until last semester. I was where have I been like, what 

the heck and I think that goes along with me not ever wanting to ask for help. So I 

never looked for those resources. But then last year, it came across an email. I'm 

like, they do this like, and so I feel like that is great for those who really need it. 

And I did use it last semester because I got in a little fender bender. 

The importance of resource support for online success at Capitol College is not 

limited to academic-facing resources and individuals. A few of the women described 

relationships and interactions with college staff that were unrelated to their courses or 

academic pursuits. When asked who has helped to encourage her success at Capitol 
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College, Talia’s face lit up in delight, and quickly identified a person who works in the 

college’s Student Life office, Debra:  

She's a great person. Like every time I pass there, she would always give me a 

hug and a kiss. And then you know, people like that, you know, when they see 

you, and then they just remind you that, you know, you keep going. It can be 

hard, you know, you might not be doing well, you might not be as strict as you 

need to be. But with a person like her, that you're here all the time, or you can do 

great deep learning.  

Talia talked about a deeper connection with Debra, which may have been instrumental in 

keeping her at Capitol College:  

She would talk to me. She has a granddaughter and she tells me about her 

granddaughter. You know, for her to talk to me and tell me about her 

granddaughter, it makes me just think about myself. And then it tells me, because 

at some point, I was like, if I'm not even a 4.0, then I'm just not going to care 

anymore. Like what's there for me anymore? I better just go work and just forget 

about it. But like Debra, it's like she doesn't say anything about education, but just 

seeing that love that she shows me.  

Debra and Talia seemed to have a special relationship that extended beyond just a cursory 

student and staff relationship, somewhat resembling a mentor-mentee model. Talia 

described Debra as someone who provided direct support and guidance through a 

supportive, developmental, and helpful relationship. 

 The institutional influences of online success included instructors and 

instructional practices, and college resources. The participants identified these influences 
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as important and necessary for how they experienced their online courses and how they 

navigated their college experiences. The themes related to research question two closes 

with the personal influences of success, discussed in the next section.  

Personal Influences 

 The literature review in Chapter II included both internal and external influences 

of success for online learners. Internal factors focused primarily on learner 

characteristics, such as self-motivation, determination, and self-regulation. Data analysis 

of the narratives uncovered similar findings through the participants’ sharing of intrinsic 

drivers that contributed to their success. The narratives pointed to the students themselves 

as influential in their online success.  

It is imperative to point out here that while the learner is a critical influence on 

their online success, it does not absolve the institution, faculty, or service providers of 

their responsibility to contributing to environments and conditions that support online 

success. I will expand on these cautions in Chapter V. The personal influences theme is 

broken into four sub-themes: (a) the importance of education, (b) mindset about learning, 

(c) learning from past experiences, (d) seeing the future.  

The Importance of Education. Several participants referred to the importance of 

education, learning, or getting a degree as an influence or primary motivator to their 

online success. When asked about personal attributes that contribute to her online 

success, Jasmine described learning as an exciting endeavor and shared, “My own self-

drive because I am interested in learning, it makes me happy, thoughtful, excited, 

especially seeing what’s coming.” Shana revealed a more profound motivating factor, 
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linking the importance of her education to changing the course of one’s life situation or 

personal life path: 

It's a way out...that's how I look at it. It's taught or not taught, which meaning in 

my eyes is either it's going to be a focus for the individual with that family for 

them to get out of whatever situation that they're going to get out of, or not. 

Because there's so many people out here who don't have the educational piece or 

who don't have, you know, that support system to push them to the next level to 

what they're capable of. You always hear, like, these millionaires don't have a 

degree, so why should I but it's like, it's not about that, you know? I look at my 

situation for once, and my mom has always told us like, it's the way you want to 

better yourself, you want that good paying job. You need to make sure your 

education is the focus. 

As a pathway to a college degree and a future career, Shana's connection to online 

learning success rang true with other participants as well. When asked what brought 

Maya to Capitol College, the promise of new opportunities was at the core of her college 

start:  

Career success. You know, I'm trying to better myself through education because 

education to me is everything. To be successful in a career you need to go to 

school and acquire whatever you have to get to be where you want to be.  

Talia sees herself being in charge of something someday and knows her education 

is connected to that goal. She shared, “I want to be a boss someday. I want to be like a 

director or in charge of something. And to do that, if I did not have education, I can never 

achieve it.” Jasmine’s goal of being a business owner has served as both a motivator for 
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going to school and persisting to graduation. Giving herself encouragement has helped 

her to stay connected to those goals.  

I'm like, okay, you're gonna graduate in 2020, you know, you're going to have a 

degree, you're going to be able to advance your professional career. And I just 

want to I know, I want at the end of the day, and my end goal is to just definitely 

be a business owner.  

Mindset. One of the most salient internal or personal factors contributing to 

online learning success was each participant’s mindset. Some prior research has referred 

to the “mindset phenomenon” as “grit” and suggests grit is strongly correlated to online 

course success (Buzzetto-Hollywood et al., 2019). I have deliberately chosen not to refer 

to these internal and personal factors as grit. Scholar Bettina Love (2019) asked 

instructors and school leaders in an op-ed piece to abandon embracing grit as a baseline 

for all learners' success. Love (2019) argued it could be construed as an anti-Black, 

power-based, White ideal because grit alone cannot overcome the systemic and 

institutionalized barriers in higher education.  

Each of the participants shared success influences connected to mindset. Some of 

these influences were about their abilities to overcome their own negative thoughts and 

beliefs. Other mindset influences were deliberate self-rituals and practices that they 

engage in. One of the most emotional testimonies about mindset came from Simone, who 

shared how she has overcome emotional struggles that intersect with her online learning 

challenges:  

I've, I've struggled for like, a long time with my depression and anxiety. And so I 

think it's kind of like my outside world, like my outside world views coming into 
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play, where if I'm feeling very overwhelmed, I don't, I kind of just take a break, 

and I tell myself, I'm like, just breathe, relax, and I'll come back to it later. And so 

kind of just my learning with my outside of class, you know, with my emotional 

wellbeing and everything like that. That's definitely helped me with class. So just 

kind of learning about what I've viewed as a negative and using that as a positive. 

So if I get very overwhelmed, I can just tell myself that it's just my body's way of 

saying that, you know, I need a break and to come back later, because it can get 

hard. I like to be, I'm a perfectionist, so I like I don't like to leave things 

unfinished. Or like you know, I'll see it as like, Oh, this is horrible. It's bad. But 

then like, you know, I have to tell myself like, you know, you did great, you did 

what was expected, and I let other people see it and just try to stop being my own 

worst critic. Just allow myself breaks on anything encouraged me when I needed 

it. And, you know, if I start getting really harsh thoughts, I kind of take a step 

back. And I tell myself if it's not helpful, or you know, progressing, then I need to, 

you know, think it away. Let it use my mind. And that's helped me a lot because 

instead of just, you know, crying on my computer, I can see more constructive 

work.  

Shana shared perspectives on the personal attributes and mindsets that contributed 

to her online success. She revealed: 

It's self-discipline, time management, and ensuring that you are taking control of 

your own success. And that's what I like, is taking control of my own success. 

And I could study at my own pace and learn at my own pace until I have 

questions. 
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When asked what has helped her be successful, specifically in online courses at Capitol 

College, Shana noted,  

My dedication, my motivation. I think those are my two biggest drivers. It's just 

making sure that I'm in control and that I don't have someone else in control of 

me. And once you're a go-getter, you know what you want to do in life. Those are 

your indicators that like you're going to be successful, but you also gotta know 

what you want at the end of the day. 

When asked about her own personal attributes for overcoming challenges, Shana 

responded without hesitation: 

Understanding the challenge and finding a solution. So if a challenge was to 

present itself, like is it in my control, is not in my control? Is it something I could 

fix? Is it something I cannot fix? I've learned that my success has to come first. I 

get one chance and one, one chance only to complete what I need to complete. 

Harmony’s narrative of mindset had a different perspective, reflected on her past, 

and her future:  

I think that having the support system of like, the faculty and the staff members 

have helped me a whole lot. Um, certain classes like speech has helped me 

overcome my fear of public speaking and actually talking in class and being more 

engaged. And then also, just like my personal life, like, knowing where I come 

from, and knowing where I want to go. I use that as my motivation to just keep 

going. 

Besides seeing her own future as motivation, Harmony has also found herself leaning 

more heavily on spiritual influences, writing, and listening to music. Each of these helps 
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to center Harmony’s thoughts and bring her closer to her online success and her future 

goals:  

Before, I couldn't really say I had something that helps me overcome challenges 

because like I said before, I used to just be like, Alright, I'm done. Next. I'll come 

back to you next year. But now, almost three years ago, I began to go to church. 

And it definitely changed. Like, the way that I see things and look at things. I'm 

so like, now I pray. When I feel like I'm stressed out. Like I will pray to God and 

just Let him know my situation, let him know what the outcome is that I'm 

looking for. And then I just have faith that it comes. I also write a lot. So if I feel 

like I'm overwhelmed with my thinking, I start to write in, I just write about 

whether I had a good day or that day, how I was feeling what I'm thinking, what I 

want my day to look like tomorrow. So just help me just ease my mind. And then 

I've listened to music, like, I love music. I didn't realize the love of music that I 

had until this year, like, I really like music, like, I can just lock myself in a room 

and put on headphones and just listen to music for hours. And it could be any type 

of music like I don't have a specific genre. I just like music.  

Brandi uses a determination mindset as a baseline for her online success. Brandi is 

primarily focused on the self-motivation and self-regulation characteristics prevalent in 

successful online learner research:  

I think it just really takes a lot of like, personal perseverance and motivation. 

Because you've got to be very strict, I think on yourself if you want to do online, 

because there's no one there to tell you to do the work. Like you'd have to do it or 

you're not. So basically, I just want to get the stuff done with and pass and you 



 

136 
 

know, and just direct my day, so I think that kind of just made me this is really 

motivating, like determined. Just do it. 

The use of positive and accountable self-talk is important to Maya’s success and 

is especially critical as she navigates her online learning experience without the help of 

others close by:  

I am my number one fan, you know, coming from a developing country to the 

United States, you know, being by yourself, no, no parents, no siblings, you know, 

just a friend that you know, like in the whole place, or people are acquaintances 

that I know. So I think of myself, like, I want to be successful, and I have to help 

myself to be successful and I do not have anybody else to help me be successful. 

So, I would use myself I will talk to myself, I will encourage myself at any point, 

to see that I come to this, because I will know what I where I want to be. You 

know, that's, that's my, that's my focus. And that's my goal. I know that I want to 

be I know where I want to be. So There is no relenting there is no going back. You 

know, no matter how tired I am from work, I know that I have a goal, I have an 

assignment due date, I need to do it. And it is not about the due date it is about 

knowing what I am doing. You know, this is not about getting an A, it's about 

learning what you're being taught, you know, in your own way. 

When Talia made the difficult decision to take fewer classes each semester, it was 

hard. She knew it would take her longer to finish. She shared, “I need to 

remind myself that I just have to. So, just like telling myself that it will be fine. And 

always reminding myself, it is okay if it's long. If you want to cry, cry, then get up and 

just continue.” 
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Similarly, Justice uses self-talk to get over her shyness, especially in group 

situations. She talked about the pain of not being asked to be in groups with other 

students. In these moments, she reminds herself to be strong. “I just know I have to get 

through it, and I do.” Jasmine uses self-talk when she is struggling with motivation, by 

looking to her future. “I'm like, you're gonna graduate in 2020, you're going to have a 

degree, you're going to be able to advance your professional career and be a business 

owner.” 

Learning from Past Experiences. Four of the study’s participants were on their 

second attempt at college when interviewed. Various personal and environmental 

challenges contributed to their struggles in college the first time around. Shana found that 

navigating the college path alone can be challenging and likely led to her first 

unsuccessful attempt. Shana did not want to make that mistake again:  

When I first came to Capitol College, I just enrolled myself and didn't do really 

good at all. So then I really stopped going. But when I got with the right 

counselor, who was like, would say meet up before you start scheduling classes, 

so then that way we make sure that you are in the right program, and that you're 

taking the right classes to keep you on track. I think overall, just like the amount 

of help, and the guidance that is available at Capitol College, I think I've been 

very grateful for.  

Simone’s first attempts at being an online college student did not go as she had 

planned. She was working 10-hour days, and an online course was the only option for her 

busy schedule. Amid the busyness in her life, she found herself struggling to manage her 

time and priorities among work, school, and social life. Although Simone had a patient, 
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kind instructor who offered her extensions on her work, balancing schoolwork, job 

responsibilities, and the circumstances in her life were too difficult to overcome. She 

ended up withdrawing from that first semester. Even with the first unsuccessful 

experience, the second time around was different. “I don’t know why, but it worked out.” 

She attributed the success in this second round of college to just being in a different place 

and point in her life and family support.  

Brandi found the lack of connection and uncertainty in her future career as the 

roots of her first unsuccessful try. Upon returning to college, having a defined route that 

Brandi was fully committed to make the difference:  

I graduated high school and I want to go straight to Capitol College Liberal Arts 

program. Because like, the first year I was there I probably would have told you I 

hate Capitol College. Then I took a year off and I came back and it was totally 

different. In my first year I did so bad. It was terrible. I was not connected. I'm 

like okay, let me just take a year off. I hated it I mean, it really was nobody fault 

but my own just because like, I didn't really know what I was doing, like I was in 

a liberal arts transfer program. And so like, I was basically just taking general 

courses, they were all very random had nothing to do with anything. There was 

not like, any type of specific thing. I was doing random stuff, like art and 

psychology and weird stuff. So, I think that kind of just de-motivated me because 

I felt like I didn't have any type of connections in my, my classes, basically. And 

then it makes the work a lot harder. Because it's very general, so you get a lot 

more work versus when you actually found what you want to do, you have your 

niche so they can actually, you know, make it a little bit more compact. They don't 
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have as much work and it makes more sense. So from that first year to now, that 

that would be the difference. I think, like if you don't have a passion for what 

you're doing you're not going to like school. 

Harmony came to Capitol College after graduating from one of the local high 

schools. At first, she wasn’t planning to go to college, but at the nudging of her high 

school counselor, she found herself at Capitol College. She attended college for two years 

and then dropped out. She noted, “I went for two years. And then, at the end of my two 

years, I dropped out. And then I returned last semester, and I am graduating in a few 

weeks.” Compounding Harmony’s learning struggles, Harmony’s first attempt at college 

was also filled with some extraordinary events and challenges:  

When my sister passed away, I missed about a month of school. Like, she's the 

oldest, and I'm the youngest, but we were stuck together like, look, like I was, I 

was like her hip baby, you know? So when I had to read the article, the news 

article that came out about what happened to her, I couldn't even get through a 

paragraph without bawling hysterically.  

Harmony’s first attempt at college was not as she had planned it to be. She 

recalled having to relearn or unlearn a few things, such as asking for help and finding 

confidence.  

When I first started college. I wasn't one that like took extra help, or like, I never 

really talked in any of my classes. And I hated public speaking. So if I had to 

speak in front of people or even this right now, this interview, I would have never 

done it. Never done it. I don't know, I just don't, I did not like asking for help. 
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Harmony found her confidence when she was forced to take a speech class as a 

requirement for graduation. The speech class was one of her defining moments at Capitol 

College. She consulted her advisor, Anita, for ideas on a topic, and she decided she had to 

do the speech about her sister. About the speech, Harmony shared,  

So I was like, okay, maybe this is the way to go. And I can get them to feel what I 

need them to feel. And I did it. And the whole class was just crying and everybody 

stood up and gave applauses and I was just like, after that I was like, public 

speaking ain't so bad. After all, like, I can do this. If I get them to feel me, I can do 

this. That's my defining moment.  

  Learning from past experiences was not reserved for just the four women who had 

an unsuccessful first try at college. Other participants were learning from mistakes or 

disappointments as first-time online learners. Shana learned a lot about managing time 

and how online classes can free time for some learners. She shared, “I feel like from 

going from then [my first online class] to now, you learn the value of time, and you learn 

to cherish your time by doing them [online classes].”  

Maya learned from her mistakes as a first-time online learner, notably about being 

honest with herself and getting the work done:  

You could be lazy, you know, doing this you say, “Oh, okay, I have a week to 

complete my class.” Like, my first semester I went through that. And I was almost 

late on my on my project. My last project I had, I finished at 11:30pm. was due at 

12am, at midnight. I was working on it, I struggled. Because I always see like, 

“Oh, I have three months to do it. Oh, I have two months to do it.” And it was 

going like that and, you know, be unsupervised. And I knew that My first 
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semester, I lied a lot that I would, I would admit doing, because the lecturers will 

always ask you, how far is your project? How far is this? And you always say, Oh, 

I'm doing fine with it, I am on it. And I was not on it. And learn from that. I'm 

like, No, this is not gonna happen to me. Again, I am not gonna wait until the last 

minute to do a project, you know, you will not get the help you need if you do 

that.  

Similarly, Talia learned she was overextending herself by working full time and 

taking a full load of classes. She found she needed to scale back her course load and 

reconsider her major of study when she was struggling with the science and math classes. 

Talia shared,  

Usually, when I studied, it was easy because I was on the Dean's list, I was doing 

fine. But then as time goes on, it became very difficult. And I think he was 

because of the workload became more hectic, you know, then you have to, like 

take, like, five classes or at least twelve credits with your financial aid, or you 

have to do these, you know, this is the requirement, or when I realized I was 

taking that much and I was working full time I wasn't doing as well. And I'm like, 

okay, I would give myself more time to finish and pass rather than like taking too 

much. And then fill in the classes. I was initially going for nursing. And when I 

realized taking a science classes and I was failing and s there was doing more 

with like, speech in English and then like, I'm, like, I was doing well in those 

classes. Okay, I think I need to rethink this choice I'm making. If I'm doing fine in 

this one, I should just go with something that would require me to do more of 

those kinds of classes and no more math and sciences.  
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Seeing the Future. Each of the participants had a vision for the future that extends well 

beyond their program major or online learning experiences at Capitol College.  For some 

women, future career goals served as a strong influence. For example, Maya focused on 

taking steps now for her future.  

It's a lot of work. And it takes a lot of sacrifices, you know, you miss out on so 

many things. But hey, I think about a future you know, do it once and do it once 

and for all and move on with other things in life. A lot of us can wait. But 

graduating, you know, you can think of it, that it can wait, you can do it any time. 

But to me, time is not waiting, you know, time is not waiting, you know, people 

are coming out. young folks are graduating from universities, you know, and you 

need to be where you want to be, you know, that that degree and we don't wait. 

Brandi also saw her career as a motivating factor.  Prior to enrolling, Brandi was 

experiencing challenging behaviors at work that were not being resolved by the human 

resources department: 

I'm like, okay, maybe I should just go back to school and do human resources. 

That way, I can make a difference in companies where I feel like managers are 

being shady, or human resources are not doing their job. I don't have to worry 

about being a victim because I'd be the one making things happen. So that's 

basically what made me go back to school.  

Similarly, Harmony seeks to better others’ experiences through her work. 

Harmony’s relationship with her father and her childhood conditions are experiences she 

is working through, but the situation also presents inspiration and motivation for her 

future goals and visions. She said, 
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So when it comes to like starting up a conversation, he doesn't know how to talk. 

It is always like, if I have questions about my childhood and how my household 

was, it was always he'll never want to talk about it. So it's like, I always felt like I 

never get the closure that I needed as a kid too, why he treated us the way that he 

did.  

These memories of childhood and other life experiences, like the death of her sister, drew 

Harmony into the field of social work. She said, 

So I definitely see me being the social worker that I dreamed of being. It was 

always a toss up. But then, working in daycare, I think I realized like I think I want 

to do social work. Like I love the one-on-one experience. I love being able to dig 

deep into a person's life to understand the person better, rather than to just throw 

them off to the side and have all this other stuff that I have to focus on, and I just 

rather do just one at a time. 

Though Simone uses her future career goals as motivation, the stronger motivation 

is the impact she can have as a role model for younger Black girls. Through her 

coursework and degree, Simone saw a future for herself and the Black girls she met in the 

elementary school, who will come after her. She noted, “We are responsible for setting 

examples for other Black girls, to show them what’s possible, you know, and to show 

them that they are not what others might have in their minds for Black girls to be.” 

Advisor Anita referred to the importance of focusing on goals when the Black 

women students meet challenges.   

I understand. I’ve been there. Having that pep talk, the struggles that they go 

through, like I said, even outside of school, and just that whole balance thing, but 
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for the most part, just building up the confidence that they can do this. And again, 

setting those expectations. I’ll say to them, "You're in college now, you chose this. 

Look at your goal, look at your long-term goal, short-term goal, what you're 

expecting to do with this," and that's what keeps them motivated. 

Summary 

 This chapter described the data analysis results from the study's three data points: 

demographic survey, the critical incident questionnaire, and the interviews. The bulk of 

Chapter IV used direct quotations from the participants’ interviews and CIQ responses to 

ensure the narratives tell the story of their experiences and influences of online learning 

success.  

The first research question focused on how Black community college women 

describe their success in the online environment. Four themes answered this question: (a) 

success when online learning just works, (b) success through a well-designed online 

course, (c) success through advice for future Black women online learners, and (d) 

success through validation and experiences.  

The second research question focused on what (or who) Black community college 

women describe as the primary influences of their success in online learning 

environments. Four main themes answered this question: (a) Black women influences, (b) 

social influences, (c) institutional influences, and (d) personal influences.  

 In Chapter V, I will examine the study’s findings by applying the Strategic 

imperative for Racial Justice and Decolonization (SIRJD) framework. In the final 

chapter, I will further discuss implications for practice for the Capitol College’s leaders 
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and faculty and recommendations for future research on community college Black 

women in online learning experiences.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand how Black 

women describe their successful online learning experiences and what these successful 

online learners identify as the primary influences of their online success. The previous 

chapter focused on presenting the data collected and what the study’s participants said 

about their online learning experiences. This chapter will give a brief overview of the 

research study, discuss the significant findings on Black community college women in 

online learning spaces, provide recommendations using the strategic imperative for racial 

justice and decolonization (SIRJD) framework, suggest future research recommendations, 

and offer concluding thoughts.  

The study aimed to understand the success-focused narratives and frameworks 

identified by the research participants rather than deficits. This success-focused approach 

may help Capitol College’s leadership, faculty, and support staff better understand how 

learners describe their success and what, or who, they specifically identify as 

instrumental influences to their successful online learning experiences. 

Research findings were presented as narrative accounts that highlighted 

meaningful, insightful, and personal dimensions of successful online learning 

experiences. I identified themes through the data analysis of the demographic survey 

responses, critical incident questionnaire, interviews, and college data systems 

information. These findings collectively addressed the study’s two research questions,
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 each with four main themes as noted in the table two. Chapter V links the study’s 

findings to existing theory and research and identifies recommendations for practice and 

future research.  

Table 2.  Research Questions and Related Themes 

Research Question Theme 1 Theme 2 Theme 3 Theme 4 
How do Black 
women students in a 
community college 
describe their 
success as students 
in an online learning 
environment? 

Success 
When Online 
Learning Just 
Works 

Success 
Through a 
Well-
Designed 
Course 

Success 
Through 
Advice for 
Future Black 
Women 

Success 
Through 
Validation 
and 
Experiences 

What do Black 
women students in a 
community college 
identify as the 
primary contributors 
to their success in an 
online learning 
environment?  
 

Black Women 
Influences: 
Visions and 
Perceptions of 
Being a Black 
Woman and 
Connections 
with Black 
Women 

Social 
Influences: 
Family and 
Peer 
Relationships,  

Institutional 
Influences: 
Instructors 
and 
Instructional 
Practices and 
Resources 

Personal 
Influences: 
The 
Importance of 
Education, 
Mindset, 
Learning 
from Past 
Experiences, 
and Seeing 
the Future 

 

Research Question 1  

The discussion section is subdivided. First, the study’s themes for the research 

questions are linked to existing research in the discussion section. Second, the study uses 

the Strategic Imperative for Racial Justice and Decolonization (SIRJD) framework to 

suggested practice recommendations. Finally, future recommendations for research are 

identified.  

The women in this study provided valuable insights into how they describe their 

online success and what or who most influenced their online success. Brandi, Harmony, 

Jasmine, Justice, Maya, Shana, Simone, and Talia provided descriptions of tangible 
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examples for how they experienced success within the online learning space to reach and 

surpass their academic and personal goals. They experienced online learning both 

similarly and differently, varying by context, course experiences, instructor relationships, 

personal histories, and other influences. Some participants described their successful 

online learning experiences as transitory, careful, and stemming from past experiences, 

while others described their online learning experiences as helpful, supportive, and 

validating. Most importantly, the participants described their online learning success as a 

discovery, motivation, and validation process.  

The first research question asked, “How do Black women students in a 

community college describe their success as students in an online learning environment?” 

Four themes emerged as a response to the ways Black women students in a community 

college describe their success as students in an online learning environment: (a) success 

described when online learning just works, (b) success described through a well-designed 

course, (c) success described through advice to future Black women online learners and 

(d) success described through validation and experiences.  

Online learning, as a choice of learning modalities, has benefits for many different 

types of learners. The inherent flexibility of online learning relieves a student of a defined 

time and space requirement. This same online course flexibility may work because it 

coincides with even the busiest or most complex of schedules. Similarly, flexibility may 

be the only option for even the most consumed student with multiple heightened personal 

responsibilities. Many of the participants work while going to school, which also suggests 

they choose online learning for the convenience of managing multiple responsibilities 

(Jenkins & Downs, 2003).  
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The participants described online flexibility as critical to their success because of 

their schedules but also as a personal need for their learning. These narratives are 

consistent with a study by Salami and Kornelus (2018), who found learners choosing to 

learn online see more value and higher satisfaction in the learning experience because 

they can manage the timing, pace, and absorption of their learning. As one benefit of 

online learning, this flexibility becomes a description of online success, especially when 

learners indicate they would not have an opportunity to attend college without it. Related 

to the online learning modality benefits, the participants identified online learning as the 

right fit or as just “working” to describe their online learning success.  

The benefits of online being a good fit for learners also may go hand in hand with 

a well-designed course. Several participants shared descriptions of online course design 

elements, strategies, and experiences as important to their successful online experiences. 

Clear expectations, logical course organization, rubrics, assignment examples, consistent 

layout, and defined learning outcomes have long been cited in research as elements of a 

well-designed online course (Jaggars & Xu, 2016; Linder & Hayes, 2018; Teclehaimanot 

& Marshall, 2020). The participants directly called these critical practices out in their 

narratives.  

The connection between success and a well-designed course identified in this 

study is consistent with other research. Athens (2018) found course organization, clarity 

in instructions, and overall course usability contributes to student success and online 

persistence for underrepresented student populations. Similarly, Aragon and Johnson 

(2008) found 28% of online community college students who withdrew from courses 
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attributed part of that decision to poor course design, pointing to the importance of a 

well-designed online course and its relationship to online success.  

The participants' descriptions of success extended beyond the benefits of the 

online modality and a well-designed course. They also framed their narratives of success 

as advice to future Black women online learners. The advice was offered to prospective 

Black women online learners with whom the participants share salient identities of race 

and gender. The tailored advice was both personally relevant and firsthand, which may be 

more likely to be consumed and acted upon by future Black women online learners based 

on the multiple narratives about how their peer group influenced their course choosing 

and taking. The participants’ advice included practical suggestions, such as managing due 

dates and the class schedule and using study guides. But most of the advice offered by 

participants focused on one’s mindset, as they believed future Black women online 

learners would benefit from encouragement, positive affirmations, inspiring words, and 

hopeful advice. The participants shared the importance of extending kindness and grace 

to oneself and being open to the experience, even if that meant being vulnerable.   

Beyond advice to future Black women online learners, the participants also 

described success through the lens of validation and experiences. The participants 

described defining moments, learning and comprehension of content, discovering their 

future career field, and directly receiving recognition and validation from others. While 

validation and validating experiences can vary and be interpreted differently by students 

in different contexts, the participants in this study described these events as important 

influences of success, consistent with findings in other research. Linares and Munoz 
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(2011) and Museus and Quaye (2009) found validating experiences increase student 

retention and academic success for minoritized student populations.  

Research Question 2 

The second research question asked, “What do Black women students in a 

community college identify as the primary contributors to their success in an online 

learning environment?” Four themes emerged as a response to what the participants 

identified as the primary contributors to their success in an online environment: (a) Black 

women influences, (b) social influences, (c) institutional influences, and (d) personal 

influences.  

The participants connected their identities as Black women to their online success 

in several ways. One of the strongest influences identified by almost all the women in the 

study was a connection to another Black woman, such as an advisor, instructor, staff 

person, or college leader. The participants also discussed how they see themselves now 

and in the future and how others may perceive their Black women identities. Finally, the 

participants described themselves as motivators and influences, as role models for other 

Black women and girls.  

Cokley (2003) found Black women connect their academic achievements and 

motivation to their racial identity, which is consistent with some of the participant 

narratives. The participants referred to wanting to counter the negative assumptions and 

perceptions about Black women, proving stereotypes and harmful descriptions wrong. 

The participants also described the importance of using their racial and gender identities 

as a driver to motivate and inspire others.  
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Participant narratives connected their academic and online course success to their 

relationships with Black woman advisors. The participants described how it was easier to 

talk to someone with whom they share a common identity. In particular, they described 

their Black women advisors as someone they believed understood their struggles, who 

knows what it is like to work two times as hard [as non-minoritized students], and who 

“looks out for you” like their mother would. Luedke (2017) explored how staff and 

administrators of color support students of color by meeting them where they are while 

working to nurture students’ holistic selves and cultivate their personal growth. Other 

research has also confirmed the importance of college staff, faculty, and leadership more 

closely reflecting the institution's student identities (Cambell & Campbell, 2007; 

Turrentine & Conley, 2001).  

Social influences reflected the participants’ identification of how family and 

friends supported their online learning success. These social influences served as a source 

of support and encouragement for the participants. They provided various forms of 

guidance, whether in the participant’s overall educational goals or online course 

experiences. 

Several participants noted their families influences their choice to attend college 

and pursue success in their studies. These influences were critical, translating to 

improved career prospects, a better future, or a path to a new family legacy. Crawford and 

Smith (2005) defined these strong family ties as an allegiance, with significant influences 

on a Black woman’s self-actualization, career and future planning, and perception of their 

life path. These nuclear and extended family systems influenced the participant’s online 

success through financial support, encouragement, modeling, and advice. 
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Several participants noted the importance of friends and other peer relationships 

as crucial to their online course success. McCabe (2016) called these types of friend or 

peer arrangements “friends with academic benefits” because peer relationships and 

friends may be associated with particular social or academic benefits, both of which can 

be resources and liabilities. All the women identified a peer relationship as critical to their 

online success. Similarly, Athens (2018) found students viewed their peers as reliable 

helpers and motivators, consistent with this study's findings, particularly when peer help 

and support are connected to course success.  

An essential use of these peer groups and relationships for the study’s participants 

was their online course selection. Through advice and narratives of past experiences with 

peer groups and friends, the participants used the information to choose courses and 

instructors with reasonable response times, manageable workloads, equitable practices, 

and availability for support. The participant narratives placed friend and peer course 

recommendations as important to their online success. Primarily related to course and 

instructor selection choices, some participants described changing their actions based on 

input, feedback, and shared experiences from their peers. The described practice of using 

peer recommendations for course selection is similar to the findings of Birkeland et al. 

(2019). They found students rely on their friends and classmates for course selection and 

course-taking advice more than they rely on faculty and advisors.  

In addition to family and friends, meaningful interactions with instructors were 

discussed as an essential influence to online course success for the study’s participants. 

The study’s literature review also identified student and instructor interaction as critical 

to students' success in online learning environments (Martin & Bollinger, 2018; Wood & 
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Williams, 2013; Yuselturk & Bulut, 2007). Each of the study’s participants talked about 

at least one instructor who encouraged and supported their online success. While the 

types of encouragement and support from instructors varied, from weekly quotes to test 

retakes or open offices to extensive personalized feedback, the participants found 

instructor support critical to their success. The participant experiences correspond to the 

findings of Wood et al. (2015), who observed personal relationships represented by trust, 

mutual respect, and authentic care are linked to success for students of color because of 

the supportive online learning environment.  

The study’s participants also identified several college resources as critical to 

their success. College resources for this study’s findings are categorized as any physical 

space, programming, or service that supported student learning or success. The 

participants' resources included academic advising, the Student Achievement Center 

(SAC), the library, technology support, and counseling. Programming for specific groups 

of students, such as RISE programming, was also mentioned. While talking about 

resources, the participants expressed gratitude and appreciation for the people, services, 

and access points that were available to help them with their online learning experiences.  

In this study, the most consistently identified resource was working with an 

advisor. The participants noted that their advisors shared job openings and four-year 

transfer information in addition to academic advising and emotional support. The 

participants discussed using an advisor to get on the right academic path and as someone 

who would help them navigate options and resources. Other research has also found 

advising to be positively associated with persistence and success for students of color 

(Orozco et al., 2010; Stuart et al., 2014; Wood & Williams, 2013). Chapter IV included a 
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detailed narrative and examination about Black women advisors in the Black Women 

Influences section. I have also placed advising into the institutional resource influences 

category to capture it as a critical resource.  

While the participants did not identify formalized mentoring relationships, they 

shared narratives about relationships with staff members in various student affairs 

departments that helped with their academic, social, and emotional growth. Davidson and 

Foster-Johnson (2001) found these informal and organically developed mentoring 

relationships may be more successful and have better outcomes for students of color than 

traditional, formal mentoring programs. Schreiner et al. (2011) found students benefit 

from relationships with staff who intentionally interact with students through dialog, 

various expressions of care and knowing them by name. For Talia, who had a close 

relationship with a Capitol College student life staff member, the informal mentoring 

offered her validation, friendship, and emotional support, which was closely connected to 

Talia’s self-actualization and feelings about her future academic success.  

In addition to Black women's influences, social influences, and institutional 

influences on online success, the participants identified themselves as influences of their 

success. Within the personal influences theme, participant narratives related to (a) the 

importance of education, (b) mindset, (c) learning from experience, and (d) seeing the 

future. Collectively, the four subthemes of the theme of the personal influences align with 

other online learning success research that noted certain student characteristics, such as 

self-regulation, self-efficacy, and self-motivation, are critical for online learning success 

(Jan, 2015; Kuo & Belland, 2016; Zimmerman & Kulikowich, 2016). 
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The participants discussed the importance of education and their future degree as 

a necessary outcome, one that would bring them new opportunities. Many of the 

participants had family and friends walk the path of education before them, and these role 

models demonstrated the importance of completing a degree, sometimes as a way to 

change the course of one’s life circumstances. Other research has found close 

connections between Black women’s educational success and their perceptions of the 

value and importance of education (Bates, 2012; Rogers, 2018) 

Simone’s narrative about how she faced emotional challenges shows how mindset 

played a role in her online success. For other participants, the mindset was linked to 

motivation, pride, external expectations, or developing strategies of success. Gering et al. 

(2018) found many terms to describe mindset or student initiative but primarily linked the 

phenomena to self-motivation, “being driven” (p. 71), or being a self-starter. Whatever 

one labels the phenomena, research has found mindset can be a powerful influence in 

how a student frames the challenges and uses the act of overcoming challenges to move 

on from that experience (Dweck et al., 2014).  

The participants connected future visions of themselves as another influence of 

their online success. They described their future as a calling to find their career, serve 

others, or act as a role model. Woitowicz and Domene (2013) identified a relationship 

between a calling or purpose and one’s academic motivation. Some of the participants 

found their calling or purpose as they envisioned their future selves.  

From a researcher's perspective, prescribing a label to the participants overcoming 

challenges, being resilient, and persistent was difficult because they persevered and found 

success in their online courses while navigating inherent systems of oppression within 
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higher education and other aspects of their lives. As such, the mindset-related 

characteristics of self-regulation, self-efficacy, and self-motivation, suggested as critical 

for online success (Jan, 2015; Kuo & Belland, 2016; Zimmerman & Kulikowich, 2016) 

take on a different meaning because the participants must have those skills to endure and 

success within the oppressive systems. 

Besides personal and emotionally focused mindsets, the participants described 

learning through their own experiences as critical to their online success, too. The 

narratives described experiences where first attempts at college did not go as planned. 

Others described learning from early mistakes in navigating and managing the online 

learning environment. Lowes and Lin (2015) found that when students realize their locus 

of control as important for their learning in the online environment, they can use it to 

manage their own learning, which helps them to learn how to improve their online 

learning skills.  

As mentioned in Chapter IV, caution is necessary for the self-as-an-influencer 

theme. The participants in this study describe themselves as primary influences of their 

online success, but they cannot be solely responsible for this success. Capitol College 

leadership, faculty, service providers, and staff are partners in the online success journey 

with online learners at the college. These stakeholders are responsible for sustaining, 

improving, and expanding the academic, emotional, social, cognitive, and physical 

student support structures and systems that contribute to online student success. It is 

imperative to point out that while the learner is a critical influencer of their online 

success, it does not absolve the institution, faculty, or service providers of their 

responsibility to contributing to environments and conditions that support online success. 
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The findings of this study are consistent with other literature. In the next section, I will 

describe how the strategic imperative for racial justice and decolonization (SIRJD) 

framework can be used to deepen the analysis of these themes and frame the 

recommendations that come from the study.  

The Strategic Imperative for Racial Justice and Decolonization Framework 

Theory is the lens through which we do this work (Creswell, 2007). Chapter II 

included four theoretical frameworks: Rovai’s composite persistence model, Knowles’ 

andragogy theory, constructivism, and critical race theory. These theories were helpful to 

inform and design this study. However, through the richness of the participant narratives, 

I discovered that the strategic imperative for racial justice and decolonization (SIRJD) is 

the most salient model for recommending practice based on this research.  

As I sought out a model or framework that would fit with the study’s population, 

themes, and future opportunities for supporting success, I was at a loss. I believe heavily 

in the online teaching and learning community's growing focus on humanizing online 

learning. Humanizing online alone cannot fully address racial injustices or critically 

question the long-standing practices institutions have used to manage online learning.  

A discussion with my dissertation chair led me to look at the American College 

Personnel Association’s (ACPA) Strategic Imperative for Racial Justice and 

Decolonization (SIRJD) model (Quaye et al., 2019). I searched to find institutional 

applications of applying the SIRJD framework to the online teaching and learning space. 

Given the roots of SIRJD were born out of ACPA, an organization primarily focused on 

student affairs, the model is a robust framework for how colleges might use a different set 

of principles to reflect on how they serve their online students, particularly online 
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learners from marginalized, underrepresented, and minoritized populations. As such, 

SIRJD is centered as the model for the practice recommendations in this study. 

SIRJD Background 

The SIRJD framework was a response by ACPA leadership to repeated and 

increasing injustice of race-based oppression and historical inequality across the national 

landscape (Quaye et al., 2019). The framework’s authors design it as a transformational 

guide for student affairs leaders and staff to address campus events of ongoing racial 

oppression and dehumanizing experiences. The framework’s diagram, shown in Figure 1, 

has four distinct parts: (a) history, (b) the core framework – love (c) the vanes or spokes 

of the framework, representing the principles of racial justice and decolonization, and (D) 

the outcomes of the implementation.  

The grey-colored outside of the wheel, labeled as past, history, and future, places 

college personnel as influential across time, with the circular motion of arrows serving as 

a push towards change. The arrows in this grey circle also represent a stream that flows 

around racial justice and decolonization work. At the core of the wheel is love, which the 

framework’s designers argue is at the center of all we do and is a way of being. Love 

represents both resentment and anger at injustice and a love of justice and loving one 

another. SIRJD establishes love as both kind and caring and intense and powerful to 

represent care for each other, but through accountability for one’s actions (Quaye et al., 

2019). The framework’s inner green wheel identifies radical democracy, critical 

consciousness, and humanization as outcomes for implementing the underlying principles 

and the foundation of love. Inside the circle are nine equal spokes or vanes “representing 
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the necessary principles of racial justice and decolonization work and contribute to the 

movement toward justice” (Quaye et al., 2019, p. 11). 

 

Figure 1 From “A Bold Vision Forward: A Framework for the Strategic Imperative for 

Racial Justice and Decolonization,” by  Quaye, S. J., Aho, R. E., Jacob, M. B., 

Domingue, A. D., Guido, F. M., Lange, A. C., & Stewart, D., 2019, ACPA 

Strategic Imperative for Racial Justice and Decolonization, p. 

11(https://www.myacpa.org/sites/default/files/SIRJD_GuidingDoc2.pdf). 

Copyright 2019 by the American College Personnel Association. 

 

 

The nine vanes of the framework serve as its guiding principles (Quaye et al., 

2019): 
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1. Responsibility rather than compliance. We see our responsibility in responding 

to injustice and inequity as more critical than compliance.  

2. Educating through problem-posing. We encourage learners to think critically 

and question information by decentering power in the learning environment. 

3. Questioning the knowledges we use. We are critical of our assumptions, 

practices, and research and choose our written and spoken language with intention 

and care. 

4. Emphasizing agency. We resist oppression by naming our fears and using our 

power within our spheres of influence to inspire and foster change. 

5. Developing authentic relationships. We create and nurture genuine relationships 

to support meaningful dialogue and actionable change. 

6. Watching out for each other. We abandon fear to support mutual and trusting 

relationships with each other and create communities that seek to root our racial 

injustices and colonized practice. 

7. Centering compassion and healing. We hold ourselves accountable to 

recognizing violence, pain, and trauma caused by racial injustices and by treating 

ourselves and each other with love, kindness, and extensions of grace. 

8. Suspending efficiency and embracing dialogue. We see dialogue as an active 

path towards reflection and change. 

9. An always becoming. We embrace multiple possibilities and practices in our 

journey to addressing racial justice and decolonization (pp. 13-18). 

The vanes will be referenced and connected to the recommendations for practice in the 

next section. 
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Recommendations for Practice Using SIRJD 

Participant narratives suggest three recommendations for serving online Black 

women learners in community colleges: (a) recruiting, hiring, promoting, retaining, and 

supporting more Black women employees, (b) humanizing online teaching and learning, 

and (c) using professional development opportunities to address systemic racism. Each 

recommendation connects to the SIRJD framework's relevant vanes, as described within 

each of the study’s recommendations below and as shown for quick reference in Table 3. 

As the work of racial and social justice and decolonization is broad (Aho & Quaye, 

2018), application of the SIRJD principles in this study’s context may vary from the 

original intent of the SIRJD framework. However, using the SIRJD framework is a call to 

action, where the outcomes of applying the framework demonstrate the importance of the 

recommendations.  

 

Table 3.  The study recommendations and related SIRJD vanes. 

 

Recruiting, Hiring, 
Prompting, 

Retaining and 
Supporting Black 

women 

Humanizing online 
teaching and 

learning 

Using professional 
development to 

address systemic 
racism 

Responsibility 
rather than 
compliance 

 x x 

Educating through 
problem posing  x  

Questioning the 
knowledges we use  x  

Emphasizing 
agency x   

Developing 
authentic 
relationships 

x x  
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Watching out for 
each other x  x 

Centering 
compassion and 
healing 

x x x 

Suspending 
efficiency and 
embracing 
dialogue 

x  x 

An always 
becoming   x 

 

Recruiting, Hiring, Promoting, Retaining, and Supporting Black Women Staff, 

Faculty, and Leaders 

The participant narratives were both direct and clear – they sought out Black 

women for support. For the study’s participants, black women influenced online learning 

success through advising, mentorship, and relationships. Based on the study’s findings, I 

recommend pursuing avenues that directly address the Capitol College faculty, staff, and 

leadership’s compositional and proportional diversity to more closely representing the 

student population. Compositional diversity refers to the number of people of diverse 

groups or a numerical representation of specific groups of people based on race or 

ethnicity (Gurin et al., 2002). Proportional diversity refers to the proportionate 

representation of ethnic and racial groups among employees, students, and the greater 

college community.  

The participants identified connections to current Black women staff.  However, 

given the importance the participants placed on those connections, the college needs to 

work towards more intentional recruitment, hiring, promoting, and retaining of Black 

women in roles that directly interface with student success. Further, the college should 

intentionally and purposefully foster an environment that supports Black women within 
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the college. It would be naïve to assume that compositional and proportional diversity 

would create equitable outcomes and hiring a diverse workforce alone is not enough. As 

Harper (2015) stated it is “magical thinking” to assume that increasing hires and 

enrollments will be enough to reshape environments, but it is a good start. The 

recommendation is to promote, hire, retain, and support Black women faculty, staff, and 

leaders calls for a more holistic approach to employing Black women, from hiring to 

supporting them throughout their careers at the college. 

Researchers have found having someone to seek out for help can positively 

impact Black women’s experiences as a student (Felder, 2010). Crawford and Smith 

(2005) identified mentor-like, guiding relationships as an essential factor in the success 

and upward mobility for Black women’s career, education, and personal development. 

McClain and Perry (2017) reviewed over twenty research students pertaining to students 

of color at predominantly White institutions and found similar results, specifically hiring 

faculty and staff of color was related to retention of those learners. Further, other research 

has been clear about the importance of having staff, faculty, and leaders who reflect the 

various identities that make up the student body’s composition (Bowers, 2002; Campbell 

& Campbell, 2007; Cora-Bramble, 2006; Hagedorn et al., 2007; Turrentine & Conley, 

2001) 

In addition to colleges having faculty and staff that reflect their diverse 

populations, other research has shown that students with minoritized identities also 

perform better when staff, faculty, and leaders reflect similar identities (Ladson-Billings, 

1998; Milner et al., 2002). Yet higher education finds itself in a shortfall of diverse 

faculty, staff, and leaders. The Pew Research Center (2019) reported that while faculty 
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have become more racially and ethnically diverse, the ratio is far behind student diversity 

percentages. Bartman (2015) found Black women may need to look outside of their 

cultural group to find role models due to the low numbers of Black women faculty and 

staff to serve as mentors in higher education institutions. When viewed through SIRJD, 

the need for recruiting, hiring, promoting, retaining, and supporting more Black women 

connects to several of the framework’s principles: (a) developing authentic relationships, 

(b) watching out for each other, (c) centering compassion and healing, (d) emphasizing 

agency, and (e) suspending efficiency and embracing dialogue.  

Recruiting, hiring, promoting, retaining, and supporting more Black women 

employees is closely connected to the SIRJD principles of developing authentic 

relationships, suspending efficiency and embracing dialogue, and watching out for each 

other because these principles center on deeper connections built on trust, humility, and 

care. They are built on mutuality and focus on building relationships that honor one’s 

experiences and personal histories. Luedke’s (2017) study explored how staff and 

administrators of color supported students of color by meeting students where they are. 

Through the nurturing of each students’ “cultural capital, defined as knowledge, skills, 

and assets” (Luedke, 2017, p. 37) and “social capital, defined as relationships built on 

trust” (Luedke, 2017, p. 37), the service providers and practitioners made deeper, more 

engaged connections. Luedke (2017) also described these connections as vital 

opportunities for students to build additional cultural capital deemed important in higher 

education, such as campus norms, accessing resources, and navigating academic 

pathways.  
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The types of relationships described by Luedke (2017) reflect the relationships 

described by participants with Advisor Anita. The participants defined their relationship 

with Advisor Anita as authentic and trusting.  They found comfort in her presence and 

solace in her unwavering support of their educational pursuits. They sought her out for 

advice on their personal lives outside of school, which translates to students feeling that 

they matter (Luedke, 2017). Conversely, Advisor Anita connected these relationships to 

something larger than just students attending classes. She saw her work with these 

women as critical for their future success. She was looking out for them as much as they 

were seeing her as their lifeline to their online success.  

Increasing the representation of Black women staff, faculty, and leaders, through 

recruitment, hiring, promotion, retention, and support can ensure a connection to the 

SIRJD principle of centering compassion and healing. This principle is focused on 

healing from the trauma of racism, oppression, and colonization. The participants 

described their relationship with Advisor Anita as critical because she knew what it was 

like to walk in their shoes. As a Black woman, Anita’s shared identity with the 

participants meant they saw her as someone to trust, someone who could help them heal 

from and grow. Shana pointed out it was easier to talk to Advisor Anita because she was 

Black: “Somebody that is not African American won't understand my struggles or 

understand like, what I've been through in my life.” The participants expressed affection 

for and deep connection to Advisor Anita and other Black women role models while also 

finding meaningful connections to Instructor Irene and Student Life Debra, both of whom 

were White. It is not that White staff cannot be culturally responsive. Rather, Black 

women deserve a campus with more folks that look like them.  
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The participants described experiences where they felt empowered and 

encouraged. Similarly, Advisor Anita talked about working with students to ensure they 

were in control of their situations. She likened this to the students proving her wrong so 

as they created their narrative of success. The SIRJD principle, emphasizing agency, is 

critical in calling for the hiring of more Black women. Access to and relationships with 

Black women staff, faculty, and leaders offers Black women students the opportunity to 

find support in spaces not focused on White ideals of success. Simone’s narrative 

described being minimized to a generalized expectation of Black women as perceived 

through dominant lenses. She said, “They kind of like underestimated my abilities and, or 

my background, and they use that to say, she's gonna be like this stereotypical caricature 

of what a black person is. And like, kind of didn't have confidence in me.” Simone’s 

words call for opportunities that encourage and support Black women students in their 

agency development as they live out their success narratives. To that end, the increased 

availability of Black women staff, faculty, and leaders provides a support structure for 

these women to embark on those personal discoveries of agency.  

Recruiting, hiring, promoting, retaining, and supporting more Black women is one 

recommendation for increasing the success supports for Black women learners.  A second 

recommendation is to invest more time and energy into humanizing online teaching and 

learning. Like the connections described by the participants with various advisors, staff, 

and instructors, humanizing online teaching and learning is also built on relationships and 

care. Humanizing is explored in the next section.  

Humanizing Online Teaching and Learning  
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Research has consistently pointed to visible engagement in the online course 

(Baran et al., 2013; Redmond et al., 2018), appropriate response timelines (Alqurashi, 

2019; Hodges & Cowan, 2012; Martin & Bolliger, 2018), prompt and constructive 

feedback (Tanis, 2020; Watson et al., 2017), and clear communication (Khan et al., 2017; 

Martin & Bolliger, 2018) as essential and effective online teaching practices for 

influencing and supporting online student success. However, the participants went 

beyond these four core online teaching practices and described several different types of 

faculty-connected influences that supported and encouraged their online success. The 

participants described supportive instructor practices as helpful, caring, and respectful. 

They described faculty behaviors and course designs that demonstrated care, felt loving, 

invited engagement, honored their contributions, and respected their experiences. 

Overall, the participants described elements of a humanized online experience. 

The participants identified humanized online learning experiences as influential in 

their online success. This study's recommendation is for all online faculty to engage in 

more humanized online teaching and learning practices. Humanizing online teaching and 

learning places an intentional focus on the non-cognitive elements of learning through 

instructor-student relationships and the course community (Pacansky et al., 2020). 

Cognitive components of a course focus on the acquisition of skills and content or 

demonstrating outcomes. Non-cognitive skills are those found outside of traditional 

definitions of intelligence, such as critical thinking skills, soft skills, emotional 

competencies, character traits, social skills, persistence, creativity, and other 

metacognitive strategies (Morton, 2016). Non-cognitive skills are equally important to 

cognitive components in the online classroom (McClendon et al., 2017) because they can 
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either support and enhance the online learning experience or serve as barriers to online 

learning success (Morton, 2016). The focus on relationships and community to support 

and encourage non-cognitive skills nurtures connection and empathy, both critical 

elements in the humanized online teaching and learning formula.  

When viewed through SIRJD, humanizing online teaching and learning has 

several connections to the framework’s principles: (a) developing authentic relationships, 

(b) questioning the knowledges we use, (c) centering compassion and healing, (d) 

educating through problem posing, and (e) responsibility rather than compliance. The 

practice of humanizing online teaching and learning focuses on an instructor’s facilitation 

strategies to build presence, empathy, and awareness, which establishes the online 

instructor as more than just a subject matter expert. In turn, students also see themselves 

as part of a larger community. Through humanized online experiences, students are more 

likely to be motivated to learn, fulfilled through their learning, and achieve success in the 

online course (Martin & Bolliger, 2018; Pacansky-Brock et al., 2019; Picciano, 2002, 

Rovai & Barnum, 2003).   

The SIRJD principles of developing authentic relationships is achieved in a 

humanized online classroom when an instructor establishes an engaged and consistent 

presence, senses when students need support or care, and truly seeks to know their 

students. A humanized online learning space is built firmly on the principles of trust and 

an instructor’s ability to cultivate student trust. Instructors can develop and nurture 

authentic relationships by bringing their full selves into their online courses.  Through 

selective vulnerability (Hammond, 2014), instructors are encouraged to share facets of 
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their lives that depict them as real people, promoting and fostering deeper connections 

with students (Packansky-Brock et al., 2019).  

Questioning the knowledges we use is apparent in a humanized online classroom 

when we design learning experiences that encourage students to think critically, learn 

from one another, and invite them to provide honest, open feedback on the learning 

experience. By being approachable, checking in with students individually, 

acknowledging mistakes, supporting students through difficult times, and sending 

messages of support, instructors create a learning experience centering on compassion 

and healing.  

In the online classroom, emphasizing agency means we encourage students to 

advocate for their needs. The instructor then demonstrates a willingness to listen and 

engage in respectful dialogue about needs, fears, and challenges. Further, we develop 

mechanisms in online classes that center all learners' voices by including examples of 

readings, references, and other work that represents multiple identities.  

By designing online experiences to educate through problem posing, where 

learners are co-creators of knowledge and there is not one singular expert in the learning 

space, faculty can decenter power in the online learning environment. By seeing learners 

as partners in the learning experience, we invite learners to contribute course resources, 

content, and assessment pathways. Shifting the needle of power increases learner 

motivation by encouraging learners to think critically and question their learning.  

Attending to the SIRJD principle of responsibility rather than compliance in an 

online classroom means we see our commitment to responding to injustice and inequity 

as more critical than compliance. We see relevance and importance in creating a learning 
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environment centered on good teaching practice and culturally relevant pedagogy and 

practices. We see value in reducing or even abandoning the surveillance-focused and 

transactional nature of online courses, particularly as these concepts related to cameras 

on, numbers of logins, number of responses, or clicks on a site, rather than achieving 

particular outcomes. Ensuring equitable access to course content through multiple modes 

of representation, committing to captioning and alternative access, and building support 

structures for emerging online learners demonstrates responsibility in honoring the care 

and love at the core of the SIRJD model.  

Humanized online teaching and learning encourages a safe and respectful learning 

experience by shifting the paradigm of online learning from a flat, anonymous experience 

to one built on presence, empathy, and awareness and several of the core principles of the 

SIRJD framework. Online courses designed and facilitated through a humanized lens 

encourage interconnection and empathy, which drives engagement and rigor (Pacansky et 

al., 2019) 

Using Professional Development Opportunities to Address Systemic Racism 

The participants described feeling, perceiving, and experiencing negative 

messages about their identities as Black women. Additionally, most participants identified 

race as a factor in their online courses and as salient to their overall experiences as 

students and how they saw their future selves. While the participants did not attribute 

these negative messages to specific people or contexts, other than Simone’s reference to 

these experiences while on a college tour at a four-year university, they talked about these 

negative messages in the context of their narratives about online success at Capitol 

College. The participants believed people underestimated their abilities. Even if faculty or 
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staff would say they did not intend for that to be the message received, the Black women 

learners are responding to the cumulative impact of microaggressions and school-based 

inequities. Addressing these assumptions can be done by learning how to be anti-racist 

and learning how to make a plan for actionable change. 

Capitol College has invested in anti-racist paradigms and strategies, but there is 

much work to do. In addition to an existing equity and inclusion department, the college 

hired an academic diversity officer to lead the college’s equity, inclusion, and diversity-

related initiatives and strategy. Further, many faculty, staff, and leaders are working on 

various equity and inclusion initiatives to promote anti-racist practices, pedagogies, and 

dialogues. These efforts are all steps in the right direction and signify Capitol College 

sees investing in anti-racist work as critical. Yet this work cannot live solely within or as 

the work of a set group of folks or a diversity or equity office. Instead, an all-hands-on-

deck approach is needed to weave the social justice fibers of dialogue, action, 

responsibility, and accountability into every staff, faculty, leader, and students’ daily 

reality. Hence, the recommendation for using professional development to address 

systemic racism is one strategy for the college to engage in equity and inclusion work 

more fully, on a collegewide scale. 

When viewed through SIRJD, using professional development opportunities to 

address systemic racism has several connections to the framework’s principles: (a) 

responsibility rather than compliance, (b) watching out for each other, (c) centering 

compassion and healing, (d) suspending efficiency and embracing dialogue, and (e) an 

always becoming. I believe intentional, purposeful, and strategic professional 

development, focused on learning about systemic racism, culturally relevant and 
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responsive teaching practices, systems of oppression, and anti-racism practices can help 

faculty, staff, and leadership develop actionable skills to recognize, confront, and work 

towards disrupting the multiple tenets of systemic racism.  

We see our commitment to anti-racism professional development as a 

responsibility rather than compliance. Rather than seeing professional development as a 

have-to, we see it as something greater, something that will lead the college towards a 

more equitable, humane, and just place. This principle focuses on calling college 

personnel to be agents of change when opportunities to disrupt colonized logic and ideals 

arise. We can use professional development as a strategy to develop tools to help us 

confront racist practices within the college community. 

Watching out for each other means we abandon fear and move towards action. 

Professional development experiences focused on building relationships, community, and 

collegiality builds trust and mutuality. By learning to ground our relationships with one 

another in love, humility, and faith (Quaye et al., 2019), we can build more authentic, 

care-based connections to one another to advance racial justice.  

Identifying professional development opportunities that reflect the SIRJD 

principles of centering compassion and healing and suspending efficiency, and embracing 

dialogue provides a space to learn from one another but holding one another accountable 

to acknowledging the pain and trauma of oppressive and racist systems. We can use these 

opportunities to develop skills for having courageous and honest conversations about 

how one’s actions or behaviors promote or perpetuate injustice. Further, these learning 

opportunities help us disrupt racist, biased, and oppressive narratives, practices, and 
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assumptions through critical consciousness, shared learning and teaching experiences and 

humanized approaches to the work we do.  

An always becoming focuses on constant and engaged work to unlearn principles, 

practices, and beliefs of colonization and racist society. This principle calls for high 

degrees of self-assessment and awareness that encourages each of us to consider our role 

in contributing to and perpetuating racist practices and ideals. The pandemic reality of 

remote and virtual everything, including services, learning, access, and support, 

uncovered the glaring reality that more intentional dialogue and action needs to happen in 

how we digitally serve all learners.  Currently, there are very few spaces for those 

engaged in online education, both teaching and serving students, to think about how 

online and digital structures are used to reinforce or disrupt White norms. 

Recommendation for Future Study  

It has been mentioned several times in this study that research focused on Black 

women in community colleges is limited. Even more limited is research on Black women 

online learners in community colleges. This population of women must continue to be 

studied, both as a complex group of learners with diverse backgrounds and experiences in 

educational spaces and to expand educational opportunities and amplify this group of 

learners' voices. Beyond this generalized call for more research on this population of 

learners, the study's findings suggest a need for future research on the implications of the 

impostor phenomenon for Black women online learners.  

Several participants discussed feelings of inadequacy, disbelief in their success, 

and generalized concern that they were not worthy of the success they had achieved in 

the online environment. These feelings relate to the impostor phenomenon (IP), 
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particularly in its manifestation in highly successful women (Clance and Imes, 1978). 

The impostor phenomenon describes an internal experience of intellectual fraud that 

manifests itself in sufferers by believing they are not smart and their achievements result 

from luck. Individuals experiencing IP also think they will be “found out” and exposed 

for being a phony. All of these beliefs present themselves even as the individuals' 

achievements show otherwise. Clance and Imes (1978) noted particular early family 

dynamics and various influences of identity stereotyping might contribute to the IP's 

development in those who experience it.  

Research about the existence and manifestation of IP among students of color, 

especially those in community colleges, is limited and calls for more exploration. A 

growing body of research shows that IP can have detrimental effects on the short-term 

and long-term outlook and success for students of color (Cokley et al., 2017). Several 

participants expressed surprise and disbelief in their success, even as their academic 

histories, study efforts, and attention to their studies showed the opposite. The participant 

narratives point to a need for future investigation that looks more closely at the 

connection between the impostor phenomenon and successful online learning 

experiences. This exploration might identify instructional and support strategies and 

practices that help to dismantle IP and the destructive mindset often associated with the 

phenomenon. 

Summary 

This chapter provided a discussion, recommendations for practice, and 

suggestions for future research. The study’s themes were discussed in response to 

existing research and practice. Chapter V used the strategic imperative for racial justice 
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and decolonization (SIRJD) framework as a model for practice recommendations. 

Finally, the impostor phenomenon is recommended as a topic for future research to 

explore further foundational and targeted insights into the lived experiences of Black 

women within and among the various contexts of online learning.  

Conclusion 

This study addressed the complexities of being a successful community college 

Black woman online student, contributed to existing literature, and answered the study’s 

research questions about describing a successful online learning environment and 

identifying the influences of success. The study’s findings offer new insights and practice 

recommendations for serving and engaging Black community college women who have 

been successful in online learning environments. This group of learners has been mostly 

absent from scholarly research, and this study adds to the vacancies that exist about this 

group of online learners. The dissertation process's principal purpose is to contribute new 

knowledge, learnings, and understanding about a topic that has unanswered questions and 

help address issues or problems identified. This study has added new knowledge to 

scholarly research by understanding how Black women describe their online community 

college learning experiences and who or what Black women identify as the primary 

influences of their online success.  
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Thank you for your willingness and interest in participating in a dissertation study 

about the contributors or influences to successful online learning experiences for Black 

women at Madison College. Please complete the short questionnaire below to indicate 

your interest. A group of students who express interest in the study will be selected to 

proceed to the next step of the study until all spots are filled. Please let me know if you 

have questions.  

Thank you, 

 

Tina Rettler-Pagel, Doctoral Student 

University of Wisconsin, La Crosse 

Rettler-pagel7876@uwlax.edu 

 

I am interested in participating in this dissertation study about the influences of 

success to my successful online learning experiences. 

o Yes  

o No   
 

What is your first name? 

________________________________________________________________ 
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What is your last name? 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

What is your ethnicity? 

o Black  

o Hispanic  

o Asian  

o American Indian  

o Hawaiian/Pacific Islander  

o Multi Racial  

o White  
 

What is your gender? 

o Male  

o Female  

o Prefer not to disclose  
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How many online courses have you taken at Madison College? 

o 1-2  

o 3-5  

o 6-10  

o 11 or more  
 

How many online courses are you taking this semester? 

o 0  

o 1  

o 2  

o 3  

o 4 or more  
 

What is your program of study or declared major at Madison College?  

________________________________________________________________ 
 

If I need to call you, what phone number(s) should I use?  

________________________________________________________________ 
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If selected for the study, are you open to some communication via text messaging 

(such as reminders about interview times)? 

o Yes  

o No  

o I do not have texting capability.   
 

What is your preferred email address? 

________________________________________________________________ 
 

My preferred way to be contacted is 

o Email  

o Phone  

o Email and phone are both okay  
 

Thank you for your interest.  By expressing interest in this study, you are not 

committing to participate and have the right to withdraw at any time if you move forward 

in the process.  

Please feel free to contact me with any questions. Tina Rettler-Pagel, Doctoral Student 

University of Wisconsin, La Crosse 

Rettler-pagel7876@uwlax.edu 
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Directions for student: Think of an online class you were successful in. With that class in 

mind, respond to the following questions: 

1. At what point in the online class did you feel most engaged with what was 

happening? 

2. At what point in the online class did you feel most distanced with what was 

happening? 

3. What action anyone (teacher or student) took in the online class did you find most 

affirming or helpful? 

4. What about the online class surprised you the most? (This could be something 

about your own reaction to what went on, or something that someone did, or 

anything else that occurs to you.) 

5. Identify a factor that contributed to your success in this online class, and why did 

it contribute to your success? Please be as specific as possible. It is okay to 

identify more than one thing.  

6. What did you do to support your own success in this online class? 

7. Was there a singular incident that led to your success and completion of this 

online class?  
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Thank you for participating in this research study. The intended purpose of this interview 

is to learn about your online learning experiences at Capitol College. During this 

interview, you have the right to decline to answer any questions you are uncomfortable 

with or stop the interview and leave the study at any time. I am recording our 

conversation so that I may refer back to our conversation to ensure I have captured your 

words and stories accurately. Your responses are confidential, and I will use pseudonyms 

in the report to protect your identity. 

What questions can I answer for you?  

Pre-Interview Checklist:  

� Purpose 

� Confidentiality  

� Length of Interview 

� Review Consent Forms 

� Sign Consent Forms 

 

Participant Specific  

• Starter: What prompted you to take your first online class?  

• Starter: Tell me about your educational path that brought you to (Capitol 

College).  

• Tell me about your experiences in college. What has been a defining moment?  

• What is it like to be a student at Capitol College? 

• What or who influenced your experience in college? Why is this significant? 
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• How would you describe yourself family and cultural background?  

• Tell me about a time when you think you were successful in an online course.  

Online Classroom Experiences  

• Think back to your first online class. How did you feel about online learning 

before starting that experience? 

o >>>>>>Probing Question: What were you looking forward to?  

o >>>>>>Probing Question: What were your concerns? 

• Please share any experiences that helped to prepare you for an online course.  

• What specifically did the instructor do that encouraged success for you in the 

online course?  

o >>>>>>Probing Question: In what ways was the instructor potentially 

limiting/hindering your success? 

• Tell me about any challenges during your online course(s). What happened, and 

how did you overcome the challenges? 

• How would you describe the overall classroom atmosphere of your online 

classes? 

• Describe your interactions with the instructor of one of your online classes. 

Success-based experiences 

• What is helping you be successful at Capitol College? 

o >>>>>>What on-campus resources have you utilized and how have they 

been helpful to you? 

o >>>>>>Who would you identify as most influential in helping you 

navigate Capitol College? 
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o >>>>>>Is there anyone specific who has been a contributor or supporter 

of your online success? Specifically, how have they assisted? 

• What are some of the personal attributes that help you overcome challenges? 

(please explain) 

• What elements cause the greatest distractions to your learning?  

• What helps you to learn?  

• What is the best thing about learning online? What was the worst thing?  

• (If needed to follow up for CIQ responses): As part of volunteering for the study, 

you completed a critical incident questionnaire where you identified a specific 

incident or experience from a past online course related to your online course 

success. Please share a little more detail about (context or experience from 

participant form). 

Race Experiences in the Online Classroom and Within the College Environment 

• Does your racial or cultural background or gender shape your college experience? 

If so, describe how. 

• Describe any online course experiences where you perceived race or gender was a 

factor in the learning experience.  

• What advice do you have other Black women considering taking online courses at 

Capitol College? 

Closing 

• What, if any, questions do you have for me? 

• What, if any, comments would you like to add? 

• What pseudonym would you like me to use?  
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• What is the best way to reach you to send transcription of our interview / or 

themes for checking? 
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Thank you for participating in this important dissertation research. The purpose of this 

study is to look at the experiences of Black women who have been successful in online 

learning environments.  

 

Your participation is voluntary and individual responses will be kept confidential. Your 

identifying information, such as your name, will be replaced with a pseudonym within 

the published research study. There are no known risks if you decide to participate in this 

research study, nor are there any costs for participating in the study. If you do not wish to 

continue at any time, you may discontinue your participation by ending the interview. If 

you do not choose to continue participation, your responses and information will be 

excluded from the study. Students volunteering to participate in the interview, whether or 

not they complete the interview, will be given a $25 cash as an incentive for participating. 

 

Reflecting on our educational experiences may be emotional. Counseling is available to 

participants if requested through Capitol College’s Counseling Office.  

 

The interview will take approximately one hour of your time and will involve meeting 

(face-to-face or virtually) with the researcher, who will ask a series of approximately 

15 open-ended questions about your online learning experience. These face-to-face 

meetings will be audio recorded for later transcription. If a face-to-face meeting is not 

possible, a webinar meeting via a virtual tool, such as Zoom, can be arranged.  
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If you have any questions, please see the contact information of the researcher below. 

 

Having read the statement of Informed Consent above, I agree to participate in this 

study. I understand that I have the right to discontinue my participation at any time 

and that my personal information will be kept confidential. A copy of this Informed 

Consent has been provided for me to keep. 

 

Signature:    

Printed Name:    

Date:     

Street Address:    

State:     

Email:     

Phone Number:     

 

Tina Rettler-Pagel, Researcher 

University of Wisconsin-La Crosse 

rettler-pagel7876@uwlax.edu 

608-347-3401 
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